Augmenting the Evidence Base for the Examination in Public of the South East Plan

Clarification: Urban Potential – Capacity Assessment 

In our previous Briefing Note we outlined the calculations that we undertook in order to estimate future housing land requirements. Part of this analysis included an estimate of existing urban capacity in the South East. We based this upon two data sources. The first and preferred source in all instances was the data prepared by the districts themselves for the South East Plan (SEP). However this data was not available for all districts.  The only other large scale urban potential study for the study area, which Roger Tym & Partners prepared for the Assembly in March 2005.  

We drew attention in our previous note to the many problems in the data, notably the large number of assumptions used in the analysis and the need to roll forward existing trends for such a long time into the future.   An issue that we did not highlight but one which we understand needs further explanation was the basis for allocating future urban capacity and this is discussed below.  


In the existing urban capacity studies, data was generally gathered and presented on a traditional county and district wide basis. However the SEP has been developed primarily on the basis of 10 sub regions, the remainder of the region being designated “rest of” areas for statistical purposes. 


In order for us to estimate urban capacity for the same area as the SEP, we therefore had to aggregate existing district capacity studies and then disaggregate them on the basis of the sub-regions. However, in many cases, districts are split between one or more sub-regions and between sub- regions and “rest of” areas. For example, the Central Oxfordshire sub-region is made up of 5 districts, of which only 1 district, Oxford, falls wholly within the sub region, the rest being split between the sub-region and the rest of Oxfordshire.  So once we had totalled up the urban capacity for the 5 districts, we had no definitive basis for distributing this between the sub-region and the rest of Oxfordshire, since we did not know from district figures how the urban capacity was distributed within the district. 

The approach that we adopted to resolving the matter was to assume that urban capacity arises in existing urban areas broadly in line with the size of the urban area, i.e. the largest urban areas are likely to have the largest urban capacity.  Since the overall thrust of the SEP urban policy is to generally focus development in and around existing urban areas, we considered that it was a reasonable assumption to assume that the spatial distribution contained in the SEP reflects this focus. Therefore it was thought not unreasonable to distribute urban capacity on the same basis as the SEP forecast spatial housing distribution. So taking our Central Oxfordshire example above, the aggregated urban capacity for the 5 districts was then redistributed between the sub-region and the rest of Oxfordshire in the same proportion as the SEP future housing distribution. 

Whilst the method that we used for allocating urban capacity might give rise to one or two anomalies, in general the results of the urban potential that result (Table 6 in Appendix B) do not look unreasonable. 
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