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1 Introduction 

This short note provides an overview of the work undertaken during Stage 1 of the 
study.

This stage has involved consultation with Council Members, the development industry 
and other interested stakeholders.  The purpose of this is to receive feedback on the 
proposed study approach and to invite suggestions on sites for inclusion in the study. 

This note is presented in five further sections: 

Section 2 outlines the consultation event undertaken with Council Members; 

Section 3 outlines the consultation undertaken with the development industry and 
responses to this;  

Annex A contains a copy of the Consultation Letter and more detailed Method 
Statement; 

Annex B contains a list comprising the contact details of all letters sent out as part 
of the mail shot; and 

Annex C contains a copy of the PowerPoint presentation given to Members. 
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2 Consultation with Members 

2.1 Overview 
A seminar was held on the evening of Wednesday August 4th.  Invites were sent to all 
Council Members in the three authorities as well as a selection of Council Officers.. 

The session included a presentation by the consultants as to the purposes of urban 
capacity assessment; why the study is being undertaken and how. 

The scene was set by the client who introduced the consultants, providing an overview 
of the current development plan process, regional and structure plan guidance. 

The session was originally scheduled to take place in June but had to be rescheduled 
due to a clash with the local elections and a limited response to the event. 

2.2 Presentation to Members 
The presentation made by the consultants comprised: 

An overview of recent practice in terms of housing development and examples of 
best practice development, demonstrating what the Government is seeking to 
achieve through the urban renaissance agenda. 

Background to PPG3 and the urban capacity process; why were these studies 
introduced and what does this mean. 

How the consultants intend to approach the urban capacity studies for the three 
authorities, explaining the types of sites (land and buildings) to be identified. 

Following the presentation the floor was opened for a question and answer session. 

A copy of the presentation is attached to the rear of this report. 
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3 Consultation with the ‘Industry’ 

3.1 Overview 
A letter informing interested parties of the study was circulated, based on address 
details received from the three authorities and the House Builders Federation (HBF). 

The letter invited respondents to comment on the method and suggest sites for 
inclusion within the study.  Respondents were also given the opportunity to request 
and comment on a more detailed method statement. 

3.2 The Letter 
Attached as an annex to this report is a copy of the letter sent out to parish councillors, 
house builders and others working in the development industry. 

The format of the letter, as agreed with the partnering authorities following the 
inception meeting, provides an overview of the approach to the study and invites 
comments.  The letter also invites respondents to put forward sites for inclusion in the 
study.  Respondents were given a calendar month in which to reply. 

3.3 Addresses 
The table contained within the annex provides the details of the different companies 
and interested parties targeted as part of the mail shot.  This provides a very broad 
coverage, including parties within the three authority areas as well as further afield to 
include companies operating county/region-wide. 

Many of the contact details were provided directly by the three authorities.  This 
included a search of records on the Councils planning applications database over the 
last three years, all parish councillors, estate agents, property consultants/surveyors and 
housebuilders in the authorities.  The three authorities also supplied us with the details 
of Parish Councils, agents, surveyors, planning and other related consultants based 
within the districts. 

Additionally, the HBF supplied us with a database of their Eastern and East Midland 
Region members, which includes a mix of developers and consultants. 

3.4 Responses 
Table 3-1 overleaf provides the details of all received responses to the letter, setting 
out the name of the respondent and their comments. 

A total of 402 letters were posted.  Letters were sent on June 16th and respondents 
given a calendar month in which to reply.  In total, twenty-one responses were 
received; eleven by July 16th and a further ten after this date.  This equates to a 
response rate of 5%. 
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4 Annex A: Consultation Letter 

The following pages contain copies of the letter circulated as part of the mail shot and 
the more detailed method note that was offered by way of further information. 



P:\Jobs\32500-Urban Capacity Study for Dacorum Borough Council\reports\01. Stage 1\Consultation Letter.doc 

Address Details 16/06/2004 

Our ref:  32500/JH/TK/VB 

Dear «FirstName» «LastName» 

URBAN CAPACITY STUDIES: DACORUM, THREE RIVERS and WATFORD 

Consultants Llewelyn Davies in association with ATIS REAL Weatheralls has 
been commissioned by the local authorities to undertake urban capacity 
studies within the three areas above. 

The purpose of these studies is to assess the potential to accommodate new 
housing development within defined urban areas by reusing previously 
developed land and making better use of existing land and buildings.  The 
study methodology follows recent government best practice guidance 
outlined in ‘Tapping the Potential: Assessing Urban Housing Capacity; 
Towards Better Practice’. 

This letter is intended to inform you of the study, to welcome comment on 
methodological aspects and to provide you with an opportunity to identify 
any land and buildings which you consider may have potential for housing 
development up to 2021within the urban areas of the following towns and 
villages:

Hemel Hempstead  Wilstone   Croxley Green 
Berkhamsted  Aldbury    Abbots Langley 
Tring    Long Marston   Carpenders Park 
Bovingdon   Watford    South Oxhey 
Markyate   Rickmansworth   Moor Park 
Kings Langley  Chorleywood   Maple Cross 

A summary of our method statement is attached.  If you are interested we 
can provide you with a more detailed note setting out our approach.  
Should you have any comments or suggestions please reply by July 16th so 
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that the information can be fed into the study timetable.  I look forward to 
receiving any comments that you may have to make.  

Yours faithfully 
For Llewelyn Davies on behalf of Dacorum, Three Rivers and Watford 
Councils 

Jon Herbert 
Associate 
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SUMMARY METHOD STATEMENT 

Using a common methodology, the studies will provide supporting technical 
work to inform the preparation of Development Plan Documents as required 
under the review of the planning system. 

Our method comprises four key stages following the approach advocated in 
Tapping the Potential. 

Stage 1: Method development and consultation 

This will see the method refined in the light of discussions with the 
partnering authorities and comments received from Council Members, the 
‘development industry’ and others.  This letter forms part of this process. 

Stage 2: Surveying the capacity 

This will involve both a desk-based review of mapping and documentation in 
addition to site surveys to identify as many future housing opportunities as 
possible.  This will involve detailed surveys on a street-by-street basis of the 
town and district centres, the principal public transport corridors and their 
‘ped-sheds’.  We will also visit each of the sites and areas identified from the 
desk review of mapping together with a general examination of other areas. 

Stage 3: Assessing the yield 

Case study design analysis will provide the basis for estimating the housing 
capacity of the individual sites identified through the survey work.  A 
number of sites representative of all of those identified will be selected for 
analysis, applying the achieved densities under different design scenarios to 
the remaining sites on the basis of closest similarity to one of the case 
studies.

Two scenarios will be produced for each exercise: 

Scenario A will be based upon local plan standards (subject to them 
being compatible with guidance set out in PPG3); and 
Scenario B aims to optimise the potential of each site based on the 
principles of sustainable residential quality. 

As set out above, the potential from non-site and building specific sources 
(e.g.: sub-division of houses to flats, living over the shop, reduction in empty 
homes) will be assessed.  The general approach will be to utilise information 
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and analysis undertaken as part of earlier studies for the Councils and to 
draw upon monitoring work. 

Stage 4: Discounting 

Following the assessment of capacity this figure will then be discounted to 
give an informed assessment of the amount of housing that can be brought 
forward in the time horizon being considered. 

General

This study will only consider those sites that are located within the existing 
built up areas of the study settlements.  In addition, any insights, which you 
may be able to provide on housing market conditions in different parts of 
the Borough would be appreciated. 

The study will look at physically identifiable sites and non-site specific 
sources, such as the potential for living over the shop, the re-use and 
subdivision of existing housing, and conversions.  Empty or underused office 
space is just one of the different types of urban housing potential and I 
invite you to put forward office premises which are vacant or are likely to be 
so in the period to 2021.  Should you know of any other vacant premises, or 
those that are likely to become available during the plan period please 
suggest these as well.  This invitation is made without prejudice to the 
objectives of either party; at this stage it is not possible to foresee the 
outcome of the Development Plan. 
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1 Introduction 

Further to the circulation of the summary method statement the following pages 
provide a more detailed note on our approach to the urban capacity studies for 
Dacorum, Three Rivers and Watford Councils.  Section 2 sets out our approach to the 
studies and section 3 provides a method statement for al of the source types to be 
surveyed/assessed during the study.  Please note at this stage the method statement is 
in ‘draft form’ for the purposes of this initial consultation stage and will be amended 
accordingly in light of comments received. 

The purpose of the Urban Capacity Studies are to provide supporting technical work to 
inform the preparation of Development Plan documents required under the new 
Planning and Compulsory Purchase Bill. 

The approach used by Llewelyn Davies in our capacity assessment work is in accordance 
with ‘Tapping the Potential’; the Governments best practice guidance concerning 
urban capacity studies.  We recognise the importance of such studies not only being, 
but being seen to be, robust and authoritative.  Central to our approach is the belief 
that capacity assessment needs to be as transparent as possible.  This means that 
studies must identify as many potential housing sites (or conversion opportunities) as 
possible and be open about the judgements and assumptions made on discounting or 
the timing of development, for example.  It is also important that stakeholders, 
including the house building industry, are informed of the study and its proposed 
approach and given the opportunity to comment and contribute to the conduct of the 
study.  Equally, as important – and learned from hard experience - is the importance of 
keeping elected members informed about the progress and approach being taken to 
the Study. 

As the client authorities have clearly recognised there are significant benefits to be 
gained from a joint approach to capacity assessment.  In particular, it enables 
consistency in approach and scope and in the tabulation of the study results which will 
help both in strategic assessment of housing potential and in giving confidence to local 
people and politicians that housing distribution decisions are being made on the basis 
of an evenly applied assessment of urban capacity.  

The three capacity studies will be undertaken in parallel rather than in sequence. This 
has the advantages of: 

· Providing for an iterative study process which will help ensure consistency across 
the authorities i.e. because work on each stage is concurrent and utilising the 
same team members; 

· Allowing key stages such as the initial stocktaking in each authority to be run in 
parallel so that consistency of assumptions and judgements can be achieved; 
and 

· Enabling publicity and dissemination to be co-ordinated. 
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2 Study Approach 

2.1 Introduction 
This section sets out our proposed methodology in response to the study brief and our 
experience of conducting similar studies elsewhere.  We would undertake the three 
studies in parallel and in five main stages of work following the approach advocated by 
Tapping the Potential.  The five stages are: 

1 Method development and consultation; 
2 Surveying the capacity; 
3 Assessing the yield; 
4 Discounting the potential; and 
5 Reporting and dissemination. 

The following sections describe our approach to each of these stages in turn.  This is 
still in ‘draft form’ and will be amended accordingly following the outcomes of Stage 1 
of the method. 

2.2 Stage 1: Method development and consultation 
Task 1.1 : Development of Methodology 
The method statement described in this section provides a good starting point, based 
as it is on considerable experience elsewhere.  However, we also believe that the 
detailed application of the methodology needs to be tailored to the particular 
circumstances of the area and that local and other stakeholders should have an 
opportunity to comment on the proposed approach and for the method to be revised 
in the light of this consultation.  At this stage we would envisage refinements to the 
methodology perhaps including: 

· how our proposed methodology accords with the Urban Capacity Studies 
already undertaken for the deposit Hertfordshire Structure Plan, and ongoing 
work for the emerging regional spatial strategy; 

· findings/ trends/implications identified by Roger Tym and Partners, in their 
assessment of the difference in County and District Council’s urban capacity 
figures;

· findings/trends/implications of the employment land study being undertaken 
within Dacorum borough; 

In addition there will be issues to do with the design scenarios and how these are 
defined, for example. 

Task 1.2 : Exchange of mapping and other data 
In parallel with the development of the methodology and the review of previous 
studies we will draw together Ordnance Survey mapping and other background 
information.  Our preference would be to receive this in a digital (land line) format that 
can be utilised in our GIS system (MapInfo).  This will facilitate site survey work and 
enable us to supply mapping and other information to the Council in GIS format at the 
end of the project to facilitate monitoring.   

Task 1.3 : Publicity and Seminars  
This is an important study in which a number of organisations (amenity groups, house 
builders in particular) will take a close interest.   

This involves writing to key stakeholders to advise them of the study and to request 
suggestions of sites and buildings with housing potential.  In addition to identifying 
sites and buildings this would contribute to the process of transparency and address 
the expectation in Tapping the Potential that local authorities should seek to develop a 
partnership approach with landowners and housing developers (pages 7 and 8). 

The consultation exercise would tap into the panel of local development industry 
representatives and other bodies set up to inform the development of the draft 
methodology. 
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Although we note the requirement in the brief to present the methodology and results 
to members and officers of each Council, we would also suggest that a presentation be 
made to local members at this initial stage.  This would explain the role and purpose of 
an urban capacity study.  This would explain the various types of sites that guidance in 
the form of Tapping the Potential requires us to identify.  It would be a useful forum for 
seeking political acceptability on some of the more contentious sites that need to be 
surveyed, such as backgardens and town centre car parks. 

Task 1.4 : Prepare technical report explaining methodology of the UCS 

The final task for Stage 1 will be to pull together a technical report detailing the agreed 
methodology.  This would include a summary of the comments made as part of the 
consultation process and an explanation of how the proposed method has been 
developed as a result. 

2.3 Stage 2: Surveying the capacity 
Task 2.1: Desk review of mapping and other data 
A desk review of Ordnance Survey mapping would be undertaken to inform the site 
survey work. This would identify: 

· town and district centres and principal public transport corridors and their 
respective ‘ped-sheds’; and 

· potential housing opportunities beyond these ped-shed areas in relation to each 
of the site and building specific source types (e.g. garage courts, car parks, 
‘white land’, existing housing and employment allocations, opportunities for 
residential intensification etc); 

The mapped information would be recorded on ward level maps. 

Other desktop work that would be undertaken at this stage includes the review of the 
information already obtained from UCS, employment land study, and monitoring 
information.  Again sites and areas identified through this work would be added on to 
the survey plans. 

Task 2.2: Site surveys (site and building specific sources) 
Undertaking surveys to identify as many future housing opportunities as possible is 
central to our proposed approach.  We would conduct surveys at two levels: 

· detailed ‘forensic’ surveys on a street by street basis for the focus areas 
identified as part of Task 2.1 above (i.e. for town and district centre ped-sheds, 
along the catchments of principal public transport routes and within areas 
identified as having medium or high potential to accommodate additional 
dwellings); and 

· a less detailed, but still systematic analysis, of other areas.  This would include 
visits to each of the sites and areas identified from the desk review of mapping 
together with a general examination of other areas.   

Task 2.3: Review of identified sites and buildings 
The survey work will adopt an inclusive approach to the identification of sites and 
buildings with housing potential i.e. it will seek to avoid ad hoc discounting of potential 
opportunities during the survey itself.  This is important in ensuring a rigorous and 
unconstrained approach.  However, it will inevitably result in the identification of some 
sites and buildings where housing development would not be considered acceptable or 
desirable.  Such sites and buildings would be ‘sieved’ out at this stage and not be 
included in the design work and in calculating development capacities.  The reasons for 
‘sieving’ out each potential housing site will be clearly recorded.  

This will be done in a workshop with Council Officers so that the merits of each 
identified site/building can be considered from a range of perspectives.  It will be 
important to ensure that this initial discounting of opportunities is restricted to the 
tests of acceptability/desirability and does not creep into issues of development 
viability, access and other development constraints which will be assessed at the end of 
the process in Task 4.1. 
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Clear reasons will be recorded for each discounted site or building. 

2.4 Stage 3: Assessing the yield 
Task 3.1: Case study design analysis  
Case study design analysis would provide the basis for estimating the housing capacity 
of the individual sites identified through the survey work.  The basic approach involves 
selecting a number of representative case studies sites for analysis and then applying 
the achieved densities under different design scenarios to the remaining sites on the 
basis of closest similarity to one of the case studies. 

Two design exercises will be conducted for each of the case study sites.  The brief 
suggests that one scenario (Scenario A) should reflect current planning policies and 
design standards with the second looking to design to unlock higher densities and 
attractive living environments (Scenario B).  It is important that the two scenarios are 
sufficiently distinct to illustrate some of the policy choices in terms of developing 
design standards and in indicating the lower and upper ends of housing potential.  

A key issue is the selection and number of case study design exercises.  This is difficult 
to pre-determine as the number of case studies needed will reflect the range and 
variety of sites identified and some case studies will require much more design input 
than others. 

Each of the design case studies would be drawn as two-dimensional layout plans with 
supporting annotations. 

Task 3.2 : Design exemplars 
It is important that the design work is accessible to ‘lay people’ as well as professional 
planners and designers i.e. so that people can understand the forms of development 
which are implied by the density assumptions adopted by the study.  We would 
therefore take a selection of case studies and produce three dimensional sketches of 
each of the two options. 

Task 3.3 : Estimating site capacities
Using the densities achieved for the design case study sites we would then estimate the 
capacity of the other sites identified by the study.  This would be achieved by matching 
each of the sites to the most similar case study design example.  

We then take a midpoint of the Scenario A and B estimates for each site to provide an 
‘unconstrained estimate of capacity’. 

Task 3.4 : Other non-site and building specific sources 
In parallel with the above tasks we would explore the potential of each of the non-site 
and building specific sources (e.g. sub-division of houses to flats, living over the shop, 
reduction in empty homes).  This would follow the guidance set out in Tapping the 
Potential.  We would expect to be able to draw on analysis which has been undertaken 
as part of earlier studies together with any established monitoring work.  

2.5 Stage 4: Discounting & development pipeline 
Task 4.1 : Discounting 
Once the theoretical capacity has been identified it is then essential that this figure be 
realistically discounted to give an informed assessment of the amount of housing that 
can be brought forward in the time horizon being considered. 

We would stress that it is of fundamental importance that the discounting of sites is 
conducted in a rigorous and transparent way and the reasons for discounting individual 
sites will need to be soundly based.  It also needs to be tailored to the particular 
characteristics of each source type. 

The process of discounting will include an analysis of the identifiable constraints 
affecting the development potential of each site /building.  In addition however, we 
would seek to build up a more detailed understanding of the factors impacting upon 
the timing of key sites including those which are likely to be identified for early phases 
of the plan period. 
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Task 4.2 : Phasing  
Following the discounting task we would then place the remaining sites and 
assumptions for each of the other non-physically identifiable sites into the planning 
periods as defined by the Brief. 

2.6 Stage 5: Reporting and dissemination 
Task 5.1 : Present results to members and officers 
The results emerging from the study will be presented at a seminar to members and 
officers, where discussion and comments received can inform the draft / final report. 

Task 5.2 : Reporting 
The above work would be drawn together in a Final Report with associated plans, 
diagrams and maps.  This would firstly be in the form of a draft version which would be 
discussed at a client meeting.  Following the receipt of comments, final versions of the 
documents would be submitted to the Council. 

Task 5.3 : Prepare non-technical summary 
In line with the requirements of the brief we will also produce a non-technical summary 
report, setting out the overall level of capacity by phasing period but which does not 
contain information pertaining to particular sites (The main report though will include 
full site information and associated mapping). 

Task 5.4 : Public exhibition boards 
The final part of the process is to produce a set of display boards for the purposes of 
public exhibition.  These display panels will demonstrate the key aspects of the study.  
Up to four boards will be produced at A0 size.  The content of the display will be 
discussed with the Steering Group. 
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3 Method Statement for Each Source Type 

3.1 Introduction 
Tapping the Potential emphasises the importance of capacity studies addressing all the 
potential sources of future housing supply and to this end identifies eleven different 
sources. 

However, not all these sources are of equal significance in terms of their potential 
contribution to meeting housing requirements or in supporting wider sustainable 
development objectives.  It is important that the Study resources are focused on those 
sources where the potential (in the widest sense) is greatest, while at the same time 
ensuring comprehensive coverage of all sources. 

The following sections set out, in summary form, our proposed approach to assessing 
the potential of each of the sources. 

Where necessary the approach will be refined further in the light of comments received 
and our review of the various reports and data sets made available. 

3.2 Vacant and Derelict Land and Buildings 
Surveying the Capacity 
Sites and buildings identified by the NLUD work and other previous studies (and those 
sites suggested to us through the consultation work) will be mapped at an appropriate 
scale.  The mapping work will also identify town centres, their ped-shed catchments, 
public transport corridors and other significant considerations which may have a 
bearing on the intensity and form of development.  We would conduct detailed surveys 
of these areas to identify further sites with housing potential.  We would also identify 
other potential sites from a review of Ordnance Survey mapping i.e. in areas beyond 
the focus areas.  Identified ‘sites’ would be visited to investigate whether any real 
potential exists 

Assessing the Yield 
We would use a design-led approach to estimate the capacity of identified sites under 
different scenarios in terms of density, car parking, dwelling mix etc. 

This would involve: 

· selecting a range for case study design analysis.  These would be selected to 
represent the range of sites identified in terms of location, size and surrounding 
context.  The selection would be agreed with Officers; 

· two design scenarios would be prepared for each.  These scenarios would be 
defined in discussion with Officers;  

· account will also be taken of sketch schemes and other proposals which have 
been presented to the Borough Council to promote housing development on 
identified sites. 

The purpose of this design-work is to quantify the development potential of sites and 
buildings through design and the output will be drawings and sketches which are 
readable as working illustrations. 

The net density achieved under each of the options will be calculated.  These densities 
would then be applied to other sites with similar characteristics to provide a capacity 
estimate for each site under the two different scenarios. 

Discounting 
Discounting, in the sense of removing sites and buildings from the housing land supply, 
will mainly be concerned with making policy choices about sites and buildings which 
should not be developed for housing.  This would be done in a workshop session with 
Officers to avoid preparing design examples for sites and buildings which are not to be 
taken forward.  However, there would be a further sweep-up of sites and buildings to 
be discounted later in the Study. 

Other key constraints to development will include site access, ownership (fragmented, 
land banking etc) and development viability.  In a study looking forward to 2021 and 



P:\Jobs\32500-Urban Capacity Study for Dacorum Borough Council\reports\Method Note for Consultation.doc 

with Plan, Monitor and Manage and a pro-active stance to unlocking potential sites, the 
effect of these constraints would mainly be to push sites and buildings into later 
development periods rather than discounting them completely.  However, it is 
important that the study is realistic and transparent in understanding constraints and 
what needs to be done to overcome them.  We would: 

· undertake a broad market assessment of the District to assess the issues of 
development viability on different types of sites across the District; 

· break down the sites into grades of marketability to ensure that sites identified 
(particularly for early development) are viable or to quantify in broad order 
terms the scale of shortfall. 

3.3 Subdivision of Existing Housing 
The subdivision of houses into flats is potentially an important source of future housing 
supply.  However, it is a difficult source to quantify given the complex interplay of the 
various drivers and filters which determine how much of the theoretically available 
potential actually materialises. 

Surveying the Potential 
Our suggested approach draws on our analysis of Conversions, Demolitions and 
Redevelopment for DETR.  It includes interpretation of existing data sources to explore 
the interplay of the drivers and filters on the ground.  We would: 

· review data on past trends and completions to identify areas of the District 
where subdivision has been concentrated; and 

· cross tabulate Census tables to identify the stock of large under-occupied 
houses (e.g. those with seven habitable rooms and three or less occupants) to 
indicate, in broad terms, the overall stock of dwellings which could be 
subdivided and their distribution on a Ward by Ward basis. 

This would provide a broad estimate of the overall number of large dwellings with 
potential for conversion. 

Assessing the Yield 
To explore this potential further we would: 

· review the rate at which properties suitable for conversion come onto the 
market (given that conversion tends to take place at the point of sale) through 
the input of ATIS Weatheralls; and 

· through the input of ATIS Weatheralls we would gain a market perspective on 
the potential for future conversion potential. 

3.4 Flats over Shops 
The Living Over The Shops (LOTS) initiative has highlighted the potential capacity that 
may exist and Tapping the Potential also highlights the potential may be hidden in 
underused and vacant spaces above retail units. 

LOTS is particularly important given the fact that the majority of retail units are located 
in town and district centres which are most commonly highly accessible locations.  By 
increasing the numbers of people living in these locations it will be possible to improve 
the sustainability of the pattern of development.  In essence, the need to travel by the 
private car should be reduced through encouraging more people to live in central 
areas. 

In our view the methodology should be based on the yardstick approach with some 
sensitivity testing of the amounts of residential floorspace that can be achieved from 
conversion of upper floors of retail units based on planning permissions.  From our 
experience, it is often the case that few opportunities can be actually identified 
through survey work.  

Yardstick Approach  
Over time it is likely that trends will change as space is deemed to become surplus to 
the requirements of retailers and landlords.  This will be based on the yardstick 
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assessments set out in Tapping the Potential and is based on the floorspace in the 
town, district and local centres in the Borough. 

Discounting  
In order to provide a realistic assessment of the capacity likely to be available from LOTS 
it will then be necessary to apply a discount rate to the theoretical capacity.  Tapping 
the Potential suggests that these should be in the range of 25% to 40%.  Again once a 
thorough analysis of past trends has been undertaken a view can be taken on the 
appropriate level of discounting. 

3.5 Empty Homes 
Tapping the Potential highlights that this is a significant source of capacity with the 
stock of empty homes in England estimated by the Government to be in the region of 
750,000 dwellings. 

The inclusion of empty homes in urban capacity studies has been the cause of much 
debate with concern expressed due to the fact that their re-occupation lies outside the 
direct control of the planning system.  In addition the majority of empty homes are in 
the private sector and as a result are not directly susceptible to local authority 
management. 

It is though important to recognise that empty homes are a necessary part of the 
housing market and some vacancies are necessary to allow it to function properly.  For 
example, dwellings may be classed as ‘empty’ although they are in fact on the market 
pending sale or lease. 

Proposed Method  
In order to estimate the contribution that empty homes may be able to make towards 
urban capacity it will be essential to fully understand the assumptions made by the 
County and Government Office for the South East and to reach a conclusion on any 
differences in approach that may exist. 

In addition detailed discussions will be required with the relevant Council Officers who 
have knowledge on Empty Homes and any funded projects aimed at reducing vacancy 
levels.   

Discounting 
In order to provide a realistic assessment of the capacity likely to be available from 
empty homes it is then necessary to apply a discount rate to the theoretical capacity.  
Tapping the Potential suggests that these should be in the range of 40% to 80%.  
Again once past trends have been fully assessed a view will be able to be taken on an 
appropriate discount rate.   

3.6 Intensification of Residential Areas 
Background 
A number of capacity studies have devoted considerable effort to estimating the future 
housing capacity of existing residential areas.  The favoured approach tends to be 
‘typical urban area’ (TUA) analysis.  

TUA analysis can be useful and particularly where there are large areas of homogenous 
housing to be covered.  However, it is a very resource intensive (given that the accuracy 
of the approach increases with the number of TUAs identified and the number of 
sample areas which are surveyed) and it runs the risk of studying the ‘paving slabs’ 
when much of the potential actually lies in between them.  Even then there are real 
issues about how ‘sites’ within residential areas are treated; are they dealt with 
separately or is it assumed that they only exist if they are identified within the sample 
areas. 

Surveying the Potential 
These considerations make us sceptical about the value of a TUA approach and 
particularly in a study were separate analysis will be given to the redevelopment of 
garage court areas and subdivision and where we will seek to identify opportunities 
from a review of mapping and follow-up site visits. 
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Our approach would be to seek to identify as many as possible of the opportunities for 
intensification within residential areas.  This would include identifying from Ordnance 
Survey mapping and other sources: 

· sites within residential areas such as vacant plots, land in marginal use etc; 
· large backland areas; 
· opportunities for remodelling/enhancement of large housing estates through 

the provision of new housing; and 
· garage court areas which could accommodate housing. 

A visit would be made to as many of the identified sites as is practical with priority 
being given to the larger and potentially more significant opportunities. 

Assessing the Yield 
Case study design work would be undertaken for a range of identified sites where this is 
needed to widen the palette of design examples prepared in relation to other sources.  

The capacity of all identified sites would then be calculated by applying a density 
multiplier derived from the most similar case study design example. 

Discounting 
The approach to discounting within this source type will need to be sensitive to the 
different nature of sites identified.  In particular, backland areas which would require 
the assembly of many different ownerships and which may face significant public 
opposition would require a substantial discount.  On the other hand, the 
redevelopment of derelict garage courts could bring many positive benefits and be a 
source type which the Council seeks to actively foster.  For such cases which are 
desirable and practical the issue is likely to be more one of timing rather than absolute 
discounting. 

3.7 Redevelopment of Existing Housing 
According to the definition in Tapping the Potential the redevelopment of existing 
areas of housing refers to the demolition of dwellings with the aim of replacing it with a 
better designed, better laid out and better quality development. 

In some cases redevelopment can actually lead to a reduction in the number of 
dwellings provided.  This however does not always have to be the case and therefore a 
robust analysis of the potential for redevelopment needs to be explored. 

Proposed Method 
We would propose at the outset to discuss the potential for redevelopment of existing 
housing with a number of key groups: 

· Relevant Officers with specific knowledge on the housing stock in the Borough; 
· Other Officers of the Council also with a good knowledge of the Potential for 

redevelopment; and 
· To consult with relevant people involved in any regeneration strategies of key 

areas in the Boroughs. 

Discounting 
To provide a realistic assessment of the capacity likely to be available from 
redevelopment opportunities it will also be necessary to apply a discount rate to the 
theoretical capacity.  Tapping the Potential suggests that these should be in the range 
of 70% to 85%.  Again once past trends have been fully assessed a view will be able to 
be taken on an appropriate discount rate.   

Of particular importance will be the need to resist discounting potential redevelopment 
sites due to current constraints which currently make redevelopment impossible.  It will 
be important to focus on the potential that may exist over time and to highlight means 
by which sites may become viable opportunities.   
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3.8 Conversion of Commercial Buildings to Housing 
Surveying the Potential 
It is important that the study looks beyond the stock of presently vacant commercial 
buildings to consider the potential of those which may become available during the 
period to 2021.  The only way in which anything like comprehensive coverage can be 
obtained is by gaining understanding of the local property market. 

Assessing the Yield 
The dwelling potential of commercial buildings is very much dependent on the internal 
layout and construction of the building.  It can therefore only be estimated accurately 
using floor plans and with knowledge of arrangements of services etc.   

However, for the purposes of estimating future housing capacity at a Borough-wide 
scale we would suggest a yardstick approach which estimates the number of dwellings 
based on assumptions about dwellings sizes and the ratio of net to gross floor area.  
These assumptions would be based on knowledge of conversion projects elsewhere as 
well as reference to other past and present schemes in the Borough. 

Discounting 
Discounting the unconstrained potential for commercial to residential conversion will 
need to take account of a number of issues. These include: 

· the future demand for office and commercial space and the values generated 
relative to those for residential use; 

· the need in policy terms to retain a suitable stock of buildings for commercial 
use; and 

· the physical suitability of buildings for conversion to housing. 

Experience elsewhere suggests that the changing requirements for off street car 
parking can have a significant bearing on the potential for conversion from commercial 
use.

3.9 Existing Housing Allocations (and Unimplemented 

Planning Permissions) 
Existing housing allocations and unimplemented planning permissions will be reviewed 
to ensure that their potential is optimised in line with the new policy approach.  This is 
an important source given that there is an established policy commitment to housing 
development in the short to medium term. 

Surveying the potential  
The Council’s housing development and land monitoring work will be reviewed to 
identify all outstanding local plan allocations and permissions which have not yet 
started. 

Assessing the Yield  
Planning application drawings and the assumptions on site capacity underpinning plan 
allocations will be reviewed.  Where it is considered that these fail to optimise the full 
potential of sites a revised capacity estimate will be made. 

This could be done by applying a density multiplier derived from another similar design 
case study or through design analysis of the site itself.  The appropriate approach will 
depend on the nature of the site and its similarity to other existing design case studies, 
as well as its planning status. 

Discounting 
Discounting for this source would be conducted mainly during Stage 4 of the study, as 
it seems unlikely that allocated sites or those with permission would be discounted 
during the policy sieve at the end of Stage 2.  Of course the key exception to this 
would be greenfield sites which should only be developed once the supply of previously 
developed land and buildings has been exhausted. 

Discounting would address the same issues as for vacant and derelict land and car 
parks as described above.  Particular attention would however, be given to sites which 
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have not come forward to understand why development has not proceeded and to the 
practicality of changing the design of schemes where this is well advanced. 

3.10 Land Allocated (or with Permission) for Employment and 

other uses 
The approach to this source will essentially be the same as for existing housing 
allocations described above.  The main differences would be: 

· the prospects for employment or other development will need to be considered 
from a market perspective; 

· it is likely that a larger proportion of allocated sites will be discounted during the 
policy sieve because the sites are needed for employment or other uses; and 

· the viability of housing development relative to other uses such as retail or 
commercial would need to be considered as part of the analysis.  

The latter could be a particular issue in relation to town centre sites (but elsewhere 
also) where the objective may now be to promote mixed-use developments rather than 
proposed single-use solutions. 

In looking at this particular source type regard will also be had to the employment land 
study being undertaken for the Councils by Roger Tym & Partners with King Sturge. 

3.11 Vacant Land Not Previously Developed (White Land)  
White land refers to land often shown within built up areas of the Ordnance Survey 
without annotation.  This should be recognised as a potential source, and will be 
surveyed, mapped and subjected to design exercises and discounting as above. 

Assessing the Yield 
As with the previously developed land we would use a design-led approach to estimate 
the capacity of identified sites under different scenarios in terms of density, car parking, 
dwelling mix etc. 

This would involve incorporating any sites identified into the case study design analysis. 
These would be selected to represent the range of sites identified in terms of location, 
size and surrounding context.  

Discounting 
As with previously developed land, discounting in the sense of removing sites and 
buildings from the housing land supply, will mainly be concerned with making policy 
choices about sites and buildings which should not be developed for housing.  This 
would be done primarily before and in a workshop session with Officers to avoid 
preparing design examples for sites and buildings which are not to be taken forward. 

Other key constraints to development will include site access, ownership (fragmented, 
land banking etc) and development viability.  In a study looking forward to 2021 and 
with Plan, Monitor and Manage and a pro-active stance to unlocking potential sites, the 
effect of these constraints would mainly be to push sites and buildings into later 
development periods rather than discounting them completely. 
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5 Annex B: ‘Consultation Details’ 

The table overleaf provides the details of all respondents as part of the mail shot. 
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6 Annex C: ‘Members Presentation’ 

The PowerPoint presentation attached overleaf is a copy of that given to Council 
Members.



URBAN CAPACITY STUDY FOR 
DACORUM, WATFORD AND 
THREE RIVERS COUNCILS

Members Seminar

URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

• Selina Crocombe: Dacorum BC

• Matt Thomson: Watford BC

• Chris Brady: Three Rivers DC

• Patrick Clarke: Llewelyn Davies

• Jon Herbert: Llewelyn Davies



URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

• Changing Planning system with Local 
Development Frameworks replacing 
the current system of Local Plans

• Overall planning framework to be set 
by a Regional Spatial Strategy

URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

• UCS provides technical background on 
housing capacity for next plan

• RSS will set the housing requirement 
and the UCS will give an indication on 
how much can be accommodated 
within the urban areas



URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

• Consultants Llewelyn Davies to 
undertake the UCS

• Working closely with individual 
councils

• Sites identified as examples of future 
supply

URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

• An employment study currently being 
undertaken will input into the UCS
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Urban Capacity Studies
Dacorum, Three Rivers & Watford

Presentation to Members

August 2004

Patrick Clarke & Jon Herbert

Llewelyn Davies
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Context



The ‘Predict and Provide’ approach

“It is important that sufficient land is 

genuinely available in practical terms….. 

This means that sites must not only be free, 

or readily freed from planning, physical and 

ownership constraints, but must also be 

capable of being developed 

economically”…..

1992 PPG3 para 45

1980’s default



Recent practice

Recent practice



Residential densities 1989 - 2000

• Overall English average 25 dwellings per 

hectare (dph)

• 28 dph on ‘brownfield’

• 21 dph on ‘greenfield’ 

• South East (including Herts.) 24 dph

• West Midlands 30 dph

• London 49 dph

The lowest densities have been achieved in 

the south east, but conversely, this is the 

area with the highest pressures on land

Household size

Household sizes are falling
• 1971: 2.91 persons 

per household

• 2002: 2.31persons per 

household

• 2001 Census: 30% of 

households are one-

person.

• This is up 26.3% since 

1991

In Hertfordshire:
• Population has grown 

by 6% since 1991

But

• Household sizes are 

falling: 2.42 in 2001 

compared to 2.53 in 

1991



The urban renaissance agenda

Better practice



Better practice

Better practice



Reflecting the existing urban grain
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Overarching Principles



The new PPG3 approach

• Avoid densities below 30 dph

• Encourage densities between 30-50 dph

• Higher densities in accessible locations 

• Critically review planning standards 

• Parking maxima 1.5 spaces per dwelling 

The new approach

“LPAs should provide sufficient housing land 

but give priority to re-using previously 

developed land within urban areas, bringing 

empty homes back into use and converting 

existing buildings, in preference to the 

development of greenfield sites”

2000 PPG 3 para 2



The new approach

“To establish how much additional housing 

can be accommodated within urban areas 

and therefore how much greenfield land 

may be needed…. All LPAs should undertake 

urban housing capacity studies”

PPG 3 para 26

The new approach

Urban housing capacity studies “should 

consider various options in relation to 

density of development, levels of parking 

provision, different residential layouts and 

the mix of housing styles”

PPG 3 para 24



Tapping the Potential

Government Guidance
• Highlights the 

importance of the 

urban capacity study 

as a key component 

in planning for 

housing

Builds on the new 
approach, moving from

• Predict and Provide

to

• Plan monitor and 

manage

Focussing on:
• Urban living

• Design quality

• Mixed use 

development

• A choice of housing

• Reducing the 

dominance of cars 

and roads

In simple terms



In simple terms

Priority areas: SRQ ‘ped-sheds’



Priority Area Mapping

Identifying all sites



Identifying all sites

Estimating capacity
Design Exercises: SRQ design scenarios

• 10 dwellings

• 10 parking spaces



Estimating capacity
Design Exercises: SRQ design scenarios

• 18 dwellings

• 18 parking spaces

Estimating capacity
Design Exercises: SRQ design scenarios

• 32 dwellings
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Process

UCS experience

A range of studies in similar contexts

• Horsham

• Gravesend

• Maidstone

• Oxfordshire

• and many others

And experience of successfully defending 

studies at inquiry:

• Maidstone Urban Capacity Study

• Maidstone ‘Monitoring Supply’

Our approach is consistent with good 

practice advice.

But it is tailored to the local area. Hence this 

round of consultation with members and 

the development industry.



The Main Stages

• Identify capacity sources

• Surveying the capacity

• Assessing the yield

• Discounting the potential

• Monitoring & Up-dating

Process

1. Desk-top work and consultation exercise

2. Site surveys

3. Sites that are acceptable in principle for housing 

development

4. Estimate densities and capacity through design case 

studies

5. Discounting and market viability

6. Phasing of sites

7. Estimate of capacity



Identify All Sites –
Tapping the Potential Sources

1. Subdivision of existing housing

2. Flats over shops

3. Empty Homes

4. Previously developed vacant/derelict land and 

buildings

5. Intensification

6. Redevelopment of existing housing

7. Redevelopment of car parks

8. Conversion of commercial buildings

9. Review of existing housing allocations in Local Plan

10.Review of other existing allocations in Local Plan

11.Vacant Land not previously developed

Site Specific Sources:
Recording sites

• Record all sites surveyed 

• Discuss with officers

• Are the sites acceptable, in principle, 

for housing

• Accept and reject sites

• Transparent reasons



Site Specific Sources:
Estimating Capacity

• Selection of case studies

• Representative of identified sites

• Two options per case study

• Option A: Local Plan Standards / PPG3 

compliant

• Option B: Maximise use of land 

through principles of SRQ

• Consider mixed-use opportunities

• Generates densities to be applied to 

similar sites

• Taking a Mid-point between the two 

options

‘UNCONSTRAINED’ CAPACITY

Non-site specific sources

• Yardstick approach

• Conversion of commercial buildings

• Flats over shops

• Subdivision of existing housing

• Following method in Tapping the 

Potential

‘UNCONSTRAINED’ CAPACITY



Discounting

• To move from an ‘unconstrained’ 

estimate to a ‘constrained’ estimate of 

capacity

‘An informed estimate of the proportion 
of the unconstrained capacity that can 
realistically be expected to come forward 
and be developed over time’

Market Viability & Developability

• Discuss with officers: Local Knowledge 

• Round Table ‘Second Stocktake’

• Ownership issues

• Infrastructure & access issues

• Physical constraints; flooding & 

contamination

• Phased by 5 or 10 year time periods

• Record on Site Schedule / Database

• Record Clear Reasons for discounting: 

TRANSPARENCY

‘CONSTRAINED’ CAPACITY OF THE SITE 

SPECIFIC SOURCES



Outputs

• Reporting

• Mapping

• Design Analysis

• Site Schedules

• Estimate of Capacity

• Phased by period

Some Key Questions

• What is the Members position regarding:

• The identification of backgardens 

and garage courts

• The identification of car parks

• Re-use of employment land

• Provide feedback to Officers



‘Intensification’: Back Gardens
Warnford Gardens, Maidstone, Kent

‘Intensification’: Back Gardens
Coniston Court, Lightwater, Surrey



Town centre car parking

• The Centrium, 

Woking, Surrey

• Built on former 

station car park 

• Comprises 288 

dwelling units

• Park Street Car Park, Camberley, Surrey

• Mixed-use development on publicly 

owned town centre car park

• Comprises 218 units (of which 55 are 

affordable)

Town centre car parking

• Mixed use development

• Including 218 dwelling units

• Of which 55 are affordable



Appraisal of Employment Land

Some Key Questions

• What is the Members position regarding:

• The identification of backgardens 

and garage courts

• The identification of car parks

• Re-use of employment land

• Provide feedback to Officers
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