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Introduction 
 
1. This document sets out the methodology for the Bedford Strategic 

Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA). The methodology has 
been prepared in the context of Government Practice Guidance1 on 
this topic and follows a period of public consultation on a draft 
methodology which took place in May-July 2008. 

 
2. The council has an adopted Core Strategy and Rural Issues Plan 

(adopted in April 2008) and a Town Centre Area Action Plan (adopted 
in October 2008). The council is currently preparing an Allocations and 
Designations Plan. 

  
3. This study will inform the preparation of the Allocations and 

Designations Plan. However, it is not the purpose of the study to 
make decisions about which sites should be developed for 
housing, rather it will provide evidence to support decision 
making within the plan process. The study will identify potential 
housing sites, the decision on which sites will be selected as 
allocations will be made through the Allocations and Designations Plan 
process. 

 
4. This methodology has been prepared jointly by Bedford Borough 

Council and Renaissance Bedford (the delivery vehicle for the Bedford 
Growth Area).  

 
5. The methodology for this SHLAA follows the steps set out in the DCLG 

good practice guidance which are reproduced below. 
 
1Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments: Practice guidance DCLG 2007 
 



 
 
 
Stage 1: Planning the Assessment 
 
6. The assessment will cover the local authority area of Bedford borough. 

Although the Government Practice Guidance advocates the 
preparation of studies covering similar areas to those identified in 
Strategic Housing Market Assessments (SHMAs), it has been agreed 
with neighbouring Bedfordshire authorities that in view of the differing 
LDF timetables being followed by each authority SHLAAs will need to 
be prepared separately. 

 
7. A SHMA is currently being carried out sub regionally and the reference 

group created for that purpose were amongst those invited to comment 
on the draft methodology.  

 
8. The SHLAA will be managed and prepared by officers from the council. 

The participation of stakeholders including Renaissance Bedford will be 
sought where appropriate particularly in relation to the assessment of 
the achievability of sites where a stakeholder panel will be formed to 
provide input relating to the deliverability of sites identified in the study. 

 
9. The study is expected to be completed in March 2010 alongside the 

preparation of the Allocations and Designations Plan. 
 
10. The council undertook consultation on an Issues and Options 

document and site selection methodology for the Allocations and 
Designations Plan in 2008 as well as a “call for sites” inviting 



landowners, developers and other interested parties to submit sites 
which they would like to see included in the plan for the council’s 
consideration. In order to prevent duplication of this process there will 
be no call for sites in relation to the SHLAA. 

 
11. The assessment will provide the core outputs depicted in Figure 1 of 

the SHLAA Practice Guidance: 
• A list of sites cross-referenced to maps showing locations and 

boundaries of specific sites(and showing broad locations where 
necessary) 

• Assessment of the deliverability/developability of each identified site 
(ie in terms of its suitability, availability and achievability) to 
determine when an identified site is realistically expected to be 
developed 

• Potential quantity of housing that could be delivered on each 
identified site or within each identified broad location (where 
necessary) 

• Constraints on the delivery of identified sites 
• Recommendations on how these constraints could be overcome 

and when 
 
 
Stage 2: Determining which sources of sites will be included in the 
Assessment. 
 
12. Guidance states that there are two main categories of supply on which 

the study should be based: 
i)  Sites in the planning process 
ii) Sites not in the planning process. 

 
 Sites in the planning process 

• Land allocated (or with permission) for employment or other land 
uses which are no longer required for those uses 

• Existing housing allocations and site development briefs 
• Unimplemented/outstanding planning permissions for housing 
• Planning permissions for housing that are under construction. 

 
Examples of sites not currently in the planning process 
• Vacant and derelict land and buildings 
• Surplus public sector land 
• Land in non-residential use which may be suitable for re-

development for housing, such as commercial buildings or car 
parks, including as part of mixed use development 

• Additional housing opportunities in established residential areas, 
such as underused garage blocks 

• Large scale redevelopment and re-design of existing residential 
areas (residential intensification). 

 



13. The study will have a base date of 31/3/09 in relation to the 
identification of sites which are in the planning process. These will 
include sites which have been allocated for housing in the Local Plan 
and adopted development briefs, and sites with planning permission or 
resolution to grant planning permission identified on the basis of the 
Council’s Housing Monitoring Report. The Practice Guidance (para 21) 
indicates that particular types of land or areas may be excluded from 
the assessment. The following areas will be automatically excluded 
from the assessment: 
 
• Biodiversity/landscape designations: Sites of special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI),Local Nature Reserves(LNR), Historic Parks and 
Gardens. 

• Sites identified as open space 
• Sites substantially within floodplain 3b  
• Sites in the countryside which are not within a village with a defined 

Settlement Policy Area or are not adjoining the Settlement Policy 
Area of either a Growth Area or Rural Policy Area key service 
centre Settlement Policy Area (except rural exception affordable 
housing schemes).  

 
 
Stage 3: Desktop review of existing information 
 
14. The following sources will be used to conduct a desktop review of 

existing information. 
 
Sites in the planning process 
Sites /allocations not yet the subject of planning permission 
Planning permissions/sites under construction 
Current planning permissions not yet determined 
Planning refusals/withdrawn applications 
Lapsed planning permissions 
Sites which have been the subject of pre application advice 
 

15. Sites not in the planning process 
To identify sites which are not in the planning process a number of 
sources of information are available for the identification of potential 
sites. 
 
i) The council’s 2002 Urban Capacity Study 
ii) The Bedford Employment Land Study (red/amber sites) 
iii) National Land Use Database 
iv) The Empty Property register 
v) Ordnance Survey maps and aerial photography 
vi) Site information received in response to the Allocations and 

Designations Plan “call for sites”. 
 
 
 



Stage 4: Determining which sites will be surveyed 
 

16. The sites identified in stage 3 will be visited where necessary in 
particular to update information on development progress where sites 
already have planning permission. Government guidance makes clear 
that decisions will need to be taken about how comprehensive (in 
terms of geographic coverage) and intensive (in terms of the minimum 
size of site) the survey should be in respect of identifying further sites 
with potential.  An important factor for Bedford borough is that the 
guidance states that extent of the survey should be determined in the 
light of the nature of the housing challenge. Essentially this means that 
where regional guidance sets a substantial housing target and land to 
meet that target is as yet largely unidentified the survey will need to be 
fairly extensive. The converse is also true. Where planning 
commitments are already close to meeting the identified target there 
will be less need to survey extensively, particularly on green field land. 

 
17. The Core Strategy and Rural Issues Plan defines two distinct policy 

areas; the Growth Area (Bedford, Kempston and the northern Marston 
Vale)  and the Rural Policy Area (the area of the Borough outside the 
Growth Area). In both areas monitoring shows that significant progress 
has already been made in identifying sites which will meet the policy 
targets for each area. The council is currently preparing an Allocations 
and Designations Plan which will identify any additional sites that need 
to be allocated to meet housing targets in the period up to 2021. The 
Issues and Options document set out the current position in relation to 
housing provision and presented potential policy options for the plan. In 
summary: 

 
18. Growth Area 

The Milton Keynes South Midlands Sub Regional Strategy sets a target 
of 16,270 dwellings but commitments already provide for this figure. As 
part of the Issues and Options process the council has proposed 
exploring the scope for some additional allocations to provide some 
flexibility around this provision. Research into the level of flexibility 
required has shown however that this will not necessitate substantial 
additional provision. 

 
19. Rural Policy Area 

The East of England Plan sets a much more limited target of 1300 
dwellings for this area. Monitoring shows that the target is already met 
by existing completions and commitments. The Issues and Options 
document further explained that the basis for any additional allocations 
will be Core Strategy and Rural Issues Plan Policy CP14 or by 
exception policy CP17. These policies require that for any rural 
development there must be a proven need. Development which meets 
proven need could include the following: 
• Incremental growth within a village’s defined settlement policy area 

in order to maintain vitality. 



• Development to meet a strategic requirement set in the regional 
spatial strategy (strategic need). 

• Development which requires a rural location or meets local need. 
 
20. It should be noted however because the strategic needs set out in the 

East of England Plan have been met, the forthcoming Allocations and 
Designations Plan will only seek to identify sites to meet proven local 
needs. The process of identifying these needs and sites which could 
meet these needs will take place through the plan process. In this 
study sites which could have potential to meet local and community 
needs will be included but it is important to emphasise that their 
suitability for allocation is entirely dependant on subsequent work 
which will need to be carried out to show that there is a local need 
which justifies their identification. It is clear therefore that there is no 
need for an extensive additional survey of the Rural Policy Area. 

 
21. Where site visits take place they will be used to record site 

characteristics and inform the assessment of suitability. In the case of 
the Growth Area the site size threshold for survey will be 10 dwellings 
and in the Rural Policy Area 5 dwellings. This distinction reflects the 
different characteristics of the two areas and the fact that a larger 
proportion of the housing supply is delivered from smaller sites in the 
Rural Policy Area. Contributions from all sites with planning permission 
will be included in the assessment regardless of size. 

 
 
Stage 5: Carrying out the survey 
 
22. The survey will be carried out by Bedford Borough Council staff on the 

basis of standard information required by para 29 of the Practice 
Guide: 

 
• Site size 
• Site boundaries 
• Current uses(s) 
• Character of surrounding area 
• Physical constraints,e.g. access,steep slopes,potential for flooding, 

natural features of significance and location of pylons; 
• Development progress,e.g.groundworks completed, number of 

homes started and number of homes completed; and 
• Initial assessment of whether the site is suitable for housing or 

housing as part of a mixed-use development. 
 
23. Where sites already have planning permission only a minimal amount 

of information will be need to be recorded. In addition, in relation to 
those sites which have been submitted as part of the ‘call for sites’ in 
the Rural Policy Area the information collected will also be limited. This 
reflects the fact that the Allocations and Designations Plan does not 
need to identify sites in this area unless they meet proven need. 

 



 
Stage 6: Estimating the housing potential of each site 
 
24. Government guidance advocates the use of existing or emerging plan 

policies or real life sample schemes to anticipate the likely density that 
can be achieved on site. 

 
25. The majority of sites to be included in the study will have capacities 

which have already been tested through the plan and application 
processes. In some cases preliminary discussions with developers or 
information supplied as part of the call for sites will provide useful 
capacity information. In other cases reference will be made to 
comparable real life example schemes and/ or density standards to 
determine capacity. A density standard approach will be used in the 
Rural Policy Area reflecting the fact that the assessment of these sites 
will be broad brush at this stage. 

 
 
Stage 7: Assessing when and whether sites are likely to be developed 
 
26. Assessing the suitability, availability and achievability of a site helps to 

inform the judgement about whether in the plan making context a site 
can be considered deliverable, developable or not currently 
developable for housing development. To be considered: 
Deliverable – a site is available now, offers a suitable location for 
housing and can be delivered within five years of plan adoption. 
Developable – a site is in a suitable location and it is known when the 
site could be developed. 
The following stages provide the framework for investigating these 
issues. 

 
Stage 7a: Assessing suitability for housing 

 
27. Guidance states that a site is suitable for housing development if it 

offers a suitable location for development and would contribute to the 
creation of sustainable mixed communities. 

 
28. Allocated sites and sites with planning permission will be assumed to 

be suitable unless circumstances have changed which would alter their 
suitability but for other sites an assessment will be undertaken against 
the following factors/criteria which include policy restrictions and 
potential physical limitations which may affect the suitability of the sites 
now or in the future. 

 
Air Quality Management Area (AQMA) 
Area of flood risk 
Conservation Area 
Contaminated land 
historic parks and gardens 
Listed building 



Policies restricting the loss of the existing use (including employment 
and open space) or leading to coalescence 
Scheduled Ancient Monuments 
Designated wildlife sites (County Wildlife Sites, Local Nature Reserves, 
Regionally Important Geological and Geomorphological sites) 
Ability to contribute to the creation of sustainable mixed communities 

 
Stage 7b: Assessing availability 

 
29. Guidance outlines that availability is demonstrated where best 

information shows that there are no legal or ownership problems. This 
means that: 

  
o The land is controlled by a housing developer who has expressed 

an intention to develop or, 
o The landowner has expressed an intention to sell 
 
This exercise will be undertaken with the assistance of local 
landowners and the stakeholder panel where appropriate. 

 
Stage 7c: Assessing achievability 
 
30. Guidance outlines that achievability involves a judgement about the 

viability of a site and the likelihood that a developer will be able to 
complete and sell the housing over a certain period. 

 
31. This part of the work will include consideration of market, cost and 

delivery factors and will be carried out with the assistance of the 
housing market partnership.  

 
Stage 7d: Overcoming constraints 
 
32. The final decision regarding deliverability and developability of sites will 

be based on a qualitative analysis of all the available data by planning 
officers, in consultation with the housing market partnership.There are 
a number of factors which may constrain the development of individual 
sites for either physical or policy reasons. Where such constraints 
exist, the actions needed to remove them will be identified. 

 
33. A final record of sites with a summary of achievability and availability 

will include a decision about the likely timescale for each site coming 
forward based on the level of constraint on each site. 

 
 
Stage 8: Review of the Assessment 
 
34. Following the completion of stage 7 it will be possible to produce an 

indicative trajectory of the anticipated supply from the identified sites 
and to make an assessment of the risk to sites coming forward as 
anticipated. At this stage an assessment can be made about whether 



sufficient sites have been identified and what further steps can/should 
be taken. 

 
 
Stages 9 and 10: Identifying and assessing the housing potential of 
broad locations (where necessary) and determining the housing 
potential of windfall. 

 
35. Identifying and assessing the housing potential of broad locations and 

determining the housing potential of windfall are measures which the 
practice guidance recommends may be taken should it be found that 
insufficient sites have been identified. 

 
36. Current Government guidance seeks to ensure that where possible 

land supply should be based on the identification of specific sites. 
Whilst it is anticipated that the land supply requirements of the plan 
should be achievable without need for windfall allowances 
consideration will be given to this matter if needed. 

 
 
Publication of the final report and annual updating 
 
37. Following publication of the final report the SHLAA will be kept up to 

date as part of the Annual Monitoring Report process and will be used 
to support the updating of the housing trajectory and the five year 
supply of specific deliverable sites. 


