South Norfolk Village Clusters Housing Allocations Plan Examination
Inspector’s Matters, Issues and Questions (10 October 2025)
South Norfolk Council responses to Matter B

Matter B: Consistency with the requirements of the GNLP, the process
for allocating sites between and within clusters, and the criteria for
defining settlement limits

Issue: Whether the plan is consistent with the requirements of the GNLP, whether
the process for allocating sites between and within clusters is justified in relation
to the evidence, whether the plan would deliver the necessary 1,200 dwellings on
allocated sites, and whether the criteria for defining settlement limits are justified
and have been consistently applied.

(General discussion only, site specific matters are dealt with under Matter C)
Questions:

B1. In general terms, does the submitted SNVCP fulfil the task envisaged by the
provisions of GNLP Policy 7.4?

1. Yes, the GNLP envisages the allocation of a minimum of 1,200 dwellings through the
VCHAP, which is achieved as set out in the table at VCHAP paragraph A.10 and the
allocations listed in Table 1 of Appendix A. Whilst the VCHAP allocates only a small
amount above the 1,200, the South Norfolk Village Clusters also covers four
clusters where Neighbourhood Plans have, or are proposing to make, allocations;
three clusters included in the adopted Diss & District Neighbourhood Plan, and one
covered by the emerging Dickleburgh and Rushall Neighbourhood Plan (see
Questions B6 and B7 below).

2. The VCHAP also includes Settlement Boundaries for appropriate settlements (see
Question B11 below), which facilitates the infill envisaged by Policy 7.4, and which
also sets guidelines for affordable-led exceptions schemes (Policy 7.4) and
proposals under GNLP Policy 7.5.

B2. Given the amalgamation of the previous 2014 Joint Core Strategy hierarchy for
rural settlements of Service Villages, Other Villages and Smaller Rural
Communities and the Countryside into a single category, Village Clusters, is the
plan’s approach to the distribution of development justified? How does the
approach ensure the most suitable sites are selected?

3. The amalgamation of the previous JCS ‘Service Village’, ‘Other Village’, and ‘Smaller
Rural Communities and the Countryside’ settlement hierarchy categories into a
single Village Clusters approach was tested and endorsed through the Examination
of the GNLP.
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4. The JCS settlement hierarchy was principally based on the availability of services
and facilities:

e JCS ‘Service Villages’ had a range of services, specifically including a primary
school, food shop, village hall and journey to work public transport, and were
considered suitable for allocations to meet the JCS housing requirements, as
well as having a settlement boundary to accommodate infill development;

e JCS ‘Other Villages’ had fewer services, but still had a defined settlement
boundary to accommodate infill development, plus small allocations for those
villages within the former Norwich Policy Area;

e JCS ‘Smaller Rural Communities and the Countryside’ had very limited services
and facilities and consequently no settlement boundary, and residential
development was limited mainly to conversions, replacements, local needs
exceptions sites, and other dwellings specifically requiring a rural location.

5. Forthe VCHAP, access to services and facilities has been a key component of both
the Site Assessment process and the Sustainability Appraisal, particularly in terms
of the Accessibility, Climate Change Mitigation and Transport topics in the latter. As
such, the selection of sites still follows the same broad principles as the JCS.
However, the VCHAP offers more flexibility in terms of:

e the range of services/facilities taken into account;

e looking directly at access to those services/facilities, even when they may be in
an adjoining settlement; and

e not being constrained by a focus on housing delivery within a defined Norwich
Policy Area.

As noted elsewhere, the selection of sites also takes into account a number of other

factors and constraints.

B3. How does the classification of the rural parts of the district into 48 clusters
based on primary school catchments affect the proposed distribution of
development and is this justified? Has the capacity of the primary school been
taken into account? If so, how?

6. The classification of the rural part of South Norfolk into 48 clusters based on primary
school catchments, the principle of which is set out in paragraph 3.85 of the GNLP,
would theoretically lead to approximately 25 dwellings in each cluster. However, the
availability and accessibility of other services and facilities is variable across those
clusters, and the sites promoted to the council (submitted through four ‘call for
sites’ as part of the GNLP process between 2016 and 2020, and through the stages
of the VCHAP itself) are constrained by a number of other factors, such as
environmental and heritage concerns, which influences the distribution of
development.

7. The Council considers that based on the initial premise of the Village Clusters, and
taking into account the available sites, the VCHAP evidence base and consultation
responses, the distribution of development is justified.
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8. Primary school capacity has been considered through ongoing dialogue with Norfolk
County Council’s Children’s Services. Whilst some schools may currently have
limited capacity, this is largely due to out of catchment pupils attending through
parental choice. Generally, the current trend is for declining school roles and
combined with new/expanded primary schools in higher order settlements (either
delivered or planned), this is reducing the pressure on a number of rural schools.
The overall result is greater capacity for more local pupils (i.e. those within
catchment) to be accommodated. A Statement of Common Ground has been
prepared with Norfolk County Council, and the agreement with Children’s Services
can be seen on page 95 of the Duty to Co-operate Statement (document ref. A.6.1).
See also Question B4.

B4. Allocating a minimum of 1,200 dwellings over 48 clusters would suggest an
average of at least 25 each. There are no allocations proposed in 11 clusters. Is
this justified? Are some clusters more sustainable locations for development than
others, and if so which ones, and why? Document B.11.2 states that during the
GNLP process clusters were classified into red, amber and green capable of
accommodating 12-20, 20-50 and 50-60 dwellings respectively. Has this
classification been published and how does it compare with the allocations
proposed in each cluster?

9. Whilst the site selection process was driven by the Objectives of the VCHAP (as set
out on page 11 of the Plan) as the consultations and technical discussions
progressed, it became clear that it would not be possible to simply allocate 25
dwellings per cluster. This was due to a combination of factors including the
availability of suitable land, the connectivity/ accessibility of the sites and the
identification of constraints on- and off-site that would impact on the suitability and
deliverability of a site. The constraints (and opportunities) of individual sites were
explored at length in discussions with consultees and stakeholders to ensure that a
clear understanding of the issues was reached. As such, having considered all of
the evidence available to it, the Council considers that it was justified in its
approach to allocating sites, in particular not including allocations within clusters
where available, suitable and deliverable sites had not been identified.

10. South Norfolk is a rural District, with a significant population base living and working
across a dispersed geographic area. Inevitably, due to the patterns of development
and growth that have emerged over time, some clusters outperform others in terms
of their sustainability and this is explored in detail in the submitted Sustainability
Appraisal (SA - documentref. A.3.1). Whilstitis reasonable to initially assume that
those clusters located in closer proximity to higher order settlements (such as
Norwich, Harleston, Diss, Wymondham, Loddon, Bungay or Beccles) and public
transport links are in more sustainable locations for development, the SA concludes
more a balanced outcome when taking into account all of the relevant
considerations of the Plan, including the need to support the viability of existing
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11.

12.

services and facilities in the villages. Itis also worth noting that, perhaps due to the
closer proximity of some settlements and/or clusters to higher order settlements,
some of these are less self-sufficient, in terms of the facilities and services that they
offer residents, than their more rural counterparts (see also Question A5).

The GNLP red-amber-green (RAG) classification of clusters was not explicitly
published as part of the GNLP evidence base, however it was referenced in a
number of documents supporting the production of that Plan (such as the Site
Assessment booklets, available in the GNLP evidence base library, and the GNLP
Policy 7.4 Topic Paper, documentref. B.12.1). In terms of the classification of
clusters through the GNLP, the RAG approach was considered to be a starting point
for the discussions about the availability and the sustainability of sites, rather than a
prescriptive classification that determined the suitability of a cluster for
development. The subsequent merits of individual sites were assessed in detail
through the site assessment process and the conclusions of these were informative
in the selection of GNLP allocations.

The initial basis for the RAG rating at a strategic level was an early indication of
primary school capacity within the clusters, based on information provided by
Norfolk County Council’s Children’s Services. Similarly, early VCHAP conversations
with Children’s Services took place to identify potential opportunities and
constraints associated with primary school capacity. However, over time, primary
school capacity was recognised as having changed from the earlier discussions
around the GNLP and therefore a reliance on the early RAG classification prepared
for the GNLP would not have been appropriate. In particular, and as noted within the
submitted Sustainability Appraisal (document ref. A.3.1), securing the ongoing
viability of rural primary schools has become more critical as numbers of primary
school aged children has declined and as parental choice influences the numbers
of ‘out of catchment’ children attending their preferred schools. Also of note, since
the initial work informing the GNLP discussions, a number of new primary schools
have been delivered to support earlier housing growth within the District, which has
also had the effect of reducing pressure on existing school capacity (see also
Question B3). For all of these reasons, the Council has not compared the final
allocations in the VCHAP with the earlier red-amber-green classification produced
to support the GNLP, but it has continued the earlier work of the GNLP whilst
responding to the additional information that has become available through the
VCHAP process

B5. How have sites within each cluster been selected in general terms? Are the
selections justified by the evidence? Have the largest settlements in the cluster
been prioritised? How has proximity to services and facilities e.g., primary schools,
convenience shops and other facilities been taken into account?

13.

In determining whether specific sites within clusters were suitable for allocation the
Council has had regard to a wide range of considerations but has adhered, as far as
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practicable and reasonable, to Objectives 2 and 3 of the Plan when selecting the
final allocation sites (document ref. A1.1 - page 11).

14. Whilst over 500 sites were promoted for possible allocation in the VCHAP,
assessments of these sites significantly reduced the number considered suitable to
be either Preferred Options or Reasonable Alternatives. Initial investigations
included identifying the level of services and facilities available within a cluster to
inform early discussions about the potential sustainability of a location. This was
subsequently explored further through the Sustainability Appraisal, as set outin
response to Questions A5 and B4 above. Through the site assessment process, as
documented in the site assessment booklet (document ref. - B.1), the connectivity
(or potential connectivity) to the identified services and facilities was a key
consideration in the suitability of a site for allocation. However, this was balanced
with other factors, including the feedback and discussions with technical
consultees and stakeholders, many of whom identified site-specific or localised
constraints that directly impacted on site suitability (for example, areas of flood risk,
matters relating to highway safety, or heritage, landscape and environmental
concerns). A further consideration specific to the scale of development sites
proposed through the VCHAP was the quantum of infrastructure or mitigation that
would be required to make the site acceptable in planning terms — the small scale of
the allocations proposed means that incurring extensive costs associated with the
development of these sites would be unlikely to be viable, other than in exceptional
circumstances.

15. As the site assessment process progressed, the number of suitable candidate sites
became substantially smaller, as illustrated in Figure 1 below.

Sustainability of
the cluster

Proximity o

the site to

services and
facilities

Site-specific
constraints

Figure 1: Balancing the competing considerations to select sites for allocation in the
VCHAP


https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/submission-version-vchap.pdf
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

In some instances the Council needed to select a Preferred site from a range of
possible options within a cluster. Where this occurred, the Council carefully
considered the merits and challenges presented by each site when making a
decision about which site within a settlement or cluster to include in the final Plan.
Where appropriate, this included the additional benefits that could be realised by
the development of the site (where this was directly relevant). The final decision on
the inclusion of specific sites within the Plan was informed by a pragmatic
combination of the wider conversations with technical consultees and the
supporting evidence base documents (including representations received during
consultation periods).

The Council has had clear regard to the extensive evidence base which supports the
Plan when selecting sites for allocation. The Council took into account a wide range
of technical studies when selecting sites for inclusion in the VCHAP and, where
further discussions where necessary with technical consultees to understand
matters raised, ensured that these happened in a timely manner. The evidence
base was updated in a proportionate manner as the Plan progressed, and site
selections and allocation policy requirements were made having regards to the
most up-to-date evidence available. For example, updates to the National Flood
Risk Assessment data (NaFRA2) resulted in some Proposed Modifications to the
submitted policies being included in the Plan.

The supporting evidence base includes the following documents:
e Sustainability Appraisal (SA) (A.3.1);

e Habitats Regulation Assessment (HRA) (A.4.1)

e Strategic Flood Risk Assessment (SFRA) (B9);

e Water Cycle Study (WCS) (B7.1);

e Heritage Impact Assessments (HIAs) (B.4.1);

e Landscape Visual Appraisals (LVAs) (B.5.1);

e Viability Appraisal (B.6.1); and

e Site promoter Delivery Statements (B.10.1).

These are in addition to the Site Assessments which were prepared with input from
various specialist colleagues (including landscape, arboriculture, and heritage), and
technical consultees, and took account of existing evidence, such as the planning
history of the site and broadband coverage via Better Broadband for Norfolk. Within
the Plan itself, the relevant findings of the evidence base have been reflected in the
site-specific policies, and their supporting text, to ensure the site is developed in an
appropriate way.

Whilst the Council has not expressly sought to prioritise the largest settlements
within a cluster for development, a review of the settlements containing allocation
sites suggests that in many instances it is the largest settlement that has been
preferred for development.


https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/vchap-sustainability-appraisal.pdf
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/planning/future-development/local-plans/emerging-local-plan/south-norfolk-village-clusters-housing-allocations-plan-examination/south-norfolk-village-clusters-housing-allocations-plan-examination-document-library/a-core-submission-documents
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/planning/future-development/local-plans/emerging-local-plan/south-norfolk-village-clusters-housing-allocations-plan-examination/south-norfolk-village-clusters-housing-allocations-plan-examination-document-library/b-evidence-library
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/south-norfolk-vchap-wcs-report-wcag.pdf
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/vchap-heritage-impact-assessments.pdf
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/vchap-landscape-visual-appraisals.pdf
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/vchap-viability-appraisal.pdf
https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/delivery-statements-final.pdf
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21.

22.

However, whilst the largest settlement often includes the most facilities, the rurality
of the district and the dispersed pattern of development that has occurred over
time, means that this may not always be the case e.g. the village primary school is
not always within the largest settlement. As set out throughout the Plan, the site
selection procedure was complex and necessitated balancing competing
considerations to reach a final decision on site acceptability. The starting point for
prioritising the location of development was the availability of services and facilities,
however actual accessibility to these (particularly non-car), as well as site-specific
considerations, were key determinants in the final site classifications.

The Council set the criteria for the accessibility of a site to a prescribed list of
services and facilities in its published site assessment criteria (document ref.
B.1.48). This included both a list of those services and facilities considered to be
important within the village clusters, as well as a red-amber-green (RAG) scoring
criterion for accessibility to these. The rurality of the District meant that at an early
stage it was agreed that an extension to the range of services should be taken into
account, as well as an extension to the accessible distance to those services, when
compared to the Norfolk-wide HELAA criteria which was used for the GNLP. An
overall RAG score was attributed to the site for this assessment criteria as a

result. Recognising that distance is simply one facet of sustainability, subsequent
discussions - particularly those with the highways authority - focused on the quality
of these routes for road users and pedestrians and the RAG score updated
accordingly. These discussions also included recognising opportunities for
enhancement to the existing road and footpath network, particularly where this had
the potential to result in the allocation of a site which may otherwise have been
precluded from development.

B6. The Diss & District Neighbourhood Plan 2023 allocates two sites in Scole (Land
east of Norwich Road for 50 dwellings and Flowerdew Meadow, Norwich Road for a
net increase of 10 dwellings), Roydon (Land south of Primary School for 25
dwellings) and Burston (Land west of Gissing Road for 25 dwellings). Should these
numbers be taken into account to contribute towards the 1,200?

23.

24.

The Diss and District Neighbourhood Plan (DDNP) was given an allocation figure of
25 dwellings for each settlement which would otherwise have been part of the
VCHAP (Burston, Roydon, and Scole), as required under NPPF paragraph 69. This
was based on the average requirement per cluster, over 48 clusters. Had the
Neighbourhood Plan not progressed, or not included the relevant allocations, these
would have been made as part of the VCHAP. Similarly, the GNLP uses the DDNP
allocation of 250 dwellings in Diss town to contribute towards the 400-home
requirement for the Main Town in GNLP Policy 7.2.

As such, whilst these allocations are not necessarily required to meet the minimum
1,200 dwellings in the VCHAP, they have been taken into account as part of the


https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/south-norfolk-village-clusters-site-assessment-form-assessment-criteria.pdf
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overall delivery of circa 1,330 dwellings set out in the table at VCHAP para A.10,
which gives the plan a more robust buffer.

B7. The Dickleburgh and Rushall Neighbourhood Plan, still under preparation,
proposes an allocation of 25 dwellings. Should this be taken into account to
contribute towards the 1,200?

25.The Dickleburgh and Rushall Neighbourhood Plan was given an allocation figure of
25 dwellings (as required by NPPF paragraph 69), based on the average requirement
per cluster, over 48 clusters. A proposed allocation was included in the Regulation
16 version of the Neighbourhood Plan; however, this aspect of the Plan was
considered in some detail at an Examination Hearing on 16 October 2025. As such,
although the 25 dwellings are included in the ‘Neighbourhood Plan Allocations’ line
of the table in VCHAP para A.10, the Council would not now wish to rely on these
until such time as the Neighbourhood Plan has been ‘made’.

B8. Does the Viability Appraisal (Document B.6.1) properly assess the economic
viability of the types of development proposed in the plan to demonstrate that the
planis deliverable over the plan period?

26. The Viability Appraisal has been conducted to the same methodology and by the
same consultant as that which supported the examination and adoption of the
GNLP. As such, ittakes into account the same inputs, including the requirements of
the GNLP policies themselves, and has been updated with the latest data/figures to
support the submission of the VCHAP.

27.The three typologies contained in the VCHAP Viability Appraisal are those most
appropriate to the allocations being made in this Plan. This demonstrates that all of
the sites should be viable, subject to exceptional costs/constraints, with greater
scope to absorb those exceptional costs with the larger allocations. The Viability
Appraisal is supported by the delivery statements which have been prepared by the
site promoters. The 2024 Delivery Statements are available in the document library
(document ref. B.10.1) and both these and the 2025 updates have been included in
the individual site information prepared for Matter C below.

B9. Overall, subject to the outcome of the site-by-site discussion, does the Plan
satisfy the GNLP Policy 7.4 requirement to allocate sites for a minimum of 1,200
dwellings? Should further sites be allocated to allow for non-delivery, or does the
GNLP already include sufficient flexibility in this respect?

28.Yes, the Plan satisfies the GNLP Policy 7.4 requirement to allocate a minimum of
1,200 homes, as set out in response to Question B1 above.


https://www.southnorfolkandbroadland.gov.uk/asset-library/delivery-statements-final.pdf
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29.

30.

The Council has proactively engaged with land promoters to confirm the ongoing
availability, viability and deliverability of sites throughout the VCHAP process. This
engagement is reflected in the submitted 2024 Delivery Statements (document ref.
B.10.1) and the later updates to the Delivery Statements prepared post-submission
and included within Matter C below. The Council remains confident that the Plan
fulfils the objective of Policy 7.4 of the GNLP.

The Greater Norwich Local Plan provides a buffer that allows for the non-delivery of
sites. This buffer was tested through the GNLP examination and would be sufficient
to accommodate any shortfall of development that may arise through the non-
delivery of sites through the VCHAP. Additionally, the GNLP only takes into account
the Diss and District Neighbourhood Plan insofar as it allocates 250 dwellings
towards the Main Towns requirement for Diss, consequently the allocations within
the South Norfolk Village Cluster settlements of Burston, Roydon, and Scole act as
a buffer within the VCHAP (see also Question B6).

B10. Should it be concluded, following the site-by-site discussion, that the Plan
fails to allocate suitable sites for 1,200 dwellings, how should the shortfall be
addressed?

31.

32.

The VCHAP contains a large number of site allocations but, if the Inspector
concludes that additional allocations are needed to meet the requirement of Policy
7.4 of the GNLP, the Council is confident that alternative options remain achievable
within the range of preferred and reasonable alternative sites previously

assessed. Potential approaches could include a combination of the following

solutions:

e anincrease in density of some preferred sites;

e an extension to the existing preferred site boundaries to increase dwelling
numbers on these sites where the land is in the control of the site promoter;
and/or

e theinclusion of sites previously considered to be Reasonable Alternative options
but not included in the final version of the Plan due either to site-specific
constraints or the existence of an alternative preferable option.

All of the above options are likely to result in an increased concentration of
allocation sites within clusters which already have proposed VCHAP allocations;
however, the Council is confident that the Plan remains flexible and a suitable
solution could be achieved. Furthermore, as set outin response to Question B9
above, the Council also considers that in the event a shortfall in dwelling numbers is
identified as a result of the site-by-site discussions, this would also be met by the
buffer that was secured in the GNLP.

Settlement Limits
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Given their policy function:

B11. What criteria have been used to define the settlement limits in the plan? If
unclear, should these be drawn up and published to ensure consistency across the
district?

33.The VCHAP Settlement Limits are based on those in the 2015 South Norfolk Site
Specific Allocations and Policies Document (relevant extract document ref. Service
Villages F.1.4, Other Villages and Smaller Rural Communities F.1.5). These limits
were defined based on the classification of settlements in the Joint Core Strategy,
(see Question B2 above), to encompass the main built-up area of the named
villages.

34.Through the VCHAP process the 2015 limits have been updated to:

e Take account of development immediately adjoining the 2015 limits which has
occurred since they were defined.

e Make changes to accommodate small-scale new development from sites
actively promoted for inclusion in the VCHAP. This includes both submitted
sites that were too small to consider for allocation and/or smaller parts of larger
sites promoted for allocation, where a larger site allocation was assessed as not
appropriate. These have been assessed using the same Site Assessment
process as the allocated sites and considered through the relevant elements of
the evidence base e.g. inclusion in the Strategic Flood Risk Assessment or
completion of a Heritage Impact Assessment as appropriate.

e Make additional changes to accommodate existing development where a hew
VCHAP allocation or Settlement Limit extension joins the 2015 Settlement Limit
to a nearby group of dwellings that was previously outside of the Limit.

35. Whilst the bullet points above are not explicitly set out in either the VCHAP or the
earlier evidence base, they were referenced in the Topic Paper supporting
submission (B.11.1, page 11), and each cluster chapter notes the relevant
settlement limit changes, which are summarised in a list at Appendix B of the Plan.
As such, the Council considers the approach has been consistent.

B12. What criteria have been used to determine the size or type of settlements
which have settlement limits? Is there a guideline figure for the minimum number
of dwellings in a contiguous group to qualify for a settlement limit, and if not,
should there be?

36. As noted in the responses to Questions B2 and B11 above, the Settlement Limits are
based on those in the 2015 South Norfolk Site Specific Allocations and Policies
Document, which itself takes its lead from the Joint Core Strategy. As such, these
are based primarily on the availability of services/facilities in that village, rather than
a prescribed number of dwellings. The Council does not consider that a threshold
number of dwellings in a contiguous group should be a determining factor.
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Depending on threshold size, some groups of dwellings may exceed it, but not have
good access to services and facilities thereby encouraging less sustainable patterns
of development; conversely, a smaller group of dwellings may be well located in
terms of local services and facilities and be a suitable location to encourage the
development envisaged by GNLP Policies 7.4 and 7.5.

B13. As a matter of principle, are there any additional settlements significant
enough to justify settlement limits? (General discussion only, individual cases will

be dealt with under Matter C).

37.The Council does not consider that there are any other settlements that are
significant enough to justify settlement limits, particularly when considering the
services and facilities they include, or their accessibility to those key services and

facilities.

South Norfolk Council, 28 November 2025

11



