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1 Background 
 

1.1 This topic paper provides background and evidence to support a draft policy on the minimum 
number of new homes that should be planned for in Wokingham Borough to 2036.  Specifically, it 
sets out the factors which the council considers are capable to amounting to “exceptional 
circumstances” that justify deviating from the governments standard method of calculating the 
minimum number of homes that should be planned for. 
 

1.2 The topic paper supports the Local Plan Update: Draft Plan Consultation January 2020.  The Draft 
Plan is a key step in producing the final Wokingham Local Plan Update.  It sets out a set of draft 
policies for comment, and is supported by a series of evidence studies and papers. 
 

1.3 The council will review all representations received to the consultation, including those relating to 
background and evidence.  An amended Plan will then be submitted to the government for 
examination. 
 
 



 

 

2 Planning and Legal Framework 
 
National Planning Policy Framework 
 

2.1 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) was published by the government on 19 February 
2019.  It sets out the government’s planning policies for England and how these should be applied.  
It provides a framework within which locally-prepared plans for housing and other development 
should be produced. 
 

2.2 Paragraph 11 of the NPPF states that local plans should positively seek opportunities to meet the 
development needs of the area, and that the strategic policies within them should, as a minimum, 
provide for objectively assessed needs for housing, as well as needs that cannot be within 
neighbouring areas. 
 

2.3 The government sets out in paragraph 59 their objective of significantly boosting the supply of 
homes. 
 

2.4 Paragraph 60 states the minimum number of homes needed, should be informed by a local housing 
need assessment, conducted using the standard method in national planning guidance (see below) – 
unless exceptional circumstances justify an alternative approach which also reflects current and 
future demographic trends and market signals.  Paragraph 60 continues to state that In addition to a 
local authority’s own housing needs, any needs that cannot be met within neighbouring areas should 
also be taken into account in establishing the amount of housing to be planned for.  There is a 
distinction in this paragraph between the housing need (Wokingham Borough’s housing needs), and 
an uplift in the housing requirement of the plan to take account of any unmet neighbouring needs. 
 

2.5 Paragraph 65 states that a local authority should establish a housing requirement figure for their 
whole area, which shows the extent to which their own housing need figure can be met over the 
plan period, as well as any additional needs that cannot be met within neighbouring areas. 
 

2.6 Local plans must be submitted to the government to be examined to assess whether they have been 
prepared in accordance with legal and procedural requirements, and whether they are sound.  
Paragraph 35 outlines that local plans are ‘sound’ if they are: 
 

a) Positively prepared – providing a strategy which, as a minimum, seeks to meet the area’s 
objectively assessed needs; and is informed by agreements with other authorities, so that 
unmet need from neighbouring areas is accommodated where it is practical to do so and is 
consistent with achieving sustainable development; 

b) Justified – an appropriate strategy, taking into account the reasonable alternatives, and 
based on proportionate evidence; 

c) Effective – deliverable over the plan period, and based on effective joint working on cross-
boundary strategic matters that have been dealt with rather than deferred, as evidenced by 
the statement of common ground; and 

d) Consistent with national policy – enabling the delivery of sustainable development in 
accordance with the policies in this Framework. 

 
Planning Practice Guidance 
 

2.7 The NPPF is supported by a series of Planning Practice Guidance (PPG).  The PPG: Housing and 
economic needs assessment reinforces that the NPPF expects local authorities to follow the 
standard method, also set out in the guidance, for assessing local housing needs (see Section 3 for a 



 

 

detailed explanation of the standard method).  The PPG also reinforces that the use of the standard 
method is not mandatory, if it is felt that circumstances warrant an alternative approach.  A local 
authority choosing to take an alternative approach can expect to be scrutinised more closely at 
examination. 
 

2.8 The PPG continues advising that where an alternative approach identifies a need higher than using 
the standard method, and that it adequately reflects current and future demographic trends and 
market signals, the approach can be considered sound as it will have exceeded the minimum starting 
point. 
 

2.9 Where an alternative approach results in a lower housing need figure than that identified using the 
standard method, the local authority will need to demonstrate, using robust evidence, that the 
figure is based on realistic assumptions of demographic growth and that there are exceptional local 
circumstances that justify deviating from the standard method. 
 

2.10 The PPG specifically states that any method which relies on using the latest 2016-based household 
projections, rather than the older 2014-based household projections, will not be considered to be 
following the standard method. 
 

2.11 The PPG confirms that the under the standard method, it is not necessary to factor in any previous 
under delivery into the calculation of local housing need, since this will be reflected in the 
affordability adjustment. 
 
Government review of the standard method 
 

2.12 The government introduced a standard method alongside revisions to the NPPF in July 2018.  The 
method utilised the latest household projections within its calculation.  At this time, the latest 
dataset was the 2014-based household projections 
 

2.13 The 2016 based household projections were published in September 2018.  As anticipated, these 
projections showed a slower household growth which leads to a lower overall housing need 
calculation across England, including Wokingham Borough. 
 

2.14 In response, the government amended the PPG to state that the older 2014-based household 
projections should continue to be used.  The justification was that the drop in housing need 
contradicted the government’s objective of significantly boosting the supply of homes. 
 

2.15 The government have indicated their intention to re-work the standard method before the 2018-
based household projections are published in 2020. 
 
Exceptional circumstances 
 

2.16 Demonstrating exceptional circumstances requires the presentation of a set of factors that come 
together to justify diverting from the normal application of national planning policy and guidance.  
There is no formal definition or standard set of assessment criteria; and there is little case law in the 
context of the standard method and its application. 
 

2.17 Whilst the NPPF refers to exceptional circumstances, the PPG refers to exceptional local 
circumstances.  In this context, it is reasonable to interpret the meaning of exceptional 
circumstances to be locally specific through either being uncommon across local authorities or 
uncommon in terms of the scale of consequence. 



 

 

3 Standard Method: Local Housing Need 
 

3.1 The standard method to calculating LHN is set out in PPG ‘Housing and economic needs assessment’. 
 

3.2 The standard method uses a formula to identify the minimum number of homes expected to be 
planned for.  The calculation applies three steps: 

 Step 1 – Setting the baseline 

 Step 2 – An adjustment to take account of affordability 

 Step 3 – Capping the level of any increase 
 
Step 1 - Setting the baseline 
 

3.3 Step 1 calculates the demographic baseline.  
 

3.4 This is defined as the annual average increase in the number of households projected over a 10 year 
period, with the current year being the first year.  It is calculated using the 2014-based subnational 
household projections. 
 

3.5 Subnational household projections are published by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) every 
two years.  The most recent projection is the 2016-baseded projections, published in September 
2018.  However, for the purposes of the standard method, government guidance is to apply the 
older 2014-based sub-national projections published in 2016. 
 
Step 2 – An adjustment to take account of affordability 
 

3.6 Step 2 is the application of an adjustment factor to the annual increase in the number of households 
(Step 1), based on the affordability ratio of the area. 
 

3.7 The affordability ratio is defined as the ratio of median house prices to median workplace earnings.  
A median average is the ‘middle’ figure.  That is, if all house sales in a year were put in order of price, 
the median would be the one half way though. 
 

3.8 Information on median workplace-based, median house prices and the resulting affordability ratio, is 
published by the ONS at a local authority level, usually in March each year. 
 

3.9 The adjustment factor is calculated by applying the below formula: 
 

 
 

3.10 The formula means that for each 1% increase in the ratio of house prices to earnings, where the 
ratio is above 4, the average household growth should be increase by a quarter of a percent.  No 
adjustment is applied where the ratio is 4 or below. 
 

3.11 The output of Step 2 is the uncapped Local Housing Need. 
 
Step 3 – Capping 
 

3.12 Step 3 is to apply a cap which limits the increase a local authority might face, depending on the 
status of current policy. 



 

 

 
3.13 For plans adopted in the last 5 years the cap is 40% above the average adopted plan requirement. 

 
3.14 For plans adopted over 5 years ago, the cap is 40% above which ever is higher between: 

 40% above the average adopted plan requirement, or 

 40% above the projected annual average increase in the number of households. 
 

3.15 The PPG confirms that the cap reduces the minimum number generated by the standard method, 
but does not reduce housing need itself.  Where the minimum annual local housing need figure is 
subject to a cap, consideration can still be given to whether a higher level of need could realistically 
be delivered. 
 

3.16 The output of Step 3 is the minimum annual housing need figure that should be progressed in 
accordance with the NPPF. 
 
 



 

 

4 Wokingham Borough’s Housing Need and Requirement 
 

4.1 This section sets out the housing need and requirement for Wokingham Borough in the context of 
the adopted requirement through to more recent technical studies, prior to the introduction of the 
standard method in 2018. 
 
South East Plan 
 

4.2 The Regional Spatial Strategy for the South East (known as the South East Plan) was adopted in May 
2009.  Amongst other matters, the South East Plan set out spatial policies for the scale and 
distribution of new housing across local authorities in the region, including Wokingham Borough, in 
the period 2006-2026. 
 

4.3 Its preparation of the South East Plan involved four main stages: 
 

1. The South East England Regional Assembly prepared a draft South East Plan between 2003 
and 2006.  It submitted this draft to the government in March 2006.  A period of public 
consultation then followed. 

2. An independent Panel of inspectors examined the draft South East Plan and responses to the 
consultation.  A public examination was held between November 2006 and March 2007 
testing it for soundness.  The report of the Panel was published in August 2007. 

3. The government considered the report of the Panel and in July 2008 issued a Schedule of 
Proposed Changes to the plan for public consultation. 

4. The government considered the responses to the consultation and produced the final 
version of the South East Plan in May 2009. 

 
4.4 The housing requirement proposed for Wokingham Borough changed through the preparation of 

the South East Plan. 
 

4.5 The overarching strategy for the draft South East Plan (March 2006) was to focus growth in urban 
areas.  A series of nine sub-regions were identified to where the majority of development should be 
concentrated.  One such area was the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region, which 
include the Berkshire local authorities.  Reading was identified as a regional hub, a focus for 
investment in transport and provide opportunities for well designed higher density living.  Within 
the sub-region the plan recognised the need to provide more affordable housing and ensure that 
economic growth continued without unreasonable pressure on resources and the natural 
environment. 
 

4.6 Policy H1 of the draft South East Plan proposed that 523 dwellings per annum should be allocated to 
Wokingham Borough (10,460 dwellings over the plan period).  Policy WCBV3 repeated this and 
added a footnote to the policy: 
 

“Wokingham wish to record that their allocation is conditional upon the release of the 
Arborfield Garrison and assumes that this site will contribute to their housing numbers from 
2011.  Without it, their submission is that their housing allocation should be limited to 320 
per annum.  This was noted at the meeting of the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley 
steering group on 30 November 2005.” 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Draft South East Plan, March 2006 
 

Local authority 
 

Annual Average Total 

Reading 521 10,420 

West Berkshire 525 10,500 

Wokingham 523 10,460 

 
4.7 The Panel of inspectors considering the draft South East Plan reported their recommendations in 

August 2007. 
 

4.8 The Panel commented that while the sub-regional strategy designates Reading as a hub, it failed to 
identify the wider Reading area as a major focus for growth during the plan period and that there is 
an overriding case for planning the greater Reading area as a whole. 
 

4.9 While supporting planning for the greater Reading area as a whole, the Panel did not recommend a 
figure for the wider area, but instead suggested increased allocations in Reading Borough (+90 
dwellings per annum), West Berkshire District (+375 dwellings per annum), and Wokingham Borough 
(+100 dwellings per annum). 
 

4.10 The increased allocation for Wokingham Borough was based on the capacity of the proposed 
strategic allocations in the emerging Core Strategy. 
 

“On the basis of the submitted evidence18 we conclude that land south of the M4 has the 
potential to accommodate around 2,500 houses and that other broad locations including 
land north and south of Wokingham could accept an additional 1,000 ie 3,500 overall.  All 
these options are outside the 5 km zone of TBH with the exception of the land south of 
Wokingham.  We do not consider that any account should be taken of a 5 km zone around 
Gorrick Plantation as, despite the presence of protected birds, Natural England said that it 
had no intention of reviewing the SPA boundaries to include this woodland19.  Accepting 
that the Wokingham figures should be reduced by 1,500 to allow for the agreed position at 
Arborfield Garrison, we therefore recommend that an additional 2,000 be added to the 
housing provision for Wokingham (2006-26) totalling 12,460 houses, equivalent to 623 dpa.” 

 

Report of the Panel, August 2007 
 

Local authority 
 

Draft Plan Panel Recommendation 

Reading 521 +90 

West Berkshire 525 +375 

Wokingham 523 +100 

 
4.11 The government’s response to the report of the Panel was set out in a Schedule of Changes 

published in July 2008, with the final South East Plan published in May 2009. 
 

4.12 The government partly accepted the recommendation of the Panel with regards to the housing 
requirements.  The recommended increased allocation for Reading Borough was accepted, as was 
the increase for Wokingham Borough.  The recommended increase for West Berkshire was not 
accepted, due to insufficient certainty around deliverability relating to flooding. 
 



 

 

4.13 The Schedule of Changes and the final plan, inserted amendments to Policy H1 and Policy WCBV3.  
Policy H1 specifically noted that “the figure for Wokingham includes some 2,500 related to the 
needs of Greater Reading.”  Policy WCBV3 specifically noted that “The figure for Wokingham also 
includes some 2,500 dwellings that will contribute to the delivery of housing to serve the needs of 
Greater Reading and a further 3,500 dwellings at Arborfield Garrison, where there is also potential 
for continuing development during and/or beyond the Plan period.” 
 

South East Plan, May 2009 
 

Local authority 
 

Annual Average Total 

Reading 611 12,220 

West Berkshire 525 10,500 

Wokingham 623 12,460 

 
4.14 Whilst the South East Plan allocated Wokingham Borough 623 dwellings per annum (12,460 dwelling 

over the plan period), 2,500 of these dwellings were on linked to the growth of the Greater Reading 
area, and not related to the needs of Wokingham Borough as an individual local authority. 
 
Core Strategy local plan 
 

4.15 The Core Strategy local plan, which was adopted in 2010.  It sets out the broad spatial vision for the 
management of development in the borough for the period to 2026, including the adopted housing 
requirement. 
 

4.16 At the time of the Core Strategy local plan’s preparation and adoption, the planning system required 
a local authorities planning policies to be consistent with the regional spatial strategy, the South East 
Plan. 
 

4.17 The Core Strategy local plan made provision for the development of at least 13,230 dwellings in the 
period 2006 to 2026.1  This figure was based on the allocation of 12,460 dwellings to Wokingham 
Borough by the South East Plan (of which 2,500 of these dwellings were on linked to the growth of 
the Greater Reading area), plus a further 772 dwellings being the shortfall in delivery from the 
preceding Berkshire Structure Plan at April 2006. 
 
Berkshire (including South Bucks) Strategic Housing Market Area 
 

4.18 The government published updated planning policy in 2012 through the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF).  The NPPF (2012) required local authorities to undertake an assessment of 
Objectively Assessed Need (OAN) for housing. 
 

4.19 In response to the NPPF (2012) the Berkshire local authorities commissioned a Strategic Housing 
Market Assessment (SHMA) to consider and identify the geography of housing market(s) in which 
the Berkshire local authorities were located, and the related OAN for these. 
 

4.20 The SHMA was published in February 2016.  It identified two housing markets: the first centred on 
Reading and comprising the local authorities of Reading Borough, West Berkshire District, 
Wokingham Borough and Bracknell Forest; the second centred on Slough and comprising Slough 
Borough, the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead and South Bucks District. 

                                                           
1 Core Strategy Policy CP17 and paragraph 4.77. 



 

 

 
4.21 The SHMA identified that the proportion of OAN attributable to Wokingham Borough was 856 

dwellings per annum between 2013 and 2036.  The key demographic input was the 2012-based sub-
national household projections. 
 

Berkshire (Including South Bucks) SHMA 
  

Local authority 
 

OAN 

Bracknell 635 

Reading 699 

West Berks 665 

Wokingham 856 

 
4.22 It is worth noting that the approach to calculating OAN taken by the SHMA included an adjustment 

for economic needs.  The standard method to calculating LHN is set out in PPG does not promote 
this approach.  The influence of economic needs on the level of housing is now seen as a separate 
step. The economic uplift used in the SHMA for Wokingham Borough was 86 dwellings.  Removing 
these from the OAN would result in a figure of 770 dwellings. 
 
OAN Sensitivity Testing – Western Berkshire Housing Market Area 
 

4.23 Following the release of the 2014-based sub-national household projections, the West of Berkshire 
local authorities commissioned an updated assessment of OAN. 
 

4.24 The OAN Sensitivity Testing study was published in 2018.  This concluded that the proportion of OAN 
attributable to Wokingham Borough was 801 dwellings per annum between 2013 and 2036. 
 

OAN Sensitivity Testing 
 

Local authority 
 

OAN 

Bracknell 630 

Reading 759 

West Berks 600 

Wokingham 801 

 
4.25 Like the SHMA, the approach used to calculate OAN taken by the OAN Sensitivity Testing study like 

the SHMA included consideration of economic needs which is now seen as a separate step.  
Removing the adjustment for economics results in a figure of 698 dwellings per year. 
 
 
 



 

 

5 Exceptional Circumstances 
 

5.1 This section sets out the factors that the council believes are capable of amounting to exceptional 
circumstances to depart from the standard method.  Consideration is then given to the 
consequences. 
 
House prices and the standard method 
 

5.2 Step 2 of the standard method is to apply an adjustment factor based on the affordability ratio of 
the area.  The ratio is defined by the ratio of median house prices to median workplace earnings. 
 

5.3 The PPG confirms that under the standard method it is not necessary to factor in previous under 
delivery in the calculation of local housing need, since any such under delivery will be reflected in 
the affordability adjustment.  This is confirmed within the PPG Housing and economic needs 
assessments which states: 
 

“The affordability adjustment is applied to take account of past under-delivery. The standard 
method identifies the minimum uplift that will be required and therefore it is not a 
requirement to specifically address under-delivery separately.”2 

 
5.4 This is further confirmed within the PPG Housing supply and delivery which states: 

 
“Where the standard method for assessing local housing need is used as the starting point in 
forming the planned requirement for housing, Step 2 of the standard method factors in past 
under-delivery as part of the affordability ratio, so there is no requirement to specifically 
address under-delivery separately when establishing the minimum annual local housing need 
figure.”3 

 
5.5 The simple logic of the affordability adjustment is therefore that the over delivery of housing leads 

to an improvement in affordability (through reduced house prices) and a lower local housing need, 
whist the under delivery will see affordability worsen (through increased house prices and a higher 
local housing need.  No consideration is given to the impact of inflation on house prices or earnings. 
 

5.6 In the context of Wokingham Borough, the simple logic of the standard method breaks down. 
 

5.7 The scale of house building in Wokingham Borough over recent years is at a historical high, and 
significantly greater then all assessments of housing need.  The number of dwellings completed in 
recent years is shown in the table below. 
 

Housing Completions 
 

Monitoring Year4 
 

Dwellings completions 
 

2016/17 933 

2017/18 1,509 

2018/19 1,250 

 

                                                           
2 Paragraph: 011 Reference ID: 2a-011-20190220, PPG Housing and economic needs assessments. 
3 Paragraph: 031 Reference ID: 68-031-20190722, PPG Housing supply and delivery. 
4 1st April to 31st March. 



 

 

5.8 Notwithstanding the historical high level of house buildings, it is clear from HM Land Registry data 
that this has not acted to stabilise or reduce house prices as suggested by the simple logic of the 
standard method affordability adjustment.  Whilst the increase in house prices have slowed in 
recent years, the trend is no different to other local authorities that have only just met their 
requirements or under-delivered.  The slow down cannot therefore be directly attributed to the 
scale of house building. 
 

5.9 HM Land Registry provides data on all property transactions, including whether the sale relates to a 
new build dwellings.  The table below provides information on property transactions utilising the 
time periods used in the standard method5. 

 
5.10 What is evident from HM Land Registry data is that the scale and price of new house building has in 

fact driven up the median average house price.  It clearly shows a market premium is placed on the 
price of new homes when compared to the equivalent older house. 

 
5.11 The scale of new house prices is significantly greater than the national average.  National data on 

house sales shows that shows that between January 2014 and July 2019, 11.1% of house sales 
involved new dwellings.  For the same period, 21.1% of house sales in Wokingham Borough involved 
new dwellings, almost double.  The scale of impact of new house sales on the median house price 
comparatively substantial. 
 

House price (Median) 
 

Year6 
 

All transactions 
Price 

[Number of 
transactions] 

 

New Build 
Price 

[Number of 
transactions] 

 

Non-New Build 
Price 

[Number of 
transactions] 

 

2014/15 
 

£365,000 
[3,022] 

£439,950 
[447] 

£350,000 
[2,575] 

2015/16 £409,950 
[2,973] 

£447,995 
[531] 

£395,000 
[2,442] 

2016/17 £420,000 
[2,968] 

£465,000 
[729] 

£408,000 
[2,239] 

2017/18 £425,000 
[3,039] 

£455,000 
[932] 

£410,000 
[2,107] 

2018/19 £420,000 
[2,487] 

£450,000 
[675] 

£403,770 
[1,812] 

 
5.12 The impact of new build dwelling sales on median house prices is starkly demonstrated by 

comparison with lower quartile (first quartile) house prices.  This looks at the lowest 25% of house 
sales based on cost. 
 

5.13 The table below provides information on property transactions utilising the time periods used in the 
standard method.  It is evident from the data that, like with median house prices, the sales price of 
new build dwellings is significantly greater than non-new build dwellings.  The impact over is 
generally less significant.  It is also noticeable that the lower quartile house price when compared to 
non-new build house prices is broadly similar. 

                                                           
5 1st October to 30th September. 
6 Year ending September. 



 

 

 

House price (Lower quartile) 
 

Year7 
 

All transactions 
Price 

 

New Build 
Price 

Non-New Build 
Price 

 

2014/15 284,995 369,995 275,000 

2015/16 320,000 374,975 312,125 

2016/17 325,000 379,950 320,000 

2017/18 325,000 359,950 320,000 

2018/19 328,000 375,000 323,375 

 
Earnings and the standard method 
 

5.14 The second factor considered in the standard method affordability ratio is median workplace 
earnings.  Workplace earnings are based on where a job is registered, not where the employee lives.  
Consideration of earnings where an employee lives is known as residence based earnings. 
 

5.15 Reading Borough is the principal employment location in the Thames Valley, and in particular a key 
employment destination for residents of Wokingham Borough. 
 

5.16 By using workplace earnings, the standard method fails to recognise the geographical and functional 
relationship between Reading and places within Wokingham Borough, or the nature of that 
employment with increasing use of home working. 
 

5.17 The table below provides information on median earnings on both a workplace based method and a 
residence based method. 
 

5.18 What is evident from ONS data is that the earnings of people who live in Wokingham Borough are 
generally higher than people who work in the area.  This clearly demonstrates the functional 
relationship cross boundary relationship, showing the data used in the standard method is not 
reflective of place.  The data also shows that the use of a single year data is unhelpful, given single 
year fluctuation. 
 

Earnings (Median) 
 

Year 
 

Workplace based Residence based Difference 

2013 34,899 37,035 +2,136 

2014 36,707 35,754 -953 

2015 36,668 37,486 +818 

2016 38,784 38,595 -189 

2017 34,508 36,867 +2,359 

2018 38,044 40,373 +2,329 

2013-2018 36,602 37,685 +1,083 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 Year ending September. 



 

 

Past housing allocation and the standard method 
 

5.19 Step 3 of the standard method is to apply a cap which limits the increase a local authority might 
face, depending on the status of current policy. 

• For plans adopted in the last 5 years the cap is 40% above the average adopted plan 
requirement. 

• For plans adopted over 5 years ago, the cap is 40% above which ever is higher between: 
o 40% above the average adopted plan requirement, or 
o 40% above the projected annual average increase in the number of households. 

 
5.20 The PPG confirms that the cap reduces the minimum number generated by the standard method, 

but does not reduce housing need itself.  Where the minimum annual local housing need figure is 
subject to a cap, consideration can still be given to whether a higher level of need could realistically 
be delivered. 
 

5.21 The way the cap is applied within the standard method takes no account of the particular 
circumstances of a local authority’s adopted housing requirement.  It therefore assumes that 
principles established in past plan-making decisions continue without examination. 
 

5.22 Through the South East Plan process, all local authorities were allocated a specific number of new 
dwellings.  However in the case of the Greater Reading local authorities, allocations were increased 
on the basis of a Reading being considered a growth point.  The scale of the increase was informed 
by specific identified sites, rather than a general housing need or ambition. 
 

5.23 For Wokingham Borough, the increase to the draft allocation of 10,460 dwellings was a further 2,000 
dwellings.  This was on the basis of the potential developments south of the M4, north and south 
Wokingham, and Arborfield Garrison.  A much larger increase in allocation (+375 dwellings per 
annum) was recommended to West Berkshire District, but was not taken forward by the 
government due to uncertainty in the delivery of a specific site. 
 

5.24 The housing growth allocated to the Greater Reading area was not based not on an individual local 
authorities housing need or any specific requirements for growth to be located within Wokingham 
Borough as opposed to another local authority. 
 

5.25 The fact that the 2,500 dwellings within the level of housing allocated to Wokingham Borough is 
specifically recognised within Policy H1: Regional Housing Provision 2006 – 2026, and Policy WCBV3: 
Scale and Distribution of Housing Development. 
 

5.26 Within the South East Plan, there is only one other example where part of an allocation is on behalf 
of a different local authority, with the Aylesbury Vale allocation including some 5,400 dwellings 
relating to an urban extension of Milton Keynes.  The situation is therefore exceptional. 
 

5.27 Applying a cap on the basis of the standard method fails to provide a consistent assessment of need 
across the country, disadvantaging Wokingham Borough.  It is the council’s position that the in case 
of Wokingham Borough, the adopted housing requirement for the purposes of the standard method 
should be the Core Strategy local plan requirement if 13,230 dwellings, minus the 2,500 dwellings on 
behalf of Greater Reading. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Exceptional Circumstances: Housing Need 
 

5.28 The table below sets out the implications of the exceptional circumstances on the calculated 
minimum housing need.  The calculations are based at 1 April 2019. 
 

5.29 Excluding new-build house price sales, applying residence based earnings and the adjusting the Core 
Strategy local plan housing requirement to remove the 2,500 dwellings on behalf of Greater 
Reading, results in an uncapped housing need of 769 dwellings per year. 
 

 No Exceptional 
Circumstances 

 

Exceptional 
Circumstances 

Step 1 – calculate the demographic baseline 
 

Number of households at year 1 
 

65,736 65,736 

Number of households at year 10 
 

71,291 71,291 

Projected increase in the number of households 
 

5,555 5,555 

Projected annual increase in the number of households 
 

555.5 555.5 

Step 2 – calculate the adjustment to take account of affordability 
 

Median house price 
 

425,000 410,000 

Median earnings 
 

38,044 40,373 

Local affordability ratio 
 

11.17 10.16 

Adjustment factor 
 

0.448125 0.384706363 

Local Housing Need (uncapped) 
 

804.4 769.2 

Step 3 – Capping the level of any increase 
 

Adopted plan requirement 
 

13,230 10,7308 

Average adopted plan requirement 
 

661.59 536.5 

40% above the average adopted plan requirement 
 

926.1 751.1 

40% above the projected annual average increase in the 
number of households 
 

777.7 777.7 

Cap applied? 
 

No No 

 

                                                           
8 13,230-2,500 = 10,730 
9 13,230/20 = 661.5 



 

 

Consequences of Exceptional Circumstances 
 
a) Boosting the supply of homes 
 

5.30 As referenced in Chapter 2, the government have set the objective of significantly boosting the 
supply of homes.  This is achieved directly through the introduction of the standard method for 
calculating local housing need, which leads to a housing need across local authorities in England that 
is significantly higher than past delivery. 
 

5.31 Applying the case for exceptional circumstances results in an uncapped housing need for 
Wokingham Borough of 769.2 dwellings per year.  This represents a 38.5% boost above the ten year 
annual average household growth predicted by the 2014-based sub-national household projections, 
and a 59.9% boost above the more recent 2016-based sub-national household projections10. 
 

5.32 Notwithstanding the exceptional circumstances, the outcome would lead to a significant boost to 
the delivery of new homes, in line with the government objective. 
 
b) Sufficiency of labour supply 
 

5.33    The Wokingham Borough Employment Land Needs study (2020) considers, among other factors, the 
net and gross demand, gross supply, and floorspace/land requirements to support economic growth 
in the borough over the plan period.  

 
5.34   Having calculated future job demand, the model compares this with the labour supply provided by 

the resident population.  This calculation works iteratively to balance demand and supply as far as 
realistically possible.  At 2036 the forecast scenario of future jobs increases the population of the 
borough by 5,600, and its labour force by 1,700.  As a result, the scenario adds 1,700 jobs to labour 
demand which are filled from the additional labour force.  Although they do not absorb all of this 
additional demand it highlights how there is sufficient work force, and therefore labour supply under 
the capped approach to support the economic growth of the borough.  
 
c) Uncertainty regarding population projections 
 

5.35 The ONS population and household projections are the starting point for the standard method 
calculation of Local Housing Need.  For most local authority areas the projections are generally 
sound (within stated limitations), but for a minority of they are distorted by errors in the historical 
data on which they are based. 
 

5.36 There are good grounds to be sceptical about the demographic data and projections for Wokingham 
Borough, which would suggest the projections over estimate future household growth based on past 
trends.  
 

5.37 There were very substantial problems with the ONS’s data for migration flows between the 2001 
and 2011 Census points.  In round numbers, the Censuses suggest that the population grew from by 
5,000 people in this 10-year period, from 150,000 to 155,000.  But the births, deaths migration 
shown in the ONS Mid-Year Population Estimates and suggest that the population grew by 16,000 
people, to 166,000. 
 

                                                           
10 2016-based sub-national household projections ten year annual average increase in projections based at 
2019 is 481.1 additional households. 



 

 

5.38 The above is a significant discrepancy, amounting to 11,000 people – more than twice the 
population change suggested by the censuses.  This discrepancy is known as Unattributable 
Population Change, or UPC.  If those errors continued after 2011 and affected the trend periods for 
the 2014 and 2016-based projections those projections would have been too large by a substantial 
margin. 

 
5.39 The case for exceptional circumstances will not acerbate data issues linked to population 

projections, with the existing uncertainty being a downward pressure. 
 
 
 



 

 

6 Conclusions and Next Steps 
 

6.1 The purpose of this paper is to set out the factors which the council considers are capable of 
amounting to “exceptional circumstances” that, would justify a deviation from the government’s 
standard method for calculating the minimum number of homes that should be planned for. 
 

6.2 As set out in Chapter 5 of this paper, these are considered to be the failure of the standard method 
to suitably address the context of Wokingham Borough with respect of the impact of new house 
building on the median average house price, the failure to recognise the geographical and functional 
relationship between Wokingham Borough and Reading and the associated impact on median 
workplace earnings, and the failure to recognise that Wokingham Borough housing requirement as 
set out in the Core Strategy local plan included growth on behalf of the Greater Reading area.  It is 
the council’s position that new build dwellings should be excluded from the calculation of median 
house price and that residence based earnings should be used when considering stage 2 of the 
standard method, and that the growth on behalf of Greater Reading be removed when considering 
stage 3 of the standard method. 

 
6.3 These factors have been considered in the context of the government’s objective to significantly 

boost housing delivery, the economic needs of the borough and the robustness of demographic 
data. 
 
Next Steps 
 

6.4 Moving forwards, the council will review all representations received commenting on this topic 
paper.  If appropriate, and where necessary in response to the representations, the council may 
need to revisit its exceptional circumstances case alongside the consideration of other options 
suggested. 
 
 


