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Addressing the Housing Crisis 
We need a coherent strategy directed at enabling the planning system to do what it can 
to tackle the housing crisis. We have set out a comprehensive series of measures that 
are designed to reform how we identify housing need so that communities are more 
likely to buy into the need to deliver additional housing, reforms to the spatial planning 
part of planning so that we are better placed to identify the sites that are needed, new 
measured designed to directly incentivise the delivery of housing and finally a wider 
series of measures to boost the supply side.  
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Planning Officers Society 
 
POS is the single credible voice for public sector planners, pursuing good quality and 
effective planning practice. The Society's aim is to ensure that planning makes a major 
contribution to achieving sustainable development in ways that are fair and equitable 
and achieve the social, economic and environmental aspirations of the community. 
We operate in three main ways: 

• As a support network for planners in the public sector 
• As promoters of best practise in planning 
• As a think tank and lobbying organisation for excellence in planning practice 
Where we can, we will work across the sector to craft proposals that have widespread 
support from the people who operate the planning system at the coalface: landowners, 
developers, agents, legal, local authorities and politicians. We will be both radical and 
practical as we look for solutions to tangible problems that will make a real difference to 
crucial areas. Our objective is to improve the planning system to enable it to deliver its 
key aim of sustainable development. It is within this context that we have set out this 
advice to Government so we can plan together for a better future.  

POS Manifesto 
This started in early 2014 when we looked ahead to the national parliamentary elections 
in May 2015. The main parties were drafting their manifestos, so we thought about what 
we could do to help them. This resulted in Planning for a better future: Our planning 
manifesto for the next government. The time since then has seen an unprecedented 
amount of change to the planning system, so our initial planning manifesto for the next 
government has morphed into an on-going planning manifesto for government.  
These are think pieces that tackle a topical area within planning practice and sets out 
our recommendations for improvement. They comprise a growing series of Manifesto 
Background Papers that look in detail at specific issues. Those that are still current are 
summarised in our main Planning Manifesto paper that sets out the current ask from 
POS to the government. 
The views expressed in these documents reflect the initial view of POS. It is a 
consensus position. It should not be taken as a final position; rather an informed starting 
point to debate the issues. It is expected that the recommendations will evolve as the 
debate progresses.  
Where we can, we will work across the sector to craft proposals that have widespread 
support from the people who operate the planning system at the coalface: landowners, 
developers, agents, legal, local authorities and politicians. We will be both radical and 
practical as we look for solutions to tangible problems that will make a real difference to 
crucial areas. Our objective is to improve the planning system to enable it to deliver its 
key aim of sustainable development.  
Other titles in the series can be viewed from our website. 
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Summary 
We need a coherent strategy directed at enabling the planning system to do what it can 
to tackle the housing crisis. We have set out a comprehensive series of measures that 
are designed to reform how we identify housing need so that communities are more 
likely to buy into the need to deliver additional housing, reforms to the spatial planning 
part of planning so that we are better placed to identify the sites that are needed, new 
measured designed to directly incentivise the delivery of housing and finally a wider 
series of measures to boost the supply side. Our recommended changes are: 

• The main causes of house price inflation are not a simple supply and demand issue, 
and to continue to see it through that lens when framing policy will continue to fail our 
communities and not address the real issues. 

• POS urges Government to commission research to quantify the extent of the loss of 
housing to second homes, short-term lets and investment properties so that it can be 
better understood and to consider measure to curtail this significant loss of housing. 

• A new Standard Method: 
• POS supports the principle of having a Standard Method that assesses the actual 

level of housing needed in a locality – the current method does not do that – we 
set out one that does. 

• Improving Spatial Planning 
• The rules around the allocation of land for housing need reform. 
• What Green Belt policy is should be revisited so that there is a better 

understanding of it and its potential role in dealing with housing growth can be 
explored properly. 

• Without a functioning strategic planning layer, meeting housing need will always 
be a sub-optimal process. 

• Incentivising the delivery of housing: 
• Delivering supporting infrastructure is often key to local acceptability of new 

housing – we look at what is needed to make delivery more effective. 
• Measures initiated in the Republic of Ireland to tax housing land to incentivise its 

delivery are worth considering. 
• Local Authorities need the tools to be more pro-active in getting housing sites 

delivered and we set out changes to CPO powers to enable us to do that. 
• Addressing the Supply Side: 

• Delivering Affordable Housing through the DM process has always been limited 
by viability issues – we set out a policy change that could deal with this.  

• History shows us that the contribution of Council Housing to deal with the housing 
crisis is crucial – we need to get back to doing it at scale. 

• Registered Social Landlords’ contribution to affordable housing has reduced in 
the past decade or more due to cuts in grants – this needs to change. 

• Institutional Build to Rent can make an important contribution, especially in cities 
and other urban areas, to housing supply – there is no national policy for this 
sector and that needs to change. 

• Custom or self-build can only make a modest contribution to housing supply and 
generally meets demand rather than need – we urge government to do a proper 
cost-benefit analysis of policy in this area, especially given the severe shortage of 
resources in the sector. 
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1 Introduction: unpacking the housing crisis 
1.1 The housing crisis is obviously complex: it is much more than the simple 

economic supply and demand dichotomy that many commentators portray it as. 
Before POS sets out its recommendations in this paper for tackling the housing 
crisis from a planning perspective, this introduction will try to unpack the make-up 
of the crisis in order to better understand it.  

1.2 At its core, the housing crisis is one of house price inflation: the ratio of average 
house prices to average earnings has grown from under 3:1 when the baby 
boomers were buying their homes, to nearly 9:1 nationally and over 13:1 in 
London1. This situation puts purchasing a home out of the reach of an increasing 
number of people. 

1.3 Price inflation is caused by too much money chasing too few goods. Government 
policy is almost exclusively described in terms of addressing the supply side: “if 
we build more homes the price will come down.” This paper will look at the supply 
side part of the problem later, but first it is necessary to examine the demand 
side. 

Demand side of the housing crisis 
1.4 People need somewhere to live. They can do that by buying a home or renting 

one. If they are unable to do either then they will either stay living at their parent’s 
home, live with others or become homeless.  

1.5 Buying a home involves more than securing the housing services that you need; 
you are also buying an asset. A home is not a commodity and expecting the 
powers of supply and demand to operate as they would with a car, or other such 
large commodities, does not work. Housing is an asset and operates as such – 
you don’t set the price of new cars based on the value of old cars in the market, 
but you do with new houses and flats.  

1.6 The price of an asset is mainly set by the supply of money (generally mortgages 
in the case of homes) to buy those assets, as is recognised by economists at the 
Bank of England2. Since the change in the early 1980s from a Building Society 
only model to one where the banks can give mortgages, we have seen rampant 
house price inflation as a direct result of this increase in the money supply for 
housing purchases (see ‘Why can’t you afford a home?’ Josh Ryan-Collins 
UCL3). 

1.7 There were two significant events that increased the availability of mortgages: 
1. The deregulation of the mortgage market in the early 1980s from a building 

society model (you had to be a saver to be able to get a mortgage to buy a 
home) to one that allowed a bank to provide mortgages to people who were 
not savers with that bank. 

 
1 House price to residence-based earnings ratio 2022, ONS 
(https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/datasets/ratioofhousepricetoresidenceb
asedearningslowerquartileandmedian)  
2 Houses are assets not goods: what the difference between bulbs and flowers tells us about the housing 
market and Houses are assets not goods: taking the theory to the UK data both by John Lewis and Fergus 
Cumming, bank of England Researchers 
3 Why Can't You Afford A Home, Josh Ryan-Collins 
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2. The further deregulation of the mortgage market in the mid-nineties (following 
the financial crash of 1989) which ultimately resulted in practices (eg sub-
prime mortgages) which caused the Global Financial Crisis in 2007/8. New 
restrictions in the UK on banking practices around mortgages followed the 
GFC. 

1.8 These events significantly increased the supply of money for purchasing houses 
and thereby resulted in house price inflation. The two events are highlighted in 
the graph below, which is based on the Nationwide's data on UK house prices 
adjusted for inflation. The effect of these events on house prices are clear to see. 

 
 

1.9 The final chapter in this tragedy is the recent period of hyper-low interest rates 
which has made mortgages cheaper and thereby increased the money in the 
system available for house purchases, further fuelling house-price inflation. 

1.10 Underlying this is an almost continuous policy by governments in recent decades 
to subsidise mortgages by offering products such as Help to Buy alongside a 
favourable tax status for people with mortgages. These measures have had an 
additional inflationary impact. 

1.11 To address this issue would require controls over the supply of money to 
purchase homes (ie mortgages) and the motivations of the players involved in 
that market, particularly the banks. The lessons from the GFC in 2008 have not 
been fully learnt. A return to a building society type model would be needed, but 
that does not seem likely for any government to do.  

1.12 What POS asks is that government should stop pretending that house price 
inflation is mainly caused by the supply of housing, because it is not. Policies 
based on this thinking are fundamentally misplaced and do not address the real 
issues. 
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1.16 The fact is that the homes we build are not all used as primary residences to 
house people. They are “lost” to: 

• Second homes 
• Short-term lets, mainly for tourism but also other non-residential purposes 
• Investment properties that are unoccupied or virtually unoccupied 

1.17 There does not appear to be any data to quantify this loss of homes to other 
services, but the fact that housing need data (when done properly as discussed 
later in this paper) reveals a continuing need for additional housing, over and 
above what is needed to just deal with demographic and migration numbers, 
suggests that the loss is significant. POS urges Government to both commission 
research to quantify this issue so that it can be better understood and to consider 
measure to curtail what is a significant loss of housing that we can ill-afford in a 
housing crisis.  

1.18 There is also a substantial problem with vacant homes. A research briefing 
paper4 by the House of Commons Library, estimates that in October 2022 there 
were 676,304 empty homes in England recorded for Council Tax purposes, a 
3.6% increase on the previous year. This represents 2.7% of the housing stock. 
Of these, 248,149 were classed as ‘long-term vacant’ properties. These are 
properties that have generally been empty for more than six months. This was a 
4.6% increase on the previous year’s total. However this is an underestimate of 
the actual number of empty homes for the following reasons: 

• Some local authorities do not award any discounts to empty properties and in 
these cases there is less incentive for owners to report properties as empty 
which may lead to under-reporting of empty properties in certain areas. 

• Derelict properties are not classed as dwellings for Council Tax purposes. 
• There is a risk that premiums charged on long-term vacant property may also 

effectively incentivise owners to conceal empty property status, for example 
by classifying the properties as second homes instead. 

• The data does not include dwellings where there is an exemption from paying 
Council Tax. So, for example, it does not include unoccupied clergy dwellings 
or properties held in the possession of a mortgage lender or trustee in a 
bankruptcy. 

1.19 The research paper sets out Local Authorities’ powers to tackle this problem, but 
it is clearly not as effective as it needs to be. This is another area of “lost” housing 
where POS urges Government to invest in research to better understand the 
scale of the problem and unlock the opportunity to increase housing supply by 
bringing these properties back into use. The end of the research paper, at 
paragraph 5.3, sets out recommendations (from Action on Empty Homes5) on 
how to bring more empty homes back into use. 

1.20 The final area where we could utilise the housing stock better is the issue of 
under-occupation. Whilst this doesn’t increase the stock of housing, it does 
ensure it is used more efficiently. POS is not suggesting that people are 
compelled to “right size”, but means to encourage this should be looked at by 
Government. 

 
4 Empty Housing (England) by Wendy Wilson (19 October 2023) 
5 Empty Homes in England 2019 
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Who builds the new homes? 
1.21 The diagram below will be familiar to many in the sector. It shows the quantity of 

new housing built per year since WW2 split between those constructed by private 
house builders in blue, those provided by Registered Social Landlords (mainly 
Housing Associations) in yellow and finally those delivered by Local Authorities 
(Council Houses) in red. 

 
1.22 Some commentators have claimed that you can trace the current 300,000 homes 

target back to Winston Churchill. Whatever its origins, the current target appeared 
in the 2019 Conservative Party Manifesto: “we will continue our progress towards 
our target of 300,000 homes a year by the mid-2020s”. The target does predate 
Boris’ Manifesto, but the important point is that it is a political target, not having 
any current demographic basis. POS considers that for a target to be credible it 
must be based on an honest calculation of how many homes need to be built to 
properly house our population.  

1.23 What is clear, from the above graph, is that building 300,000 homes per year 
hardly ever happens. It was nearly achieved in the mid-1950s and achieved 
during the early to late 1960s. Throughout that time (1946 to the late 1970s) 
around half of the supply was Council Housing. The private house-building sector 
rarely builds more than 150,000 homes per year, with output generally much less 
than that. They operate a business model that is designed to maintain house 
prices by not flooding the market with more homes than it can absorb6.  

 
6 The Absorption Rate as identified and described in the Oliver Letwin Review Final Report 
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1.24 The contribution of the RSL sector has varied over time, mainly in response to the 
availability of subsidies to enable affordable housing to be built and its 
contribution can best be described as important but modest. The main crime of 
the housing crisis is that since the early 1990s, RSL housing is the principal 
source of affordable housing, and the main source of subsidy is no longer from 
Government but from developers through §106 agreements.  

Effective planning for housing 
1.25 The planning system has effectively stopped doing strategic planning. Structure 

Plans were abolished with the introduction of Development Plans in 2004 and the 
change from Core Strategies and other Development Plan Documents to a single 
Local Plan was formalised when the National Planning Policy Framework was 
introduced in 2012. In 2011 Regional Planning was abolished by the Localism Act 
and what was put in its place (the Duty to Cooperate) does not work and even 
Government now recognises that. The fundamental problems with respect to 
planning for housing are: 

• We are using a Standard Methodology that was fine to start with, but 
Government has changed it for political expediency (it didn’t like the results 
after it was in place for a couple of years) by adding arbitrary ‘fixes’ that are 
not statistically rigorous. 

• We are trying to calculate housing numbers at too small a geography – you 
cannot do it with any accuracy at the scale of the Local Planning Authority. 

• When we set housing numbers using these methods, we take no notice of 
policy constraints, and this is causing severe problems. 

1.26 In the next two sections we will set out how we can do these things better. 

2 A new Standard Method 
2.1 POS supports the principle of having a Standard Method for assessing the actual 

level of housing need in a locality. The current Standard Method does not do that 
for the following reasons: 

• It is based on out-of-date data – 2014 ONS data. The reason is that 
subsequent data sets gave lower numbers, and the sum total of all Councils’ 
housing need figures did not get government to its 300,000 target. Any 
method must be based on the latest data – to do otherwise undermines the 
methodology. We now have 2021 census data, rather than ONS estimates, 
and that must be used. 

• The Affordability Factor makes no sense: if you have estimated how many 
homes you need – what are the additional homes driven by the Affordability 
Factor for – second homes? As explained above, housing does not operate as 
a commodity but as an asset which has different economic drivers. 

• The 35% increase for the 20 largest conurbations is completely arbitrary and 
is not based on any evidence. Planning for housing in London and many other 
large cities has been based on a capacity-based approach and without a 
wholesale review of the Green Belt coupled with significant densification in the 
suburbs, the housing numbers produced for the Capital by the Standard 
Method are undeliverable. The same applies to the other conurbations and 
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cities. A table produced by our Strategic Planning Specialist7 that sets out 
further analysis of this is included as an appendix. 

2.2 A Standard Method must be based on sound demographic methodologies that 
seek to estimate the following: 

• The growth of the population: births over deaths. It is considered that ONS 
generally do a sound job of estimating the level of growth between censuses 
at larger geographies but when it gets down to the Local Authority level it can 
become unreliable and needs local knowledge (eg of significant new housing 
developments) to produce accurate predictions. 

• The net migration into or out of an area. Much of this will be movement within 
the UK (mainly between large cities and their hinterlands and from poorly 
performing areas into economically more successful areas) with a relatively 
small element being international migration. It is also considered that ONS do 
a sound job here, except for London where the GLA’s statistical methods are 
considered more accurate for the unique characteristics of the Capital. 

• An estimate of the level of hidden households: the number of people who want 
to have their own home but cannot afford one and so are still living at home or 
in other households or they are homeless or being emergency housed by 
Local Authorities. This is the most challenging aspect to estimate, but census 
and electoral role data coupled with housing waiting list and other data should 
be used to provide sound methods that are locally responsive, rather than an 
arbitrary national measure. 

2.3 It is important that Local Planning Authorities are dealing with numbers that are 
realistic because they need to have a conversation with their local politicians and 
communities along the lines, “this is the number of extra people we will have to 
house in the future and this equates to this many homes of these types, so how 
can we house our children, and our children’s children.” Currently the 
conversation is more along the lines, “we have this number from government that 
has no empirical basis, but if we don’t meet it, they will punish us.” Is it any 
wonder that we have got into such a mess over planning for housing. 

2.4 Having identified the scale of the population that will need to be housed over the 
plan period, we must then convert it into households so that the number and type 
of homes needed can be specified and planned spatially. In doing this it will be 
important to identify the areas of specialist housing that will be needed, such as 
housing for students and the elderly, so that appropriate provision can be made. 

2.5 In many ways this is the most important part of this paper because it is the 
foundation upon which everything else is built. Without a sound basis for starting 
the conversation of how many homes we need to build to house our population, 
everything falls apart, as we have seen. 

 
7 Catriona Riddell 
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3 Improving Spatial Planning 
3.1 Section 38(6) of the 2004 Act8 sets up our plan-led system where Development 

Management decisions “must be made in accordance with the plan unless 
material considerations indicate otherwise”. Getting the plan in place is clearly 
important but over the past 10 or more years this has proved a challenge for a 
range of reasons, but mainly due to changes in government policy, particularly 
around housing, and the toxic local politics that have built up as a consequence. 
This section looks at what can be done to address some of these concerns. 

Fixing the strategic layer 
3.2 In 2011 the government abolished strategic planning in the form of regional 

spatial strategies. Almost everyone now accepts that the Duty to Cooperate (that 
was invented as their replacement) doesn’t work. Government is proposing to 
replace the Duty to Cooperate with an Alignment Policy to “secure appropriate 
engagement between authorities where strategic planning considerations cut 
across boundaries”. This will be tested at examination and will, in theory, be more 
flexible to manage than the Duty to Cooperate. Under the proposals, Inspectors 
would have the ability to amend Local Plans and address any strategic planning 
weaknesses, therefore allowing a plan to be found sound – whereas, currently, 
failure to comply with the Duty to Cooperate is the ultimate sanction on Local 
Planning Authorities, as the plan-making process must start again. 

3.3 There remains however a fundamental problem: the Inspector is usually 
examining one plan at a time. It will be challenging, if not impossible, to sort out 
cross-authority issues if Inspectors do not have all the relevant plans, at least at 
the strategic level, before them. Therefore, for the proposed new Alignment Policy 
to be successful, all planning strategies and strategic planning matters from all 
the relevant Local Planning Authorities would need to be examined together. This 
is possible, but it is a significant task. It is only likely to happen if government 
makes the preparation of local authority Joint Spatial Development Strategies 
mandatory rather than just encouraging their preparation. Only with an effective, 
mandatory strategic level plan can effective spatial planning be restored in 
England. Without it we will continue to be sub-optimal at best and all too 
frequently dysfunctional. 

3.4 POS advocates that this approach to strategic planning should be at a city 
regional level. Most employment opportunities are located within these 
geographical clusters and people’s housing choices generally relate to their 
employment circumstances.  

3.5 Decision making in these new structures must be by voting and not consensus – 
the current consensual model has not worked in nearly all cases, often because 
just one local authority says no and pulls out. 

 
8 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 
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3.6 Joint statutory plans need to set out strategic policies including housing numbers 
and broad distribution, economic investment, supporting infrastructure and 
environmental protection. Using a new Standard Methodology based on up-to-
date data and a sound methodology, operating at an appropriately large enough 
geography, Housing Need can be assessed on a ‘policy off’ basis at the regional 
level. Housing numbers can then be distributed to the planning authority level with 
‘policy on’. 

3.7 A strategic approach would also allow Local Planning Authorities to consider 
Green Belt strategically and set the 'general extent' of Green Belt, with clarity 
around where it needs to be reviewed at a local level. This will be looked at in the 
next section. 

3.8 Finally, with a reformed Standard Method and a functioning strategic plan-making 
layer in place, POS considers that it is reasonable to place a duty on Local 
Planning Authorities to meet their housing need across such a large geography. 
Given that our proposals for the Standard Method generates a figure that 
represents the people within that area who will need homes. To not meet that 
need means that people will not be housed. That is not an output from a planning 
system that anyone should be satisfied with. 

We need to talk about the Green Belt 
3.9 Government is saying that there should be no need to review Green Belt 

boundaries to accommodate necessary housing unless the Local Planning 
Authority considers that there are exceptional circumstances that justify doing so. 
POS considers that this is fundamentally wrong and displays a misunderstanding 
of Green Belt policy.  

3.10 In 2015 the planners who have created and defended the Green Belt over its 80+ 
year life took a step back from this highly charged debate to look at the policy 
afresh9. Our key insights are: 

• The Green Belt is not an environmental policy, but it is treated as if it is. 
• When introducing the Green Belt with the 1947 Planning Act, the Minister of 

Town and Country Planning, Lewis Silkin, said, “even if ... neither green nor 
particularly attractive scenically, the major function of the Green Belt was ... to 
stop further urban development”. 

• The Green Belt is a spatially constraining strategic policy whose main role is 
to stop cities from sprawling physically. It was part of a three-pronged suite of 
post-war policies that included what we now call urban renewal or 
regeneration (but at the time was largely slum clearance and the 
reconstruction of bomb sites) and a significant New Towns Programme. 

• Once Green Belt has been designated, national policy does require Local 
Authorities to sweat those open land assets. 

• The NPPF requires that, once established, Green Belt boundaries should only 
be altered in exceptional circumstances and then only as part of a review of a 
local plan as it is a strategic decision on where development should be 
located. 

• It seems axiomatic that it is only if the conditions that resulted in the creation 
of the Green Belt in the first place have changed, that it may need to be 

 
9 Manifesto No 3 – We need to talk about the Green Belt 
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redrawn. This decision needs to be a strategic one and is not best taken at the 
local authority level. 

• Those conditions would be that it is now necessary for the urban area to 
physically grow to accommodate a growth in its population, because all efforts 
to accommodate that growth within its boundaries have been exhausted and a 
new settlement strategy beyond the Green Belt is not appropriate. 

• There are two types of Green Belt review: testing whether the current 
boundaries are correct and reviewing the Green Belt to release sites to meet 
housing needs. 

• The application of the five purposes that the Green Belt serves (para 80 of the 
NPPF) is the way to carry out the former but plays no useful role in the latter. 

3.11 POS understands that Green Belt has become the Marmite of planning policy: 
defended and decried in equal measure. The politics around it are generally toxic, 
but it remains one of the most successful policies of our planning system. Our 
cities have not sprawled and there is generally a clear distinction between town 
and country in the UK, unlike many other parts of the world.  

3.12 POS points out that there comes a time, when seeking to house our population, 
that our urban areas may be full, there are no more brownfield sites and there 
remains unmet housing need. It is in those circumstances that the Green Belt 
must be reviewed to find the sites that are needed. This needs to be done in a 
sustainable way that makes best use of land. The Manifesto paper10 sets out a 
methodology for such a Green Belt review that is designed to release sites for 
housing. 

3.13 Perhaps a change of its name to the Urban Containment Zone is needed so that 
it would then “do what it says on the tin”. 

Allocation of land 
3.14 Councils are required to identify a 5-year supply of housing sites to meet their 

identified housing need that are Deliverable. Housing sites in the 6+ year period 
need to be Developable. These words are defined in the NPPF as follows: 

Deliverable: To be considered deliverable, sites for housing should be 
available now, offer a suitable location for development now, and be 
achievable with a realistic prospect that housing will be delivered on the 
site within five years. In particular: 

a) sites which do not involve major development and have planning 
permission, and all sites with detailed planning permission, should be 
considered deliverable until permission expires, unless there is clear 
evidence that homes will not be delivered within five years (for example 
because they are no longer viable, there is no longer a demand for the 
type of units or sites have long term phasing plans).  
b) where a site has outline planning permission for major development, has 
been allocated in a development plan, has a grant of permission in 
principle, or is identified on a brownfield register, it should only be 
considered deliverable where there is clear evidence that housing 
completions will begin on site within five years.  

 
10 Manifesto No 3 – We need to talk about the Green Belt 
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Developable: To be considered developable, sites should be in a suitable 
location for housing development with a reasonable prospect that they will 
be available and could be viably developed at the point envisaged.  

3.15 The Deliverable requirement is extremely onerous: 

• “… sites for housing should be available now …” – but it’s a 5-year 
programme, so why now? 

• “… offer a suitable location for development now …” – again, it could become 
suitable within the 5-year period, eg when a key piece of enabling 
infrastructure is delivered. 

3.16 In the qualifying examples in the definition it states that a site “should only be 
considered deliverable where there is clear evidence that housing completions 
will begin on site within five years”. That is a very high bar, that in many locations 
not even the developer/owner of the site could meet, let alone the Local Planning 
Authority. 

3.17 The result of the Deliverable definition is that Local Plan Examinations become 
highly contested as developers who want their sites allocated (often in 
unacceptable locations) present evidence that sites already in the plan are 
undeliverable. POS thinks that this does not serve to assist a plan-led process. 
Our members also experience sites in urban/brownfield locations not being 
brought forward by their owners because they don’t wish to develop them at that 
stage because they are awaiting what they see as more favourable conditions. 
There is no real advantage to an owner of an urban/brownfield site in having their 
land allocated in a Local Plan because the principle of the development is rarely 
the issue; it is all about the detail, which is generally for the Development 
Management stage. Given that we often need to bring such sites forward to meet 
housing need, this practice should not be tolerated. The Deliverable definition 
allows such practices to succeed. 

3.18 Alongside the other measures set out in this paper (particularly in the next 
section) POS recommends that the Deliverable definition is dropped and that the 
Developable test is the one that should be applied to all allocations. This would 
need to be coupled with a clear development pipeline requirement which sets out 
the sequencing of sites so that it can be understood what is needed, and when 
each site should be brought forward so that matters like supporting infrastructure 
can be proactively planned. Government concerns that resulted in the Deliverable 
wording will be better addressed by the measures set out in the next section, in 
particular issues around ensuring that supporting infrastructure is delivered 
coupled with the tools to deal with sites that have not commenced or are stalled. 

4 Incentivising the delivery of housing 
4.1 The paper has looked at how we need to produce our housing numbers and how 

we can allocate enough land to accommodate those numbers. Housing 
allocations do not house people; the homes need to be built. 
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4.2 The current approach by government is to punish Councils if housing isn’t 
delivered against their local targets. The punishment enables more planning 
permissions to be granted even if Councils have granted enough planning 
permissions (although this is proposed to be changed). Given that Councils do 
not build those homes and have little in the way of effective powers to make 
developers build them, it is hard to understand the logic behind the Housing 
Delivery Test. In this section we look at more direct measures to assist and 
incentivise the delivery of allocated or permitted housing sites. 

Delivering supporting infrastructure 
4.3 Despite government’s belief that making homes more beautiful will garner greater 

local support, the experience of our members is that it is usually the fear of new 
housing resulting in increased pressure on already stretched local services that is 
the most common objection. Delivering infrastructure is key to ensuring that 
housing can be delivered and that it integrates successfully into the local 
community.  

4.4 When all there was were §106 agreements, their big advantage was that the 
benefits that were part of a development were clear as they were spelt out in the 
legal agreement that was a prerequisite of planning permission being granted. 
When the committee was balancing the issues, the components on either side of 
the scales were reasonably well articulated. With the introduction of CIL (and its 
possible replacement, IL) the connection between the developer’s contribution 
and the infrastructure delivered as part of a development was broken. Some 
developers do try to remake these connections, but they are not so clear as 
before and a certain amount of licence is required to translate a CIL payment into 
hard infrastructure provision directly related to a specific development. 

4.5 The other significant problem is that we have a two-tier system of local 
government across over 85% of England and we also have combined authorities 
covering many metropolitan areas and national agencies like National Highways 
that are responsible for large chunks of infrastructure. Local Planning Authorities 
in these areas can't plan or deliver the infrastructure needed without a much 
better partnership with these other bodies, especially with county councils in two 
tier areas. We are seeing too many ‘garden communities’ or other large 
settlements being proposed by Local Planning Authorities without the necessary 
support of County Councils and/or Highways England. A much more joined up 
approach to infrastructure planning and delivery is urgently needed, and that 
includes funding. Counties are expected to deliver the infrastructure a Local 
Planning Authority says it needs in the Local Plan, yet they often get virtually no 
CIL funding, even though they are supposed to. 
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4.6 As part of the proposals in this paper to improve the way that land is allocated for 
housing (and other uses) in the previous section, it follows that ensuring that the 
infrastructure necessary to unlock sites is delivered is key. This needs a funding 
stream, but it also needs Local Planning Authorities to be proactive in planning for 
the delivery of infrastructure. It is not always recognised that this needs to be 
done. Local Planning Authorities set CIL rates and produce planning obligation 
SPDs. They spend enormous amounts of time and resources negotiating 
agreements and in ensuring that monies are collected and accounted for. What is 
less typical is a systematic process to identify what infrastructure is needed and 
when, coupled with an active process to ensure that it is delivered in a timely 
manner. POS therefore encourages Local Planning Authorities to do this but also 
asks government to make it clear that this is a key function of a modern planning 
service. This needs to be supported by best practice dissemination by PAS.  

4.7 It is vital that potential barriers to the release of land for housing are removed and 
that Local Planning Authorities are given the funding and the tools to achieve this. 

Taxing housing land 
4.8 The Republic of Ireland have introduced a system of residential zoned land 

taxation11 as a means of encouraging the development of such land. Such a 
model could be introduced into our system. The way it would work is that land 
that is allocated in a local plan for housing or land that has a planning permission 
for housing will be subject to this taxation. There would be a need to have a 
housing land trajectory so that land that is not expected to come forward soon is 
not taxed prematurely. Once taxation starts (and it is likely to be at a relatively low 
rate) the rate should increase annually so that the punitive effect increases over 
time to encourage development to take place. Taxation would cease on those 
parts of the site where completion of the development has taken place. The 
money raised should be used to fund infrastructure that supports housing 
provision generally. 

4.9 POS sees this as a sensible direct tool that should act as a powerful incentive to 
develop land. It would also produce valuable funding for the provision of 
infrastructure.  

Improving CPO powers 
4.10 In 2017 POS published a Manifesto on improving CPO powers12. This was 

published following the establishment of the Housing Delivery Test and our thesis 
was that if we are to be measured on the delivery of housing, we needed the tools 
to be proactive in this area. Our proposals had three limbs: 
1. CPO as a tool to tackle housing delivery: 

• A new CPO enabling power for Local Planning Authorities to use where a 
site is a ‘housing site’ and that development has not come forward after a 
‘specified period’. 

• A ‘housing site’ would include the following:  
• a site with a valid Planning Permission; 

 
11 Residential Zoned Land Tax: Guidelines for Planning Authorities 
12 Manifesto No 7 – Compulsory purchase: three essential improvements 



PLANNING FOR A BETTER FUTURE Our planning manifesto for the government  November 2023 
Manifesto Background Paper 13: Addressing the Housing Crisis 
 

www.planningofficers.org.uk  18 

• a site with an appropriate Permission in Principle (with Local Planning 
Authorities able to issue PiP unilaterally – see our Manifesto on this13); 
or 

• a specific site allocation in a Development Plan Document (including a 
Neighbourhood Plan). 

• The ‘specified period’ could be three years, to match the life of a planning 
permission. 

2. A simpler alternative to CPO: 

• Generally, for funding purposes, Local Planning Authorities often enter 
back-to-back arrangements with a developer for CPO. 

• The time taken to procure the right partner and to negotiate the various 
agreements can be as long as, or even longer than, the CPO process 
itself. 

• POS believes that a Compulsory Selling Order could be the solution. 
• The process would be like a current CPO, but the outcome would be an 

Order to sell the land with a specified minimum sales price which would be 
the existing use value – this would be set as part of the CSO process. 

• POS recommends ways in which this could operate in its Manifesto. 
3. Modernising the compensation regime: 

• Land value capture is a challenge, and we understand that not paying 
some (realistic) hope value would not be human rights compliant14. 

• However, the regime that has built up to deal with hope value is 
cumbersome and can have unintended consequences. 

• Alternative uses, which the landowner has hitherto never pursued, 
suddenly in a CPO scenario are viable and incredibly valuable, much more 
valuable than the current use. 

• POS believes that in scenarios where the CPO scheme is one with a clear 
market value, that there should only be two compensation options 
available to CPO land/property owners: existing use value or (if the owner 
considers that there is a higher hope value) a residual land value appraisal. 

• This would be the total value of the CPO scheme, minus the cost of 
providing the CPO scheme (including supportive infrastructure) and a 
contingency. 

• This approach would leave the CPO scheme-world land value, with all 
(realistic) hope value properly accounted for. 

4.11 POS believes that if the changes set out above were implemented the CPO 
regime would represent a much more accessible and useful tool for Local 
Planning Authorities. It would enable us to act in a more proactive way to deliver 
sustainable housing development that meets the needs of our communities. 

5 Addressing the Supply Side 
5.1 It is important to note: 

 
13 Manifesto No 4 – Red line submissions: a proportionate approach 
14 Schedule 1, Part II, Article 1, Protection of Property under the First Protocol of the Human Rights Act 
1998 
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• In the last decade Local Planning Authorities have granted consents for 2.5M 
homes yet only 1.5M have been built. 

• In 2019 (a record year) we granted consent for 371K homes, yet developers 
still only delivered 241K homes. 

• We have historically granted well over 90% of all planning applications – often 
the time taken to deal with applications is spent negotiating away problems so 
we can grant consent, as we are required to do by the NPPF. 

5.2 The measures set out in the previous section can only go so far in ensuring that 
housing need is met. The Oliver Letwin Review15 made it clear that the main 
housing developers operate a rationing approach, which he referred to as the 
Absorption Rate, and they will not build beyond this for their own business 
reasons. The housing industry has broadly operated like this since WW2, rarely 
building more than 150K homes per year (see diagram in the Introduction above). 
The additional delivery of housing that was seen in the period immediately after 
WW2 was made up principally of Council House building. Right-to-buy discounts 
and rules, and a lack of investment in social housing since the late 1970s has all 
but dried up this addition to the housing stock. To meet housing need we need to 
deliver on all fronts, and we cannot rely on the volume house builders alone. We 
need to ensure that all sources of potentially significant supply are mobilised. 

Delivering Affordable Housing more effectively 
5.3 Where there is a viability argument, affordable housing is inevitably the casualty. 

POS has devised a public policy response that could effectively address this 
problem16. It is important that any response is flexible so that it can deal with the 
very different housing finance and policy conditions that exist in different parts of 
the country.  

5.4 The approach to viability appraisals has been improved by Government changes 
to the PPG following the Parkhurst Judgement in Islington in 201817. This has 
effectively stopped land price inflation on the back of developer confidence that 
planning obligations (usually the level of affordable housing) could be negotiated 
down thereby protecting final profits despite overpaying for the land. In Parkhurst, 
around £13M was paid (ironically to the Government – it was a former Territorial 
Army establishment), whereas a ‘policy compliant’ land value was around £6M. 
The price paid for the land is no longer an input into viability assessments.  

5.5 Whilst this is an improvement it could result in a stagnation of the current level of 
affordable housing provision and POS recommends that this needs to be 
considered and addressed. The challenge therefore is how can we create the 
conditions that result in the suppression of land price inflation so that the trade in 
land is reset at a level that both delivers the full gamut of appropriate planning 
policy contributions but also maintains a healthy supply of land for development. 
We are suggesting that the solution could be to move to a fixed AH percentage 
that would not be subject to viability arguments, save for truly exceptional 
circumstances. The way it could work is as follows: 

 
15 Oliver Letwin Review Final Report 
16 Manifesto No 5 - Affordable housing: delivering it in a more effective way 
17 Parkhurst Road Ltd v Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government and London Borough 
of Islington 
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• The approach would start with an empirically established position: for each 
area the starting Affordable Housing level would be the average Affordable 
Housing percentage secured in (say) the previous three years. 

• Once the new system was introduced that would become the fixed Affordable 
Housing rate for that area for a period of two years. 

• After that, the Affordable Housing rate would increase by 5% per annum until 
it reached the Affordable Housing target for the area as set out in the Local 
Plan. 

5.6 This would give the industry ample warning of the change so that they can adjust 
their behaviour: the run-in period where the policy is introduced, the two-year flat 
rate period and the modest 5% annual rise towards the policy set Affordable 
Housing target, all go towards enabling the change to be comfortably 
accommodated by the industry. 

Unlock Council Housing 
5.7 Research carried out by UCL18 into the delivery of housing by Local Authorities 

shows, in their third report in 2021, that 80% of local authorities now self-report 
that they are directly engaged in the provision of housing, a notable increase from 
the 69% reported in 2019 and the 65% from the 2017 survey. In 2021 there was 
increased corporate priority around housing development, particularly around 
maximising affordable housing delivery. Local Authorities increasingly see the 
need for Council housing and are actively re-entering the business of Council 
house building. The need to do so is compelling yet supporting this obvious 
answer to the need to deliver more affordable housing has not featured in any of 
the government’s initiatives over the last decade or more, in fact the opposite has 
occurred with government subsidies for affordable housing being cut19. The 
resulting collapse in social housing delivery is all too clear in the graph below. 

 
18 Third report on local authority housebuilding, UCL 2021 
19 The 2010 spending review represented a 60% cut in the government’s Affordable Housing Programme 
for 2011 to 2015, compared to the 2008 to 2011 programme and those cuts have continued. 
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Source: MHCLG, Live tables on affordable housing supply, Table 1006C 

5.8 But this is not the whole storey. In the last ten years, the majority of social homes 
have not been centrally funded by the government at all, but instead through 
§106 agreements. If §106 funded homes are removed from the equation, the 
picture for social housing is even more stark. This graph shows how many social 
homes have been fully grant funded by the government since 2010/11. 

 
Source: MHCLG, Live tables on affordable housing, Table 1011C 
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5.9 The message is simple and clear: history shows us what needs to be done, 
Councils are increasingly doing what they can to deliver, and Government needs 
to step up to the plate to do its bit. The issue is not necessarily one of finding 
extra financial resources as the government is spending five times more 
subsidising private landlords through housing benefits that on its entire affordable 
housebuilding programme. This is about investing government money on new 
housing resources that will serve the affordable housing needs of society for the 
long term, rather than spending government money on short-term subsidies that 
are ’lost’ to the private sector.  

Give Registered Social Landlords a boost 
5.10 RSLs are obviously victims of the cuts in government funding to its Affordable 

Housing Programme. The restoration of that programme should not only enable 
Council house building to be restored at scale, but the network of Housing 
Associations across England can be mobilised to work in partnership with their 
Local Authorities to see a step change in their output.  

Institutional Build to Rent 
5.11 There are very few large cities in the world where there is an expectation that 

housing need will be met by delivering homes to buy. Most global cities have an 
established housing rental stock that is provided at scale by institutionally backed 
investors. It is generally ‘patient money’ that takes a long-term view and provides 
homes that are good quality, on long-term leases that meet the needs of their 
occupiers throughout the various stages of their life. This has not been a feature 
of the UK housing market until relatively recently. Our private rented market is 
characterised by small scale operators who rent out relatively few properties. 
These are often being purchased and rented for personal reasons such as a 
pension provision. At best they are well-meaning amateurs and at worst they are 
incompetent or illegal operators. 

5.12 In the last decade or so the large-scale, institutionally backed offer has started a 
period of growth in London and other large cities. There is a considerable amount 
of potential money willing to invest in this product due to the changes in the 
fortunes of retail, which was historically the favoured source of long-term 
investment. As this sector has expanded it has successfully moved into other 
markets outside of city centres. 

5.13 Dealing with the sector in Development Management has proved challenging, 
especially with respect to the provision of affordable housing. In the absence of a 
national policy, Local Planning Authorities have adopted a variety of approaches. 
There is also an issue of the ability of this sector to compete with the volume 
housebuilders when buying land. POS asks government to carry out research in 
this area with a view to better understanding the sector so that it can be 
supported to expand and flourish and make a vital contribution to meeting 
housing need, particularly in cities and London. For those people who will never 
be able to buy a home in reasonable proximity to where they work but are not 
likely to qualify for social housing, this is a vital source of good quality housing. It 
is telling that the NPPF does not mention the housing rental sector at all. 
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Custom or self-build 
5.14 POS recognises that this sector needs to be accommodated within the system, 

however the measures that are contemplated and the duties placed upon local 
councils need to be reconsidered in the climate of severe shortages of resources 
in local planning authorities, particularly qualified and experienced planners. 
Government is urged to do a proper cost/benefit analysis of their policies in this 
area of housing supply, particularly given the potentially limited number of new 
homes that are likely to be produced and the fact that such homes generally 
represent a demand rather than a need. The planning system is there to meet 
society’s needs, whereas it’s the market’s role to deal with demands. 

6 Conclusions 
6.1 POS considers that there has not been a coherent strategy in government policy 

directed at enabling the planning system to do what it can to tackle the housing 
crisis in recent decades. As set out in the introduction, the main causes of house 
price inflation are not a simple commodity supply and demand issue, and 
continuing to see it through that lens when framing policy will fail our 
communities.  

6.2 In this paper we have set out a comprehensive series of measures that are 
designed to reform how we identify housing need so that communities are more 
likely to buy into the need to deliver additional housing, reforms to the spatial 
planning part of planning so that we are better placed to identify the sites that are 
needed, new measured designed to directly incentivise the delivery of housing 
and finally a wider series of measures to boost the supply side.  

6.3 One of the purposes of the planning system is to enable the supply of quality 
housing that meets the needs of our population. As always, POS stands ready to 
work with government to develop these propositions and deliver this commitment. 

 














