
Before the Brief: 
How can Authorities 
assess and unlock 
small sites for council-led 
housing?

Clarissa Yee PN019



Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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BEFORE THE BRIEF 
How can Authorities assess and unlock small 
sites for council-led housing? 
 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of 
a year-long placement in the London Borough of Redbridge. It 
explores tools and strategies that public sector housing teams 
can use to improve the process of site identification, 
prioritisation and other due diligence activities in council-led 
housing delivery to optimise opportunities and accelerate the 
delivery of affordable housing. The research took place 
between April 2019 and March 2020 and was focused on the 
requirements of London Borough of Redbridge’s Affordable 
Homes Programme. However, findings may be useful for other 
local authorities inside and outside London who are delivering 
homes through the Housing Revenue Account (HRA). Public 
Practice invite those engaged in such work to help test, 
develop and improve the recommendations put forward in this 
Practice Note.  
 
 
CONTEXT 
Council house building is gaining momentum as councils 
embark on the largest house building programme in 30 years.1 

Across the country, councils are setting up in-house design 
and development teams to gain planning consent on their own 
sites, thereby retaining the land, managing their own homes, 
addressing long waiting list times and pressures on temporary 
accommodation as well as responding to the homeless crisis. 
These projects have the potential to deliver significant public 
benefit, often addressing neglected areas and helping to set 
high-quality design standards on sites that may not be 
considered to have development potential by the private 
sector. Council-led development not only relieves pressures on 
housing delivery targets resulting from the private sector’s 
failure to deliver, but it also allows Authorities to have control 
over housing types to suit their specific needs.2  
 
The boost in direct housing delivery has been a result of the 
lifting of the cap on HRA borrowing, on access to government 
funding and use of Right to Buy receipts. Authorities have been 
creative in finding ways to deliver, including cross-subsidy of 
private sale homes, setting up local housing companies 
(LHCs), delivering through the HRA, entering into joint venture 

 
1  RTPI, Local Authority direct provision of housing, (Dec, 2017)  
2  RTPI, Local Authority direct provision of housing, (Dec, 2017), 

section 3.4 
 

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1891/localauthoritydirectprovisionofhousing2017.pdf
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1891/localauthoritydirectprovisionofhousing2017.pdf
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arrangements (JVs), registering as housing associations and 
also pursuing deferred payment models. In spite of this, council 
house delivery has been lagging behind forecasts, which may 
be a result of changing government policies. 
 
 
  



  

  

  PN019/BeforeTheBrief 3 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
Identification and assessment of council-owned sites for 
development is the first step within the development process 
and continues to be a crucial stage, as pressure to build 
homes is bringing a renewed approach to identifying sites 
which may not have been considered previously. However, 
there are a number of blockages to the development of small 
sites that have been identified: 
 
1. SITE AVAILABILITY 
A lack of land and site availability have been identified as the 
most common local issue by a Housing Quality Network survey 
in August 2018, a situation which will worsen as ‘easier’ sites 
get developed first, reducing the portfolio of sites from which to 
choose.3 This is exacerbated by the sale of public land 
necessitated by successive years of austerity and a change in 
Government policy on spending in 2016, resulting in Authorities 
seeking other ways to generate long-term income to support 
their services, often by selling their most valuable capital 
assets and developable land.4 
 
2. SITE APPRAISAL AND REVIEW 
This can leave only the trickier sites available for development, 
sites which may be smaller and more difficult in terms of 
physical access or resident engagement and may have 
physical site constraints, including the presence of occupied 
buildings. Identifying and reviewing underused HRA and 
general fund sites is crucial in enabling council-led 
housebuilding. This can take place as part of a review of sites 
and of existing stock for renewal and repair, which needs to 
happen both cyclically and creatively as new funding 
programmes are introduced and national and local policy 
changes; a rooftop development programme, for example, 
evaluates its existing stock in a different way to gap infill 
development. There may also be trends to move away from 
infill and estate regeneration to explore the use of car parks, 
former allotments, large gardens, consolidation of council 
facilities and school fields, all of which use a different lens 
through which to analyse development opportunities and may 
require further skills. 
 
3. IN-HOUSE SKILLS AND CAPACITY  
Some local authorities use external consultants in the site 
assessment process to bridge a skills and resourcing gap 
within Authorities by bringing in the technical skills required to 
assess the sites. However, this misses the opportunity to draw 
on the local, historical and political knowledge that officers 
 
3  LGA, Innovation in Council Housebuilding, (Aug, 2018), p.22 
4  Bureau of Investigative Journalism, Revealed: The thousands of public 

spaces lost to the council funding crisis, (Mar, 2019) 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Innovation%20in%20council%20housebuilding%20-%20full%20document.pdf
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2019-03-04/sold-from-under-you
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2019-03-04/sold-from-under-you
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working within the Authority may have. Input from different 
departments can ensure a thorough and live understanding of 
a site that can be retained and built upon whilst also 
responding to wider regeneration and planning policy 
commitments, enabling a more consistent approach to council 
activities as well as planning for any future engagement.  
 
The assessment of sites is crucial for the local authority to act 
as the ‘enabler’ for sites, which requires both expertise and a 
collaborative approach between departments in the council to 
ensure a joined up vision and approach to development, 
regardless of whether the initial site assessment is done in-
house or externally. 
 
4. TIMEFRAMES FOR DELIVERY 
Programmes are often supplemented by grant funding with 
tight deadlines to meet delivery targets. In London, grants may 
include the Mayor’s Homebuilding Capacity Fund, Affordable 
Homes Programme 2016-21 and Building Council Homes for 
Londoners. Outside of London, there are Homes England 
funding programmes such as Shared Ownership and 
Affordable Homes Programme (SOAHP) 2016/21. Tight delivery 
deadlines mean that there is a high risk to projects that do not 
run smoothly or stall. This combined with the fact that, 
particularly for urban and built up areas where there are no 
‘easy’ sites, it becomes hard to predict at site assessment 
stage whether projects will progress in a timely manner. Trying 
to boost the number of homes to meet tight deadlines also runs 
the risk of a reduction in quality in terms of environmental 
standards. 
 
5. COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
Community engagement is particularly important when looking 
at existing estates, which can bring about positive benefits to 
an existing community and a place. This can take an 
undetermined amount of time in order to build a relationship 
that enables meaningful outcomes, where local knowledge and 
input is crucial. A flexible approach that does not compromise 
on quality of engagement with local residents can be 
compromised by tight deadlines, which can also hinder delivery 
of the right types of homes to suit local needs. 
 
6. SMALL SITE DEVELOPMENT 
As part of any corporate review of land and property assets to 
identify potential sites, it is likely that a number of small sites 
will be reviewed (sites < 0.25 hectares). Small sites are 
recognised as playing a greater role in the delivery of housing, 
especially within London and are anticipated to account for 
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23% of the housing supply in the next 10 years.5 Outside 
London, public landowners or Authorities have been 
encouraged to develop small sites through the Land Assembly 
Fund / Small Sites Fund from Homes England.  
 
Often small sites can incorrectly be considered as ‘quick wins’ 
by developers and authorities due to their size. However, they 
are more complex to assemble and dispose of and can take up 
considerable resources to develop compared to larger sites. 
Opportunities on these sites can vary depending on the design 
approach to the site as well as physical and non-physical 
constraints on the site, which can present blockages to 
development. This makes it crucial that the analysis of small 
sites is done creatively and cross-departmentally to unlock the 
site for optimising development. 
 
  

 
5  Based on 119,250 out of 522,870 in 10 year targets for net housing 

completions (2019/20-2028/29) – GLA, The New London Plan - Draft (Dec, 
2019), p.99  

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/intend_to_publish_-_tracked.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/intend_to_publish_-_tracked.pdf
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This garage site was visited in the first batch of site visits and 
was thought to be authority-owned. It was later discovered through 
a title search that it was in private ownership, leading to a 
refined and more robust method of desktop research before visiting 
sites. 

 
 
APPROACH 
 
1. A pilot site assessment process. 
A pilot process was carried out which began with the formation 
of a site assessment team within London Borough of 
Redbridge to assess potential sites. The team included 
representatives from legal, planning and housing teams, and 
the process developed a series of templates for documentation 
of the site assessment in a way that enabled collaboration 
across teams. More than eighty sites were assessed, which 
included desktop searches, site visits, scoring against 
weighted matrices and prioritisation of sites for development.  
 
2. Analysis and evaluation of the process. 
The process of site assessment was analysed over the year-
long placement and refined to produce a set of 
RECOMMENDATIONS and RESOURCES for other officers to 
use and adapt in different Authorities when carrying out site 
assessment (see PN019_A_Site Assessment Process; 
PN019_B_Desktop Search Template; PN019_C_Site Visit 
Template; PN019_D_Weighted Matrix Template).   
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FINDINGS 
The pilot process for in-house site assessment identified a 
number of key stages that were necessary to carry out a 
thorough, rigorous and well documented assessment process 
that ensured cross-departmental engagement and agreement 
in order to be able to prioritise sites for development and to 
progress delivery.  
 
This process involved: 
— Meeting 1 SIFT: Assembly of team and initial review of all 

council-assets. 
— Meeting 2 REVIEW: Desktop search of all potential sites 

and documentation of findings. 
— Meeting 3 VISIT: Site visits to all potential sites and 

recording of data on template forms. 
— Meeting 4 SCORE: Filling in of weighted matrix and 

review of completed forms. 
— Meeting 5 FINALISE: Record the prioritised pipeline of 

sites. 
 
The process has been used to map out a blueprint for a 
rigorous site assessment process (see PN019_A_Site 
Assessment Process). It identifies the relevant team members, 
a schedule of meetings and key actions for each meeting, with 
template resources designed to facilitate a thorough 
documentation of the process.  
 
Following the site assessment process, the next step was to agree 
funding for feasibility studies and due diligence activities, such as 
title reports, environmental surveys, utilities reports and others where 
applicable. This process should enable agreement on the next cycle 
of site assessments at a strategic level for future funding 
programmes. 
 
Following spread: Flowchart showing site assessment pilot process, 
and examples of template forms and materials used for each stage. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
The pilot process identified a number of key recommendations for 
other Authorities carrying out processes of site identification and 
assessment for council-led housebuilding: 
 
1. ALIGN METHODS FOR PRIORITISING SITES WITH 

AMBITIONS OF THE COUNCIL 
— Understand corporate ambitions: 

Understanding the corporate ambitions of the council is 
important to ascertain priorities for council-led 
development as well as the type of development which 
will be encouraged. This could vary from prioritising 
rooftop development, self-build, no demolition of existing 
homes, estate regeneration and/or accessible homes, all 
of which will define how sites will be reviewed. In addition, 
understanding the short, medium, and long-term 
programmes against which to analyse sites is imperative, 
as this can help to define and adapt priorities when using 
the weighted matrix.  

 
— Align plan-making with site assessment: 

The Local Plan priorities can indicate where there should 
be adoption of a wider range of standards, including 
access, public and communal areas, recycling, walking, 
cycling, access to specific services such as schools, 
health services, bus stops, green space, electric charging 
points, all of which can support the assessment of 
potential development sites. Taking a long-term view 
when reviewing sites for the Local Plan can bring about 
opportunities to earmark appropriate sites for council-led 
development.  

 
— Align housing strategies with site assessment:  

The vision of a particular programme could be linked with 
particular housing strategies, such as reducing 
homelessness or increasing provision of specialist 
housing for older people. This enables potential sites to 
be analysed against criteria specific to housing strategies, 
particularly when it comes to proximity to transport and 
amenities and to accessibility. 

 
2. PRODUCE A COHERENT AND THOROUGH 

DOCUMENTATION OF ALL SITES 
— Use collaborative and digital methods:  

Using collaborative and digital methods such as One Note 
provides a platform whereby multiple people can 
collaborate on the same document simultaneously. (One 
Note is readily available in the Microsoft suite). One form 
should be completed for each development site, which 
documents desktop search of the site including planning, 
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legal and housing aspects to understand whether the site 
should be visited. 

 
— Establish a project lead: 

A project lead should maintain an overview of the forms 
so that they are filled in correctly and thoroughly, with 
recording and documenting of sites most successful while 
fresh in the assessment team’s mind. 

 
— Use a weighted matrix: 

A weighted matrix will help to compare sites against each 
other. When there are many sites for analysis, matrices 
can help to give an overview and to prioritise sites 
according to the current programme. 

 
— Include geotagged sites: 

Including geotagged sites helps to understand the 
relationship between the sites, what wards they are in and 
whether several sites can be assembled to help the 
development process. This can be useful in developing a 
brief, but can also be practical, for example during the 
construction phase to enable use of adjacent sites for 
storage. 

 
3. PROMOTE COLLABORATIVE WORKING BETWEEN 

DEPARTMENTS 
— Establish a cross-departmental team: 

Setting up a team of people for the site assessment 
process who cross departments can promote 
collaborative working, including officers from planning, 
legal, and housing teams. This process is invaluable as 
there will be in-house knowledge which may not otherwise 
be sourced, especially if historically there has been no site 
documentation. 
 

— Schedule regular team meetings: 
Meeting regularly keeps momentum going throughout the 
site assessment process, from initial site review, desktop 
review, site visits to proforma and matrix scoring.  
 

— Allow sufficient time for a rigorous process: 
The site assessment process must be given sufficient 
time, as shortcutting the process can lead to abortive work 
and misinformation. The findings from the team should be 
communicated to all involved. 

 
4. RECOGNISE THE VALUE OF SITE VISITS  
— Visit the site in person: 

Physical site visits by the site assessment team can 
provide a reality check and dispel assumptions made from 
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the desktop search. It is invaluable to have a number of 
people witness the site from different teams to understand 
the broad aspects and risks which may not be identifiable 
from the desktop search; for example, sites may have 
overlooking windows that were not identified in the 
desktop search. 
 

— Draw on local knowledge: 
The site assessment team should include officers from the 
council who have a good knowledge of the borough, 
including issues specific to an area such as lack of 
accessible housing or a site’s planning history; for 
example, illegal gates from the back of houses could 
result in right of way issues.  

 
5. INCREASE AWARENESS OF BEST PRACTICE AND 

INNOVATIVE DESIGN SOLUTIONS  
— Establish shared understanding of the potential of 

innovative design solutions:  
From site visits and desktop searches, there may be 
differing opinions among officers of what a ‘good 
opportunity’ is, particularly when assessing small, tricky 
sites. Understanding the potential of innovative design 
solutions to unlock sites by turning constraints into 
opportunities that get the best from a site is crucial to 
unlocking difficult sites and ensuring that sites are not 
disregarded for being too small or too difficult. 
 
Officers may want to attend site visits with consultants as 
a means of knowledge transfer and informal training in 
cases where Authorities outsource the site assessment 
due to lack of resourcing or skills in-house. 
 

— Look beyond the red line boundary: 
Sites within housing land often include estate roads and 
other parcels of adjacent land which could be looked at 
holistically to enable better quality development that is 
more integrated into its surrounding context.  

 
— Draw on precedents of high-quality schemes: 

Officers could increase knowledge of best practice and 
innovative solutions by visiting recently-built projects on 
small sites, and inviting design teams to present 
successful small site developments at the Authority’s 
offices. 
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Many rear gates were discovered at this site giving access from 
adjacent back gardens, making it undesirable for development. 

 
 
6. DUE DILIGENCE TO PREDICT ANY OBSTACLES TO 

DEVELOPMENT 
— Sites which may not be deemed suitable for a current 

programme, perhaps due to timing for funding or to site 
assembly or legal issues, may have great potential for 
development through future programmes. These sites 
require a clear project plan and resource to enable them 
to come forward when funding is available. 
 

— Information sought in advance of feasibility studies can be 
crucial in understanding and reducing any obstacles to 
development.  

 
PRACTICE NOTE RESOURCES 
This Practice Note is accompanied by a set of  
templates designed to facilitate implementation of climate action. 
These include: 
— PN019_A_Site Assessment Process 
— PN019_B_Desktop Search Template 
— PN019_C_Site Visit Template 
— PN019_D_Weighted Matrix Template 

 
The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome feedback 
on the findings and recommendations set out in this Practice Note to 
help update current resources and inform future research. Please 
contact us at info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
 
  

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
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NEXT STEPS 
This research for this Practice Note was carried out as part of a 
year-long placement within the London Borough of Redbridge 
and was specific to the Affordable Homes Programme. 
However, there are a number of areas which could be explored 
to further develop this site assessment process, to make it 
more relevant and efficient to other Authorities and other 
finding programmes: 
 
— COMMON PLATFORM 
Further research is required to understand the current 
processes for this type of site assessment across different 
Authorities, both inside and outside of London. Information on 
current resources, practices and challenges to assessment 
would be beneficial to avoid duplication when developing 
resources and improving processes. There may be potential 
for a common platform which could enable a coherent, 
thorough and standardised approach which fits a variety of 
programmes, localities and priorities. It would also be valuable 
to understand how this methodology would need to be altered 
depending on the nature of the project, for example when 
assessing sites for mixed use, different tenure mix, JVs or self-
build projects. 
 
— TECHNOLOGY AND GIS 
Cloud-based software was used during this process to enable 
multiple users to input material at one time. However, there is 
potential for a platform in which GIS data, photographs and 
links to other data could be used in a way that is more 
accessible, collaborative and easier to document. There would 
be the added benefit of being able to link with Local Plan 
information which may also be on GIS layers, providing up-to-
date and accurate information on sites and utilities for 
example. GIS viewing would also be a way to view all 
proposed sites in a location at one time, providing further 
information on how sites may work together or suggesting 
where land assembly could unlock sites. 
 
— VIABILITY 
A crucial part of the assessment of a site is its financial 
viability, which has not been touched upon within this Practice 
Note but which may inform how site assessment is scored, 
especially if land to be developed is for private sale as 
opposed to for social rent, for example. 
 
— DUE DILIGENCE ACTIVITIES 
The templates for Desktop Search and Site Visits may need 
further information to enable a site to be identified as an 
opportunity, and could be a good basis to understand what due 
diligence activities would need to be carried out specific to 
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each site, for example surveys relating to trees, utilities, 
existing buildings or ground conditions. Assessment based on 
due diligence activities could further improve overall site 
assessment. 
 
— COMMUNITY AND MEMBER INPUT 
There is an opportunity for the community and council 
members to have greater input and for there to be greater 
transparency over the site assessment and selection process. 
There are opportunities for communities themselves to put 
forward sites, either those in council ownership or for an 
Authority to purchase. There is also opportunity within this 
assessment to identify land which could be used for self-build 
and which may not otherwise be developed.  
 
— LINK WITH OTHER STRATEGIES 
Any site can be analysed in a number of ways depending on 
the programme the assessment falls under, and given that 
sites can be developed in different ways for different purposes, 
site analysis for one programme could discount it or mark as a 
low priority when the site could be high priority for another 
programme. The proposed site assessment process, though 
providing a basis for a thorough assessment, is not fluid 
enough for Authorities that may have several programmes 
running at once and could therefore be developed to include a 
more holistic set of priorities that could be tailored to suit 
different programme requirements.  
 
— FEEDBACK LOOP 
Particularly with small sites, there will be a number of 
unknowns which will emerge from due diligence activities and 
through the design process. There is an opportunity to 
compare the assessment made at early stages with how the 
project progresses to understand if any blockages to 
development could have been pre-empted at an earlier stage. 
This will also reveal where there need to be improvements to 
future assessment processes.  
 
Public Practice welcomes feedback on the findings and 
recommendations set out in this Practice Note to help update 
the resources and inform future research. Please contact us at 
info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
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Across the country, councils are setting up in-house 
design and development teams to build homes on their 
own sites. By doing this they are retaining the land, 
managing their own housing, addressing long waiting list 
times and pressures on temporary accommodation as 
well as responding to the homelessness crisis. These 
projects have the potential to deliver significant public 
benefits, often addressing neglected areas and helping to 
set high-quality design standards on sites that may not be 
considered to have development potential by the private 
sector.

This Practice Note identifies blockages to the 
development of small sites by councils, focusing on how to 
overcome issues relating to site appraisal and review so 
that local authorities can act as the enabler for these sites. 
Drawing on research carried out during a year-long 
placement in the London Borough of Redbridge, it sets out 
a series of resources to guide officers through a site 
assessment process, including desktop search template, 
site visit template and a weighted matrix.

#Council-ledHousing, #Delivery, #PlanningProcess

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

