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Executive
summary
Neighbourhood Plans are popular
with communities. With over 1,900
areas designated and more than
500 plans ‘made’, they are now
part of the planning furniture.
However, questions remain as to
their effectiveness in delivering new
homes; our review concludes that
to-date, neighbourhood planning’s
contribution to increasing planned
housing appears negligible.
Since their introduction under the Localism Act in 2011,
Neighbourhood Plans have divided opinions. Buy-in from
residents has been steadily increasing, and an increasing number of
communities see their value. For the Government, Neighbourhood
Plans have been seen as a positive example of local engagement,
and cited as supporting housing delivery, with the Government
reporting that plans are boosting the supply of housing by 10%.
But with no central monitoring of plans, and no set format for plans,
the basis on which this claim is made is difficult to establish.
Our analysis of 330 ‘made’ Neighbourhood Plans shows that local
communities are using them to focus on broader local issues - such
as green spaces and infrastructure provision – rather than housing;
very few plans contain a housing target and/or site allocations.
Of those that do make provisions for housing, allocations are
rarely ‘new’, often benefiting from an existing allocation or extant
permission. We conclude this in part is due to the slow Local Plan
process, with a majority of plans coming forward ahead of their
respective Local Plans, and thus within a ‘strategic policy vacuum’.

The draft NPPF consolidates previous reforms to
Neighbourhood Planning and includes proposals
to provide further certainty to communities
seeking to produce a plan, reiterating Government’s
commitment to this aspect of localism. But with
Local Plans often not providing sufficient clarity on
housing requirements for Neighbourhood Planning
areas (due to absence of plans or lack of clear policies),
it remains to be seen whether communities will
embrace the national housing challenge at the local
level, and contribute to genuinely boosting the supply
of new homes.
Judging the success of Neighbourhood Plans depends
on the criteria adopted. The scale of Neighbourhood
Planning activity has arguably been exceptional. As
a means of achieving a level of community buy-in to
the planning process and providing the opportunity
to make local choices about how their neighbourhood
changes and what residents see as important,
Neighbourhood Planning can be said to be delivering
success. Perhaps because of this, the majority of Plans
are not focused on housing; 60% do not contain any
housing figures or allocations and many instead
grapple with a diverse range of other local issues.
But, the corollary is that – as a mechanism for
boosting planned housing – very few Neighbourhood
Plans genuinely pursue additional housing growth.
Our review shows that even where Neighbourhood
Plans address housing the boost to supply beyond
what was in any case planned amounts to just 3%,
and proposes a housing growth rate equivalent to
just 0.8% of housing stock, compared to the 1.1%
associated with the total from the Government’s
standard need methodology.

Key
figures

542
35%
55%
40%
15
3%
0.8%

Neighbourhood Plans have been ‘made’,
with a further 1,969 areas designated.
2 in 5 Local Authorities now contain a
‘made’ plan
of Neighbourhood Plans are in
the 20% least deprived areas.
Just 4% are in the most deprived
of Neighbourhood
Plans came forward
ahead of Local Plans
of made Neighbourhood Plans
contain a housing target and/
or make allocations
the number of Neighbourhood Plans
out of 330 reviewed that proposed
more housing than the Local Plan for
those areas
the amount by which these
15 are boosting planned
numbers compared
to Local Plans
the rate of housing growth across all
Neighbourhood Plans, compared to the
1.1% required nationally to meet needs
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Introduction
Neighbourhood Plans polarise
opinion. Intended as a planning
tool which enables communities to
shape how their area will change,
questions remain as to whether –
in practice – they help or hinder
the delivery of development and
particularly new homes that many
areas require.
The debate is perhaps best highlighted by the High Court encounter
between 25 developers and the Government over the December 2016
Written Ministerial Statement on Neighbourhood Plans. Seeking
to prevent Neighbourhood Plans from being deemed out of date
where Local Planning Authorities cannot demonstrate a five year
supply of housing land, the then Housing Minister Gavin Barwell,
introduced a lower hurdle of a three year supply of housing land in
areas with made Neighbourhood Plans. This meant that in areas
with new Neighbourhood Plans which allocate sites for housing, the
relevant policies in that plan would not be out-of-date unless less
than three years housing supply was demonstrated, rather than five
years. In doing so, he cited an oft-quoted Government figure that
Neighbourhood Plans were leading to 10% more planned homes than
the equivalent number for the area set out in the relevant Local Plan;
a number that was contested. Whilst the developers’ challenge to the
Written Ministerial Statement was ultimately dismissed in January
2018, what the High Court judgment laid bare was the relative
absence of comprehensive understanding of what Neighbourhood
Plans are actually delivering.

Despite the huge uptake in neighbourhood planning
activity, there remains no central monitoring of
Neighbourhood Plans. With conjecture, anecdote
and research based on small sample sizes informing
the debate on the effectiveness of neighbourhood
planning and whether it genuinely helps to boost
local housing supply, Lichfields set out to get a better
understanding of what Neighbourhood Plans across
the country are proposing for housing. Looking at
hundreds of made Neighbourhood Plans, we wanted
to know what type of places have progressed plans,
and whether in doing so they genuinely are boosting
planned housing numbers. This Insight report –
‘Local Choices’ – presents what we found.
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Neighbourhood Plans
Context

New neighbourhood
planning powers are
boosting plans for
housebuilding by
more than 10%
Brandon Lewis,
Minister of State,
November 2015

Neighbourhood Plans were introduced
under the Localism Act in 2011. Written by
representatives of the local community and
voted upon in a local referendum, once ‘made’
they form part of the Statutory Development
Plan and can include policies on the amount,
type, location and design of development in
their area. Initially branded a ‘NIMBY Charter’
by some, in 2015 the then Housing and Planning
Minister Brandon Lewis proclaimed that the
new neighbourhood planning powers were
boosting plans for housebuilding by more than
10%1. Based on Government research looking
at a small sample and with warranted caveats
on that conclusion, Government has continued
to reiterate this figure, most recently in the
Housing White Paper (2017).

Lichfields has already taken a look at
Neighbourhood Plans. Our research
‘Neighbourhood Plans: In Theory, in Practice, in The
Future’ identified three models of neighbourhood
plan conformity (see Figure 1) recognising that in
practice Neighbourhood Plans can, and do come
forward in advance of Local Plans. The report
concluded that as of June 2016, 62% of made
Neighbourhood Plans were in force without the
benefit of an up-to-date Local Plans creating
an inevitable difficulty for communities in
understanding how their neighbourhood fits
into the wider vision for their area.
These models remain useful definitions,
particularly as there are examples of all three
across the country. But in order to really test
whether Neighbourhood Plans are going above
and beyond Local Plans to boost housing
delivery, it is ‘policy compliant’ models that are of
particular interest.

Figure 1: The models of Neighbourhood Plan conformity

‘Policy compliant’ model

NPPF

Local
Plan

N’hood
Plan

Neighbourhood plan comes forward
pursuant an up-to-date local plan
and in general conformity with the
strategic policies contained therein.

‘By-pass’ model

N’hood
Plan

NPPF

Local
Plan

‘Inverted’ model

NPPF

1
The Rt Hon Brandon Lewis
MP. Available at: https://
www.gov.uk/government/
news/neighbourhoodplanning-powers-boostingplans-for-housebuilding-bymore-than-10
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N’hood
Plan

Local
Plan

In the absence of a local plan, the
neighbourhood plan comes forward,
determines housing numbers, allocates
sites or defines settlement boundaries
free of the local plan.

Chain of conformity is reversed, with
the local plan taking the neighbourhood
plan as a fix (e.g. even if evidence
suggests a different approach may
be warranted).

Source: Lichfields: ‘Neighbourhood Plans: In Theory, in Practice, in The Future’
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Our research and methodology
This research report set out to review
Neighbourhood Plans in order to establish
what issues they address, how effective they
are, and, in particular, whether they are helping
to deliver the new homes needed. In total,
Lichfields reviewed 330 Neighbourhood Plans
that had been made up-to October 2017.
As noted previously, there is no central
monitoring platform for Neighbourhood Plans.
Therefore, we triangulated data from various
sources including Local Planning Authority
websites, the wider planning press and third
party databases. Whilst the number of plans we
have reviewed does not amount to all the made
Neighbourhood Plans, it represents a majority
and sizeable sample for review. We consider it is
sufficiently comprehensive to draw some high
level conclusions.
The research is aimed at investigating whether
Neighbourhood Plans are boosting the
supply of housing, in line with the 10% figure
previously cited by Government, and whether
there are other common themes arising for
how Neighbourhood Plans address housing.
The questions we asked ourselves for each
Neighbourhood Plan we reviewed were:
1.

Does the plan contain a ‘Housing Target’
and/or does it make allocations?

2.

Are the site allocations ‘new’?

3.

Was the plan made after an up-to-date
Local Plan was adopted?

4.

Does the plan seek to deliver more housing
than the Local Plan does for the area?

The Government’s cited 10% figure refers to
Neighbourhood Plans planning for more homes
than set out in the relevant Local Plan. In this
context, it was important to establish and define
‘additional planned homes’. Therefore, for the
purpose of this research, ‘new allocations’ refers
to allocations made by a Neighbourhood Plan,
which did not benefit from either an extant
planning permission or an existing allocation
in a Local Plan (unless the allocation includes
more dwellings).
Whilst theoretically straightforward, what
we found is that Neighbourhood Plans vary
significantly in the way they are presented,
written and what they contain. This is perhaps
unsurprising, with different communities
having significant freedom as to how they
want their plan to reflect their vision. This
degree of variation extends to if and how the
Neighbourhood Plan addresses housing and
over what time period. For example, some
plans explicitly state a housing requirement
or target, though not always over the same
period as a Local Plan, whilst others do not.
Similarly, some contain housing site allocations,
some do not, whilst some examples appeared
to sit between these bookends; for example
identifying potential sites but not explicitly
allocating them. Our research has necessarily
had to make a number of judgements as to how
we capture such data. Overall, we consider that
this limitation does not affect our headline
findings, but in undertaking the research it has
clearly highlighted the difficulties involved in
interpreting Neighbourhood Plan-making and
drawing quantitative conclusions with a high
degree of precision.
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542

Neighbourhood
Plans were made

137

local planning
authorities with at
least one made plan

1,969

Neighbourhood Plans
areas designated

Neighbourhood Plan coverage
It has been over six years since the introduction
of the 2011 Localism Act, and despite a slow
start, the number of made Neighbourhood
Plans illustrates their popularity, with the
Government reporting that in late 2017 over
400 Neighbourhood Plans were in place2. As
of March 2018, our research indicates that 542
Neighbourhood Plans have been made, and
across England, 137 Local Planning Authorities
contain at least one made Neighbourhood Plan
– that’s two in five – and 90 of those authorities
have more than one.
The appetite of local communities to shape
development in their area is strong, with 1,969
Neighbourhood Plan areas designated across
310 Local Planning Authorities. However, the
gap between the number of designations and
number of made plans, which has continued to
widen in the last year, perhaps highlights the

realities of how difficult it can be in practice for
neighbourhood forums to successfully bring
forward their plans.
There is an emerging spatial pattern too, with
some clear clusters apparent in parts of the
country, as illustrated in Figure 2. Many of
the made Neighbourhood Plans are located
in the South East, West and East Midlands,
with relatively little buy-in from the East
and parts of northern England. Notably,
some areas have had significant interest
in neighbourhood planning but have had
relatively low ‘conversion rates’ in terms of
progressing to made plans (illustrated by those
more darkly shaded areas with relatively few
‘dots’). Equally, other areas have a significant
number of made plans, but with good coverage
(clusters of ‘dots’ on Figure 2) but have relatively
few new designated areas (more lightly shaded),
suggesting demand has been largely met.

Figure 2: Designated Neighbourhood Plan Areas and Made Neighbourhood Plans (March 2018)
Designated
Neighbourhood
Plan Areas by
Local Authority
>20
16–20
11–15
6–10
1–5
0
Neighbourhood Plan

2
Housing Minister Alok
Sharma. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/228million-boost-to-givepower-back-to-communities
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Source: Lichfields analysis/LPA Websites/Planning Magazine/Forum for Neighbourhood Planning
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Figure 3: Council Control in areas of Made Neighbourhood Plans
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As well as spatial trends, buy-in to
Neighbourhood Planning also correlates along
political and deprivation lines too. 79% of
made Neighbourhood Plans are in the 54% of
Councils which are Conservative controlled3.
Similarly, made Neighbourhood Plans are much
more likely in less deprived areas. Over a third
of all made Neighbourhood Plans fall within
the two deciles of least deprived areas and two
thirds in the four deciles of least deprived. Only
4% of all plans are within the two deciles of
most deprived areas (Figure 4). This is perhaps
illustrative of the different types and locations
of community engaging in the process;
varying access to skills, time and resources
will shape the prospect of neighbourhoods
successfully navigating what can be seen as a
relatively complex process, and in producing
the Neighbourhood Plan itself. It also means
Neighbourhood Plans are not currently a
widely used regeneration tool.

79%

Conservative
Other

Labour

Liberal Democrats

No Overall Control

Source: Lichfields/Local Government Association (Overall Control of
Council) (As at April 2008)

Figure 4: Deprivation Decile in area of Made Neighbourhood Plans
20%
18%
17.9%
16%

16.6%

16.9%

15.9%

No. of Made NP Areas

14%
12%
10%

10.1%

10.9%
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4%

4.1%
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More deprived
IMD 2015 – Deprivation Decile of NP Area
Source: Lichfields analysis/MHCLG Indices of Multiple Deprivation

As at April 2018, prior to
May 2018 local elections
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Planning for more homes?
The plan hierarchy
Once ‘made’, Neighbourhood Plans form part
of the Statutory Development Plan, and the
current NPPF is clear on where Neighbourhood
Plans should sit within the plan hierarchy
(e.g. policy compliant model):
“The ambition of the neighbourhood should be
aligned with the strategic needs and priorities of the
wider local area. Neighbourhood Plans must be in
general conformity with the strategic policies of the
Local Plan. Neighbourhood Plans and orders should
not promote less development than set out in the
Local Plan or undermine its strategic policies.”
A similar message is maintained in the draft
revised NPPF. The intention therefore is that
Neighbourhood Plans follow the strategic aims
of a post-NPPF adopted Local Plan, including
housing requirements.
However, as only 49% of Local Authorities
outside of London benefit from a post-NPPF
Local Plan, a large number of Neighbourhood
Plans are coming ahead of Local Plans, resulting
in a strategic policy ‘vacuum’, particularly in
the context of housing requirements. This is
unsurprisingly borne out in our research, which
indicates that of the 330 made Neighbourhood
Plans we reviewed, 55% came forward ahead
of Local Plans.(Figure 5).

Of this, there is a roughly even split between
the proportion that have come forward where
no Local Plan is in preparation (28% out of the
55%), and those that have come forward where
the Local Plan is currently in draft (27%).
This presents a significant challenge to the
production of Local Plans. A Neighbourhood
Plan – in the absence of a Local Plan strategic
policy – could unduly shape the preparation
of the Local Plan, by establishing levels of
growth or inflexible policies incapable of
supporting growth in the future and which a
Local Planning Authority would not wish –
for obvious political reasons – to undermine
even though it does have the ability to do
so. Additionally, in the absence of a housing
requirement, local communities may choose
not to allocate sites for development due to local
community priorities or lack of community
appetite. Fundamentally, both the ‘by-pass
model’ and the ‘inverted model’ could impair
a Council’s ability to ‘boost significantly the
supply of housing’. We come on to discuss this
further below.

Figure 5: Status of Local Plan at Neighbourhood Plan adoption

Adopted
45%

0%

20%

Source: Lichfields analysis
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Draft
27%

40%

60%

No local plan
28%

80%
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Are Neighbourhoods planning
for homes?
There are no set requirements for what a
Neighbourhood Plan should contain. Rather,
there is a list of basic conditions that have
to be met, one of which is conformity with
the Local Plan. Where Local Plans are not
prescriptive or not in place, it is thus entirely up
to neighbourhood forums as to whether or not
they include new homes in their plan.
Although Neighbourhood Plans have thus far
been predominantly coming forward ahead of
up-to-date Local Plans, this has not precluded
them from identifying housing numbers
independent of the Local Plan process. We
observed that this often sets the agenda for
the higher-order (i.e. strategic) Local Plan (i.e.
the ‘inverted model’) with the implication that,
even where a proportionately higher housing
number is identified for the neighbourhood,
or new allocations are made, the Local Plan
will then simply offset these against the
District’s housing need, thereby leading to no
‘net additionality’ in the total number of homes
being planned for.

Our analysis (Figure 6) identified that of the 330
made plans reviewed, only 40% of plans contain
a housing figure, requirement or target, and
just 40% of plans actually make site allocations
for housing. Interestingly, whilst most plans
do both (e.g. contain a housing target and make
site allocations), this is not always the case (see
Spring Boroughs Case Study). Further, of the
Neighbourhood Plans that make site allocations,
only c.50% of the units being allocated are ‘new’
– i.e. allocations which do not already benefit
from either an existing Local Plan allocation, or
an extant planning permission. These factors left
us asking the question: where does this leave the
Government’s contention that Neighbourhood
Plans are planning for 10% more housebuilding?

Case study: Spring Boroughs
The Spring Boroughs Neighbourhood
Plan 2014 to 2029 does not contain a
housing target, despite coming forward
subsequent to the Local Plan. However,
policies AB1 and AB2 make allocations at
North West and Central Spring Boroughs
for housing although they do not specify
housing numbers.

Figure 6: The prevalence of housing in Neighbourhood Plans

40%

Contain a
Housing Target

40%

Allocate sites

50%

Of homes allocated
are ‘new’

Source: Lichfields analysis
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Are they planning for
‘additional homes’?
To consider whether Neighbourhood Plans are
providing housing additionality (i.e. planning
homes beyond those which would have been
planned for in any case), the focus necessarily
needs to be on those plans that make allocations
pursuant to an up-to-date Local Plan, which
includes a housing number for the corresponding
area (e.g. the ‘policy compliant model’).
Adopting this approach rapidly filters the 330
Neighbourhood Plans down: those that make
allocations; those that make ‘new’ allocations;
those which followed a Local Plan; those which
plan for more than the equivalent figure within
the Local Plan (see Figure 7). It is only in those
instances where Neighbourhood Plans can be
said – with certainty – to be seeking to deliver
additional homes. This also appears to be the
parameters upon which Government’s 10% figure
is founded and presented. However, we found
just two of the 330 plans that fully met this
description – Fishbourne and Salford Priors
(see Case Studies).
The 15 Neighbourhood
Plans include the two
plans with increased
allocations that post-dated
their corresponding Local
Plans, and 13 others that
set increased housing
‘targets’ (but not allocations)
subsequent to a ‘figure’ set
for it by the Local Plan for its
area. The 15 are drawn from
the 88 Neighbourhood Plans
preceded by a Local Plan that
set a housing figure or made
a housing allocation for the
neighbourhood. The 1,500
figure for dwelling increases is
based on the Neighbourhood
Plans identifying that many
more dwellings than the
51,750 homes allocated
across the 88 areas in their
corresponding Local Plans.
We have not netted off any
under provision in situations
where the Neighbourhood
Plan directly provides less
than the figure in the Local
Plan (and this under-provision
amounts to circa 12,000) on
the assumption that even if
a Neighbourhood Plan does
not provide for it, a Local Plan
allocation may still enable it
to come forward, albeit
with some uncertainty
for those promoting
the development

Looking across all the 330 made plans – that postdated an up-to-date Local Plan that set a housing
target for that neighbourhood – only 15 appeared
to plan for genuinely ‘more’ or ‘additional’ housing
by making provision (either through a target or
allocations) for new homes and seeking to deliver
more than in the corresponding Local Plan.
This totals around a 1,500 dwelling increase4.
This equates to 2.1% of all dwelling numbers
identified by Neighbourhood Plans (c.71,100),
or alternatively, a boost of 2.9% above adopted
Local Plan housing targets set for Neighbourhood
Plans (c. 51,700). Overall, this suggests
Neighbourhood Plans are delivering a boost to
planned housebuilding that is markedly lower
than the Government’s previous 10% estimate.
We make no attempt to estimate the number
of homes that might have been foregone as a
result of a Neighbourhood Plans coming forward
in advance of Local Plans, and making lower
provision than might have been expected, had a
Local Plan done so.

4
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Figure 7: Tracking Neighbourhood Plans that plan for additional homes
Does NP make
allocations?

Does NP allocate
“new” sites?

Did NP come
after LP?

Did NP deliver
more than LP?

43%

50%

69%
40%

5%
45%

57%

31%

330

Neighbourhood
Plans were made

60%

Yes

Source: Lichfields analysis

No

No LP number
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We also looked at this another way, by comparing
what amount of housing Neighbourhood Plans
made provision for and over what period, against
the existing stock of housing in the area, to give
a rate of stock growth for each Neighbourhood
Plan (Figure 8). Across all 330 reviewed
Neighbourhood Plans, they plan – on average
– for less growth (0.8% p.a.) than the rate of
housing stock growth needed nationally to meet
housing need (1.1% p.a. based on Government’s
standard housing need method). However,
this figure increases to an average of 1.4% p.a.
for Neighbourhood Plan areas that actually
identify housing numbers, albeit this often
reflects Neighbourhood Plans accommodating
growth already allocated through Local Plans
(e.g. our reviewing identified some of the highest
stock growth figures reflect large scale urban
extensions which extend into Neighbourhood
Plan areas). This continues to highlight the
importance of Local Plans setting the strategic
policies for areas.

Case study: Fishbourne
The Fishbourne Neighbourhood Plan
2014-2029 area was allocated 50 dwellings
through the adopted Local Plan.
The plan allocated two land parcels within
one site for 50 dwellings, one of which
benefited from an extant permission, and
the other from pre-application discussions.
However, it also allocated a new site, for 15
‘new’ dwellings, equating to a total provision
of 65 homes – a 30% boost.

Case study: Salford Priors

15

plans plan for
‘more’ housing

c.3%

boost to
planned supply
of housebuilding

83%

the proportion of
Neighbourhood Plans
with housing targets
that provide for no
more (and in many
cases, less) than
proposed in the
Local Plan

The Salford Priors Neighbourhood Plan
Area was required to make provision of
84 dwellings by the Stratford-on-Avon
Core Strategy.
Accordingly, the Plan sets out that it would
provide a minimum of 134 new homes,
including three ‘new’ sites totalling 84
dwellings, and one existing site totalling 60
dwellings – a 59% boost.

Figure 8: Neighbourhood Plan annual stock growth compared existing dwelling stock
8.0%

Annual stock growth proposed in NP area

7.0%
6.0%
5.0%
4.0%
3.0%
2.0%
1.0%
0.0%
0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

16,000

Size (dwelling stock) of NP area
Source: Lichfields analysis and Census 2011
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Will they deliver in the future?
In the context of the current performance
of the 330 made Neighbourhood Plans
reviewed, and based on the Government’s
proposed standardised housing need method
(1.1% p.a. stock growth over 15 years), our
analysis suggests that, if replicated across the
remaining 1,969 Neighbourhood Plans in the
pipeline (all things being equal), those areas
would collectively plan for just c.455,000 new
homes against a need of c.723,000 new homes,
resulting in a notional shortfall of 268,000
new homes.
Figure 9: Neighbourhood Plan planned growth vs. MHCLG Local
Housing Need Assessment

268,000

Shortfall

723,000

455,000

Local Housing Need

Neighbourhood Plans

Source: Lichfields analysis/MHCLG

Currently, Local Planning Authorities are
expected to positively plan to meet objectively
assessed housing need. If the above scenario
were to occur, Local Planning Authorities
might find themselves needing to address this
shortfall through further strategic policies
and allocations in Neighbourhood Plan areas,
potentially leading to a perception by some
communities that their Neighbourhood Plans
were being undermined.
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Successfully boosting plans
for housebuilding?
Our review of Neighbourhood Plans has found
several examples of positive Neighbourhood
Plans which seek to boost housebuilding
within their areas. However, these appear to
be the exception, rather than the rule, and
our analysis indicates that Neighbourhood
Plans are leading to increases in planned
housing amounts by a negligible c.3%. This
uplift (equivalent to just 1,500 extra homes)
is limited to those areas that have got both
Neighbourhood Plans and Local Plans in place
and is a relative drop in the ocean against a
Government ambition for 300,000 new homes
each year. It does not include any allowance
for the potential houses foregone as a result of
Neighbourhood Plans not making provision.
In this context, it is difficult to conclude that
Neighbourhood Plans – whatever other benefits
they may bring (and there will be many) – are
boosting the planned supply of housing.
It is evident that local communities are utilising
plans to address complex and diverse local
issues, but with little focus on housing growth.
Indeed, as this research has highlighted,
60% of plans do not contain a housing figure
or site allocations, which suggest that local
communities are placing greater emphasis on
other planning issues such as the protection of
local infrastructure, services and green spaces.
This is not to suggest that Neighbourhood
Plans could not boost the supply housing, nor
that local communities are unwilling to make
allocations. Rather, this research highlights that
the key to neighbourhoods delivering housing
growth at the local level is positively prepared
strategic Local Plans, which further emphasizes
the Government’s focus on having an up-todate and fit-for-purpose plan-making system.
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Local Plans: Setting the agenda?
One apparent explanation for the low levels
of plans making provision for new sites,
or indeed containing housing targets, is
overwhelmingly the slow progress of Local
Plans. As this research has highlighted, only
45% of Neighbourhood Plans came forward
subsequent to an adopted Local Plan, and only
40% contained a housing target. This is largely
unsurprising as nationally just over half of
Local Planning Authorities do not benefit from
a post-NPPF Local Plan.
So why is it taking so long? Lichfields’ annual
reviews of local plan making5 have highlighted
the plethora of challenges faced by Local
Planning Authorities when producing Local
Plans, not least the challenges of addressing
housing need and delivery. Local Planning
Authorities are required to quantify and then

seek to meet their objectively assessed housing
need. Although it should not be an ‘exact
science’6, this exercise has in many places
become just that, with local plan examinations
grappling with debates and disagreements
over housing numbers, and then subsequent
challenges of how it is then distributed
between the different parts of their District.
Almost half of Local Plans found sound
needed to adjust their housing targets prior to
adoption, in most cases to increase the planned
housing numbers. Against this context, it is
little wonder many Neighbourhood Plans have
elected not to grasp the thorny issue of housing.
If – through absence, or lack of up-to-datedness
and clarity – Local Plans are not effectively
setting the agenda for Neighbourhood
Planning, it makes the task of Communities to
identify ‘how much’ all the more difficult.

Figure 10: Local Plan status post–NPPF by LPA (District) as of March 2018

Local Plan progress: March 2018
Local Plan Found Sound/Adopted Post-NPPF
Local Plan Published/Submitted
No Local Plan or Pre-NPPF Local Plan

For example, ‘Planned and
deliver Local Plan-making
under the NPPF: A five-year
progress report’ (2017)

5

Source: Lichfields analysis/MHCLG

6
As the PPG states at
ID2a-014
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A better direction:
future reforms
Against the backdrop of housing delivery,
the Government has published a number
of proposals and amendments to national
planning policy and guidance, which sets outs
the Government’s commitment to deliver more
housing through the strengthening of the
plan-led system.
Pursuant to these and almost six years on from
the original NPPF, the Government published
the draft NPPF in March 2018, alongside a suite
of other documents. Importantly, although these
proposals focus on ensuring that Local Planning
Authorities have an up-to-date Local Plan,
the proposals contain future implications for
Neighbourhood Planning.

Streamlining the
Local Plan process
The current NPPF is clear that Local Plans are key
to delivering sustainable development, and that
planning should be genuinely plan-led; and for
the first time, the Government set out a statutory
requirement in the Neighbourhood Planning
Act 2017 that Local Planning Authorities should
prepare – and keep up-to-date – a Local Plan.
The ‘Planning for the right homes in the right
places’ consultation proposed a new standardised
approach to assessing local housing need, to
speed up one of the most fraught and contested
aspects of plan making.
The draft NPPF and planning practice guidance
(PPG) introduces more detail on the standard
methodology, which simplifies the assessment of
local housing need to be used in the production
of Local Plans – unless exceptional circumstances
justify an alternative. In theory, at least, this
should reduce the complexity of assessing and
establishing local housing need, although there
are some uncertainties, notably the reference to
uplifts for affordable housing in the PPG.
Housing Minister Alok
Sharma. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/228million-boost-to-givepower-back-to-communities
7

8
See paragraph 95 of the
“Planning for the right
homes in the right places”
Consultation Paper
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A further proposal to aid the expedition of the
Local Plan process is the greater recognition of
the role of strategic level co-operation between
neighbouring Local Planning Authorities,
including encouragement for joint plans, and a
requirement for neighbouring areas to produce
Statements of Common Ground (SoCGs).

The Government is re-emphasising the
importance of ‘duty to co-operate’ throughout
the Local Plan process – a pitfall of many plans
– albeit it is not wholly clear as to whether
SoCG will improve the current situation. When
viewed in the context of the Neighbourhood
Planning Act (2017), which allows the SoS to
intervene in the Local Plan process and even
require authorities to jointly prepare a plan,
Local Planning Authorities may be compelled
to work with neighbouring authorities from an
early stage.

Policy-compliant
Neighbourhood Plans
Since the introduction of the 2011 Localism
Act, the Government has presented an
unwavering commitment to Neighbourhood
Planning and reinforcing its importance in
decision taking. In particular, the Written
Ministerial Statement (December 2016) (WMS)
raised the hurdle for speculative applications
in Neighbourhood Plan areas by replacing the
traditional five year housing land supply test
with a three year housing supply test, and the
2017 Neighbourhood Planning Act ensured that
plans formed part of the statutory development
plan subsequent to passing referendum.
Alongside this, the Government recently
announced a further £22.8 million funding –
until 2022 – to help communities deliver plans7.
Neighbourhood Plans are undoubtedly here to
stay, but there remain clear challenges faced
by local communities in their preparation. The
Government’s reform proposals acknowledged
that a significant hurdle in the production of
a plan for local communities wishing to plan
for their local housing need is the absence of
an up-to-date Local Plan, and thus housing
requirement figure8.
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The Housing White Paper and ‘Planning for
the right homes in the right places’ consultation
suggested that the Government could amend
planning policy to ensure that neighbourhood
planning groups can obtain a housing
requirement figure from their Local Planning
Authority. Further, where a council does not
have an up-to-date plan (or an up-to-date
evidence base is not available), the Government
also proposed a ‘simple formula-based approach’
underpinned by an apportionment of the
District’s overall housing figure under the
proposed standard methodology.
The draft NPPF consultation reflects the
protections and certainties provided to
Neighbourhood Plans by the WMS (2016) and
the 2017 Neighbourhood Planning Act, and
protects plans where there is a certain level of
housing delivery, subject to plans meeting their
housing requirements in full.
However, whilst many of the Government’s
Housing White Paper proposals have been
reiterated in the draft NPPF, some of these
commitments have been diminished in scope.
For example, the draft NPPF now suggests that
provision of a housing figure is not compulsory
(para 66-67), and the draft PPG (published
March 2018) states that even where minimum
housing requirements are set, a neighbourhood
planning group “may propose an alternative
figure in exceptional circumstances, where it
has compelling evidence to support a departure
from the strategic policies”. And the ‘simple
formula-based approach’ has been ditched; the
draft NPPF does not appear to set a method for
Local Planning Authorities to determine the
proportion of the authority’s housing need for
which a Neighbourhood Plan area should plan
absent a Local Plan; it is now for Local Planning
Authorities to provide an indicative figure
where requested to do so, taking account of
local evidence of need, the population of
the area, and the most recently available
planning strategy.

Improving the system?
Although they cannot be said to have
led to significant increases in the scale of
planned housing, Neighbourhood Plans
have nevertheless had a lasting impact on
planning, and have given local communities
the opportunity to play a more active role in
shaping development within their areas. They
are now firmly part of the ‘furniture’ of
the planning system.
However, concerns remain that the independent
examination for Neighbourhood Plans can
lack rigour, being required only to meet ‘basic
conditions’ and other legal requirements.
It will only be if strategic policies in Local
Plans set a clear agenda for local policies
that Neighbourhood Plans will have a sound
foundation on which to proceed; absent this,
they will likely continue to not deliver on
their potential.
The Government has clearly set out its
ambitions for plans in the draft NPPF; whether
these proposals will provide the certainty for
more neighbourhoods to seek to positively
address housing needs and make allocations
remains to be seen.
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Conclusions
Since their introduction in 2011, national takeup of Neighbourhood Plans has been modest,
but has continued to steadily rise. Now, with
542 ‘made’ Neighbourhood Plans, and a further
1,969 in the pipeline (albeit moving at variable
speeds), local communities are undoubtedly
playing a greater role in shaping development
in many neighbourhoods across the country.
The Government is continuing its support:
the draft NPPF consolidates previous reforms
– including provisions and mechanisms for
local communities to gain more certainty
when producing plans – and further funding
to ensure plans are delivered. All of this
indicates that Neighbourhood Plans will, for
the foreseeable future, remain a powerful policy
tool for local communities, particularly in the
absence of a Local Plan, and with their coverage
expected to continue to increase.
However, it is evident that some local
communities are struggling to deliver plans,
with the number of plan areas designated far
outpacing the number of ‘made’ plans – a low
‘conversion rate’. This, in part, could be due to a
lack of expertise and funding, or of some Local
Planning Authorities being less willing or able
to assist in their production. In addition to the
resources of the voluntary sector, there is a
clear role for both Local Planning Authorities
and developers to engage with forums where
plans are coming forward, provide knowledge
and evidence on local issues, and seek to better
understand community aspirations. Through
joint working, plans will be better able to
ensure that plans positively contribute towards
sustainable development, and do not unduly
limit growth.

‘Neighbourhood Plans:
In Theory, in Practice, in
The Future’

9
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Importantly, our research finds that
Neighbourhood Plans are planning for homes.
Unfortunately, this is not to the extent that
previous suggestions might have led one to
believe. Whilst some plans propose housing
allocations, a majority (60%) do not. Of the
330 plans reviewed, just 15 can be said to be
planning for genuinely additional homes, above
that required by the corresponding Local Plan.
This equates to a c.3% boost in the planned
supply of housing in those neighbourhood plan
areas; a relatively negligible uplift.

Nationally, our analysis has indicated that
the current levels of growth (0.8%) across all
330 reviewed plans falls short of the national
growth level (1.1%) required to meet current
estimated housing needs. Further, when
viewed in the context of SoS decisions –
which have largely dismissed more homes in
Neighbourhood Plan areas than allowed9 – this
suggests the overall impact of Neighbourhood
Plans in boosting housing supply is limited.
That is not to say that Neighbourhood Plans
do not have the capacity to do so; indeed we
found several plans which demonstrated how
Neighbourhood Plans can be a driving force for
delivering new homes, and the growth rate for
plans that do identify housing numbers is 1.4%,
above the national average.
With a majority (55%) of Neighbourhood
Plans coming forward ahead of Local Plans,
and correspondingly, less than half (40%)
of them making allocations or including a
housing requirement, it is clear that the key to
neighbourhoods delivering growth is up-todate Local Plans, with clear housing targets
for individual areas. The Government has set
out a range of mechanisms and reforms in the
draft NPPF to seek to achieve this through
the delivery of Local Plans. But whatever is
done to expedite the Local Plan process, it is
important that Local Planning Authorities
work with Neighbourhood Planning Forums to
set housing requirements through Local Plan
strategic policies, underpinned by evidence of
local need. Without this, Neighbourhood Plans
will continue to struggle to be a positive policy
tool for delivering new homes.
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