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1 INTRODUCTION 

Credentials 
1.1 My name is Cristina Howick. I hold an MA in Philosophy, Politics and Economics 

(PPE) from the University of Oxford and an MSc (Econ) in Urban and Regional 
Planning Studies from the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). I 
am a partner of Peter Brett Associates LLP (PBA) and have worked as a planning 
and economic consultant for over 30 years, previously as partner of Roger Tym & 
Partners (now part of PBA) and Property Market Analysis (PMA). 

1.2 In recent years I have led the firm’s work on housing need and housing targets. So far 
in 2014 I have directed housing assessments for local authorities in Greater 
Birmingham Solihull and the Black Country, Western Dorset, Brentwood and 
Thurrock; and for developers or promoters in Cheltenham Gloucester and 
Tewkesbury, Central Bedfordshire and Luton, Cotswold, Crawley Horsham and Mid-
Sussex, Daventry, East Cheshire, Eastleigh, Hart, Oxfordshire, Rother, Warwick, 
West Cheshire and Chester and Wychavon. I also wrote the technical advice note on 
Objectively Assessed Need and Housing Targets published by the Planning Advisory 
Service (PAS) in July 2014. 

Scope 
1.3 My proof considers how much housing should be planned for the village of Irchester, 

in the borough of Wellingborough, over the plan period 2011-2031. In Chapter 2 
below I discuss Irchester’s place in the settlement hierarchy and in Chapter 3 I deal 
with housing numbers, starting from the evidence produced by the Borough Council 
of Wellingborough (‘the Council’) and the North Northamptonshire Joint Planning Unit 
(JPU). Chapter 4 sets out my conclusions. 

Policy background 
1.4 As Tim Coleby’s evidence explains in detail, there is no up-to-date policy on the 

quantum of housing development in Irchester. Saved policy G4 of the 1994 Local 
Plan (altered in 2004) provides a settlement hierarchy but no housing numbers. The 
adopted North Northamptonshire Core Spatial Strategy (2008) is focussed on urban 
areas, indicating that development will be principally directed to the urban core and 
especially the Growth Towns – which will grow largely through Sustainable Urban 
Extensions. 

1.5 On housing development in rural areas, the adopted Core Strategy (CS) provides 
only broad-brush guidance. It sets indicative housing targets for rural areas within 
each local authority but leaves it to the individual Councils to distribute those targets 
between individual settlements, through local Development Planning Documents 
(DPDs). Within the overall policy of restraint, rural policies in those DPDs should be 
driven by two objectives: firstly to meet local needs for housing, jobs and services, 
and secondly to support existing services – especially at those settlements that 
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provide such services to wider groups of villages. In line with the latter criterion, the 
DPDs may identify Limited Local Service Centres, which serve groups of villages – 
and hence by implication should see more development, so they provide the critical 
mass to sustain those services. 

1.6 Wellingborough Council did start work on a local DPD, known as the Site-Specific 
Proposals DPD, but abandoned it in 2011. It is left to the current Core Strategy 
Review to define an up-to-date rural settlement hierarchy and set rural housing 
targets, and to the new Wellingborough Local Plan and Neighbourhood Plans to fill in 
local detail. All these plans are currently at an early stage and none of them have 
proposed housing targets as yet. But the Council and JPU have produced a great 
deal of relevant evidence to inform them. This, and earlier evidence produced for the 
Site-Specific Proposals DPD (which has since been abandoned) provide my starting 
point in the next chapter. 
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2 THE RURAL SETTLEMENT HIERARCHY 

The Council’s report 
2.1 Wellingborough’s rural settlements were analysed in the detail in the Council’s Rural 

Settlement Hierarchy report, published in 2010. As noted in Mr Coleby’s proof, the 
report was part of the evidence base for the Site-Specific plan which has since been 
abandoned. It aimed to identify those villages which should be designated as Limited 
Service Centres as defined the adopted Core Strategy, and hence where rural 
development should be concentrated. To see where development would be most 
sustainable, it assessed the Borough’s 19 settlements on the following criteria: 

i Services and facilities existing in each village, classed in a hierarchy from 
‘essential’, through ‘desirable’, to ‘other’ services’ 

ii Resident population 

iii Access to nearby towns by public transport 

iv Major inflows for employment 

v Spare capacity in schools and doctor’s surgeries 

vi Local need for additional / improved facilities that could be supported or enabled 
by new housing development 

vii Affordable housing need, as measured by the Council’s Housing Strategy 
Service. 

2.2 ‘Restraint villages’ were excluded from the scoring. These are defined in the adopted 
Core Strategy as those where conservation is the primary consideration. In the report 
they are identified as villages where conservation areas and listed buildings are 
prevalent. 

2.3 The logic behind this choice of criteria merits close attention, because as well as the 
settlement hierarchy it is relevant to the scale of development in each settlement, 
which I will discuss in Chapter 3: 

� In line with the Core Strategy, the criteria say that planned provision should follow 
needs for housing, jobs and services  - hence criteria ii; vi and vii’ 

� Still following the Core Strategy, the criteria favour settlements that actually or 
potentially meet needs from a wider area as well as their own residents - hence 
criteria i, iii and iv.  

� In addition to these demand-side considerations, the criteria say that planned 
provision should reflect the sustainable supply capacity of different settlement. 
This general planning principle underpins criterion v – spare capacity in 
community services – and the exclusion of Restraint Villages. It seems surprising 
that the scoring does not also take into account the availability of land for housing 
development. 

2.4 The report scored each settlement against the set criteria and adds up scores to 
arrive at a total measure of sustainability. The four villages with the highest total 
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scores were Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester and Woolaston in that order. The report 
concluded these four villages be identified as Limited Local Service Centres, the top 
layer in Wellingborough’s rural settlement hierarchy. 

The North Northamptonshire JPU report 
2.5 The next evidence base document to deal with rural settlement hierarchy is a 

strategic study covering North Northamptonshire as a whole. That report, titled 
Developing a Settlement Hierarchy for the North Northamptonshire Core Strategy, 
was produced in July 2012 by the Joint Planning Unit to inform the current Core 
Strategy review.  

2.6 The JPU report provides an in-depth assessment of existing policy and evidence 
across North Northamptonshire. It concludes that there should be a fundamental 
overhaul of the adopted Core Strategy’s settlement hierarchy. Its preferred option is a 
new fourfold hierarchy, comprising: 

� Two urban categories, comprising Growth Towns (now to include Rushden) and 
Market Towns; 

� Two rural categories, comprising ‘Principal (Larger / Service) Villages and 
Network (Smaller) Villages. 

2.7 For Wellingborough, the report recommended that the Principal Villages (PVs) 
comprise Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester and Woolaston. This list is based on the 
2010 Council report discussed earlier, which the JPU describes as ‘detailed, up-to-
date and comprehensive’. The report’s recommendations, including this list, were 
approved by the North Northamptonshire Planning Committee on 3rd July 2012 to be 
taken forward through the Core Strategy review. 

Conclusion 
2.8 Earlier evidence, which has been endorsed by policy-makers, establishes that 

Irchester belongs in the top layer of Wellingborough’s rural settlement hierarchy, 
along with Earls Barton, Finedon and Woolaston. The implication is that these 
villages should be allocated more housing development than the rest of the rural 
area, but the quantum of this development is yet to be determined. I discuss this in 
the next chapter. 
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3 HOUSING TARGETS 

The Council’s evidence base 

Overview 

3.1 In the last 18 months the Borough Council and JPU have produced two evidence 
base reports on rural housing targets for Wellingborough in the plan period 2011-31. 
Here I concentrate on the second of these reports, titled Interim Report: Rural 
Housing Targets for Wellingborough’s Principal Villages, which supersedes the first 
one and we understand was produced in July 2014 (though it is undated). It is 
reproduced at Appendix A of my evidence. 

3.2 The Interim Report has been prepared jointly by the North Northamptonshire JPU and 
the Borough Council, primarily as an input to emerging Neighbourhood Plans. We 
understand from Council officers1 that it is not considered part of the evidence base 
for either the Joint Core Strategy review or the Wellingborough Local Plan, as the 
Council does not want to pre-judge housing policies in the JCS, whose next draft 
should be published for consultation in the autumn. Nevertheless I have looked 
closely at the Interim Report, as it has been presented as the most recent and most 
detailed evidence available so far by the local planning authorities. As I demonstrate 
below, the evidence it provides is far from satisfactory. 

3.3 The main substance of the report is in Annexes 1-4, which set out evidence and 
conclusions for each Principal Village, using a standard pro forma. The pro formas 
show the following information: 

i A pro rata apportionment of Wellingborough’s ‘local’ housing need, taken from the 
2012 Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA), in proportion to current 
numbers of households in each settlement; 

ii Capacity for housing development, taken as sites classed as categories 1 and 2 
in the Council’s Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA); 

iii Past housing completions, carried forward at the annual rate recorded in 2001-
2012; 

iv Results of housing needs surveys carried out in each village in 2012-13; 

v Proximity to a higher-order settlement – suggesting that if such a settlement is 
close then growth could be directed there instead of the village; 

vi Local views on proposed development; 

vii Capacity of local schools. 

3.4 Each pro forma ends with a recommended ‘finally locally evidenced household target’ 
(probably a misprint for ‘housing target’, as it clearly refers to numbers of dwellings 
rather than households).  This final recommendation is not based on a mechanical 

                                                
1 Email from Alexander Munro (Borough Council of Wellingborough) to Tim Coleby (PBA), 7th August 2012 
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calculation like the Settlement Hierarchy report discussed earlier, but on a short 
qualitative discussion headed ‘Summary Comments’.  

3.5 This analysis is summarised in Table 3.1. Below, I discuss its elements in turn, 
covering the factors numbered i-vii above and then the concluding recommendations.  

Apportioned need 

3.6 At this stage the Interim Report starts from the ‘natural change’ and ‘backlog’ 
elements of Wellingborough’s total housing need for 2011-31, as estimated in the 
2012 SHMA. That borough total is given in the report as 5,256 dwellings. It excludes 
the third element of the assessed housing need, which is net migration. The likely 
rationale for this is not explicitly stated, but probably reflects the Core Strategy policy 
that rural development should be restricted to meet local need, while ‘imported’ need 
and demand are accommodated in the urban core.  

3.7 At the next step, the report calculates the share of the borough’s households that live 
in each Principal Village. It then apportions the borough-wide ‘local need’ of 5,256 
new dwellings to the four PVs in proportion to those shares. The resulting figures are 
interpreted as an initial measure of each village’s local housing need. Again the 
rationale for this is not stated; most likely the idea is that, all other things being equal, 
the villages should maintain their relative positions in the settlement hierarchy.  

3.8 Overall, the report finds that the PVs account for 24% of Wellingborough’s 
households2, so they are collectively apportioned 1,248 net new dwellings - 24% of 
the ‘local need’ of 5,256. Among the individual villages, differences are relatively 
small, because household numbers vary little among the PVs, from 5% of the 
borough total in Woolaston to 7% in Earls Barton. Irchester accounts for 6% of the 
borough’s households and is apportioned 311 dwellings. In practice these 
calculations have no visible bearing on the Interim Report’s conclusions, as I 
demonstrate later. But they provide a reasonable method, which I re-use later to 
make my own estimates (see paragraph 3.55 onwards). 

3.9 In my view it is not necessarily correct to assume that all net migration goes to the 
urban area, while rural areas accommodate existing local households. In the adopted 
Core Strategy, the main rationale for concentrating development in the urban core 
derives from the overarching objective to make North Northamptonshire more self-
sufficient. The idea is that growing the main towns will create critical mass in those 
towns, so they work better as service and employment centres. This is a good reason 
for directing a high share of development to the main towns, but we cannot infer from 
it exactly what that share ought to be.  

 

                                                
2 Percentages quoted in the text are rounded. 
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Table 3.1 Interim Report 2014: summary analysis 
Housing provision targets 2011-31 

 
Source: Borough Council of Wellingborough, PBA

Principal Village
% of borough's 

households
Apportioned 

need
SHLAA sites 
Category 1-2

Completions
past trend

        Local  housing needs surveys
Near  higher 

order settlement?
Recommended 

target

Response rate Dwellings needed Times 4
% needing an 

additional   home

Earls Barton 7.1% 372 495 220 33% 64 256 31% Yes 250

Woolaston 4.6% 240 128 380 29% 39 156 29% Yes 160

Irchester 5.9% 311 695 140 36% 39 156 31% Yes 150 

Finedon 6.2% 325 971 380 18% 14 56 26% Yes 150 

Total 23.7% 1,248 2,289 1,120 156 624 710 
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3.10 The correct distribution of development between town and country will depend among 
other things on how much growth is needed to reach critical mass in the urban 
centres, and also how much housing can realistically be delivered there. There is no 
particular reason why the dividing line should fall between locally generated needs 
and migration, unless the thinking is that local people ought to be able to find homes 
in their local area. However, there is nothing that either plan-making or development 
control decisions can do to secure this. Even if new housing is restricted to the 
amount that would meet local people’s needs, in the market sector there is nothing to 
stop in-migrants moving in, so local people are priced out of the area. 

3.11 The distribution of housing between town and country is a matter for the Core 
Strategy review. A more immediate problem with the Interim Report’s calculation is 
that the borough-wide ‘local need’ estimate is out of date. The 2012 SHMA is now 
superseded by a more recent report from the Cambridge Centre for Housing and 
Planning Research (CCHPR, Cambridge University), which has informed the Interim 
Statement on Housing Requirements agreed by the North Northamptonshire Joint 
Planning Committee in January 2014. Later in my evidence, when I develop 
alternative options for the distribution of housing, I will look at the implications of the 
CCHPR figures. 

Development capacity 

3.12 The next factor considered in the Interim Report is each village’s housing 
development capacity, taken from the borough’s Strategic Housing Land Availability 
Assessment (SHLAA). As a measure of that capacity, the report uses the sites 
classed in the SHLAA as Categories 1 and 2. If finds that the villages collectively 
have capacity for 2,289 dwellings, much more than the first-draft need of 1,248 
estimated by pro-rata apportionment.  

3.13 Similarly three of the four individual villages have easily enough capacity to meet the 
apportioned need, subject to a caveat for Finedon: given the areas’ history of 
ironstone mining, some of the SHLAA sites may be unviable or difficult to deliver due 
to unstable ground conditions. 

3.14 In the fourth village, Woolaston, Category 1 and 2 sites fall well short of the 
apportioned need. But the report notes that Category 3 sites are being promoted 
through the Site-Specific DPD and could close the gap. 

3.15 In summary, the SHLAA analysis suggests that the capacity for housing development 
is unlikely to constrain development in the Principal Villages. This must be why the 
Interim Report does not seem to take account of this factor in its recommendations. 

Past housing completions 

3.16 The third factor considered in the Interim Report is the annual rate of housing 
completions from 2001 to 2012. The report shows how much development there will 
be in each village if that annual rate is rolled forward over the 20-year plan period. 
Across the four villages the resulting numbers total 1,120 dwellings, close to the 
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apportioned need of 1,248. But for Irchester past completions rolled forward produce 
only 220 new dwellings, well below the village’s apportioned allocation of 372. 

3.17 I see no reason why the rate of past completions should be a factor in setting future 
housing targets. In terms of national policy, the NPPF’s advice that local planning 
authorities should ‘boost significantly the supply of housing’ (CD-G2, paragraph 47) 
implies that future completions should be higher than past ones. Specifically in 
relation to the present case, earlier in this proof (para 2.3) I suggested that targets for 
individual villages should depend on three kinds of consideration: a village’s local 
needs, its contribution to meeting needs from beyond its own area and its sustainable 
capacity for development. Past completions do not seem to fit under any of these 
headings, so in my opinion they should not be a consideration in setting housing 
targets.  

3.18 However, I note in passing that Irchester has had by far the fewest past completions 
in 2001-12 than the other principal villages – seven a year against 11 in Earls Barton 
and 19 in the other two villages. This no doubt helps explain why Irchester’s 
population fell over the period while that of the other three villages grew. The since 
abandoned Site-Specific Proposals DPD (Preferred Options) (CD-C3) recognised this 
past lack of new housing:  

‘The scale of growth that has taken place in Irchester since 2001 is considerably 
below that in the other three [Principal] villages’. 

3.19 Along with the potential to expand the school, which I refer to later, and the village’s 
affordable housing need, the Preferred Options DPD considered this lack of past 
housing development as a reason for locating future development in Irchester. 

Housing needs surveys 

3.20 As stated on The Borough of Wellingborough Council’s website3, rural housing need 
surveys are conducted in the borough’s parishes in order to work out provision for 
affordable housing. They include postal surveys addressed to each household in the 
parish, asking if they feel that their current property is unsuitable and therefore would 
like a new home. The number replying Yes equals 64 in Earls Barton, 39 each in 
Woolaston and Irchester and only 14 in Finedon – making 156 dwellings in total. 

3.21 In the Interim Report, the number replying Yes is multiplied by four, on the 
assumption that the surveys ‘cover a five-year period’. The report uses the resulting 
number as measure of each village’s housing need over the plan period, covering 
both affordable and market housing. 

3.22 Across the four villages the resulting estimate of housing need equals 624 dwellings, 
only half of the earlier estimate based on apportioned need from the SHMA. For 
Irchester it equals 140 dwellings, also about half of the apportioned estimate. As I 
show later, these survey-based needs figures play a large part in the report’s 
conclusions. 

                                                
3 http://www.wellingborough.gov.uk/info/200149/affordable_housing_and_development/1233/housing_need_survey . 
This link accesses both general information about the surveys and the individual reports. 
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3.23 This is unfortunate, because results of the household survey are entirely unsuited to 
the purpose to which the report is putting them. The main reasons for that are as 
follows. 

3.24 Firstly, response rates fall far short of 100%. In three of the four Principal Villages 
around 30% of households responded. In Finedon the percentage is much lower, at 
18%. Finedon’s was the only survey conducted by a housing association rather than 
the Council; the fact that its response rate is so different suggests that it may have 
used a different method from the others.  

3.25 So far as I can tell the authors made no adjustment to ‘gross up’ the results to 100%. 
If indeed no adjustment was made, and if the response rate is unbiased, the survey 
figures have understated the numbers of households who want a new house by a 
factor of about three in the first three villages and about six in Finedon. In that case, 
the results could be put right by grossing up the numbers.  The resulting housing 
need would be 195 in Earls Barton, 134 in Woolaston, 110 in Irchester and 78 in 
Finedon – making 517 dwellings in total. In these adjusted figures Finedon’s level of 
need moves much closer to the others, because grossing up corrects for the lower 
response rate in Finedon compared to the others. 

3.26 In practice the above figures are also flawed, because one would expect the 
response to be biased: the survey is presented as being about affordable housing, so 
people who want an affordable house will likely be more inclined to respond. If so, the 
‘understatement factor’ cannot be measured - though we know it will be less than 
three in the first three villages and less than six in Finedon.  

3.27 The second problem is that, for most of the households who did respond the wish for 
a new home does not imply a net addition to the housing stock. Around 70% of 
households who want a new home are looking to move out of their existing home – 
most often because it is too small or too expensive. If they do succeed in moving, 
they will leave behind a vacant property which can be occupied by other households, 
for whom it is more suitable. Of all the households who want a new dwelling, only 
some 30% are thinking of a dwelling additional to their existing one. These 30% are 
usually adults still living with their parents who are looking for an independent home. 
They are the only group whose housing requirements imply net additions to the 
housing stock.  

3.28 Therefore, for the four villages in total, of the need for 517 dwellings estimated at 
paragraph 3.25 some 30% is for net new dwellings. This equals a need for 155 net 
new dwellings, virtually equal to the 156 calculated by the survey. So, broadly 
speaking the two problems discussed above offset each other. With an adjustment for 
Irchester’s low response rate, and leaving aside the problem of bias, if there were 
nothing else wrong with the surveys they might still provide a rough measure of 
housing need for each village. But in reality there are several other things wrong with 
the surveys, at least as they are used in the Interim Report. 

3.29 A third problem with the survey is that the numbers reporting a housing need are 
small, and they vary little between the villages – especially when adjusted for the 
Finedon undercount. Therefore the survey results do not provide reliable information 
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about differences between the villages, because any true differences may be 
swamped by random variation, 

3.30 The fourth problem with the household surveys is that they are largely about what 
people would like, taking too little account of what people can afford. The individual 
survey reports do take steps to correct this distortion, overlaying the raw survey 
results with ‘reality’ calculations. Thus, if a household aspires to a tenure or dwelling 
size that it cannot afford, the analysis amends one or both of those features to show a 
home that they can realistically expect to secure. But still the survey results assume 
that everyone who is theoretically eligible for an affordable home gets one.  

3.31 This assumption is useful for affordable housing providers, for whom the local needs 
survey was originally intended. The survey tells providers the number and profile of 
households who want and are entitled to an affordable home in the short term – 
important information for them, albeit in practice they may not have the funds to 
accommodate all those households. But for land-use planning the survey is less 
relevant, because planners need to assess how much affordable housing can be 
realistically paid for in practice4, and they must look ahead 20 years. The local survey 
does not help with this. 

3.32 A fifth and major problem with the local surveys is that there is no basis for translating 
the snapshot they provide into a 20-year forecast. By ‘the local surveys cover a five-
year period’, the Interim Report must mean that one fifth of the households who want 
new dwellings today will secure those new dwellings in the coming year, to be 
replaced over the year by an identical cohort wanting new dwellings, and so on each 
year until 2031. I can think of no reason for this assumption. The correct fraction 
might be one tenth, one third or any other number, and future cohorts might be quite 
different from present ones. From the survey results we cannot tell, and therefore we 
cannot translate the snapshot into a long-term forecast. 

3.33 In summary, there are five main problems with using the household survey results to 
measure need over the plan period. Firstly, response rates are low, much lower in 
Finedon than the other villages, and probably biased. Secondly, only about 30% of 
survey-based need is for net new housing. Thirdly, the numbers involved are low and 
similar, so any true differences between villages may be swamped by random 
variation. Fourthly, the surveys measure aspiration as opposed to effective demand. 
Fifthly, the survey provides a snapshot at one point in time, which on its own cannot 
tell us anything about future need over the 20-year plan period. 

3.34 Because of the fifth problem, the household surveys cannot provide an absolute 
measure of housing demand or need; at best they can be used as a relative measure, 
to compare one village with another. But even as a relative measure the survey 
numbers are unreliable, due to the other four problems. This is unfortunate, because 

                                                
4 See Planning Practice Guidance (PG), para 29 (revised 06 03 2014). The implications of this paragraph, and the 
difference between overall housing need and affordable need, are discussed in the PAS Advice Note on 
Objectively Assessed Need and Housing Targets, 
http://www.pas.gov.uk/documents/332612/6363137/Objectively+Assessed+Need+and+Housing+Targets/f22edcc
2-32cf-47f1-8e4a-daf50e4412f7 . 



Proof of Evidence of Cristina Howick 

Housing Provision for Irchester 

 

September 2014  5 

these results play a large role in the Interim Report’s conclusions, as I shall 
demonstrate below. 

Other factors 

3.35 Three other features of villages are considered in the Interim Report: proximity to ‘a 
higher-order settlement that the higher growth numbers should be directed to’, local 
views about housing development and the capacity of local schools. I discuss these 
factors below – only briefly, because they have little or no bearing on the report’s 
conclusions. 

3.36 To the question ‘Is the village close to a nearby higher-order (?)5 settlement that 
higher growth numbers should be directed to?’ all four pro formas reply ‘Yes’ without 
further comment. So this factor cannot help differentiate between the four villages. 

3.37 All pro formas record local concerns about future housing development considered to 
be excessive, though exact formulations vary with local circumstances: 

� For Earls Barton, where a Neighbourhood Plan has been submitted but not yet 
examined, consultations suggest that residents would prefer a plan target of 150 
or 170 dwellings – at or near the bottom of the range consulted on. This is a 
common response to consultations on housing provision everywhere. 

� For Finedon, where no Neighbourhood Plan is proposed, the pro forma notes 
that informal consultation with Parish Councillors suggests a maximum of 150 
dwellings, with no reasons given. It also mentions three potential constraints: 
ground condition at formerly mined land could affect development viability, there 
is a risk of coalescence with adjoining settlements, and development should be 
controlled to protect the setting of a conservation area. But the report does not 
quantify how much new housing could be provided before these constraints kick 
in. 

� For the remaining two villages the information is even less specific. In Woolaston 
‘there is division in the local community about the need for additional housing’ 
and in Irchester ‘there has been opposition to recent development proposals’. It 
would be difficult to find a place in England where these statements do not apply. 

3.38 All this is information too general to tell us anything about how housing development 
should be distributed across the Principal Villages. 

3.39 As regards the capacity of local schools, again all pro formas give the same answer: 
in every Principal Village schools have little or no spare capacity, so if there is new 
housing development they will have to be expanded. Incidentally none of reports say 
what proportion of pupils are local to the village in question; it may be that much of 
the demand for school places is ‘imported’ from the urban area, in which case the link 
between local housing development and school places may be weak or non-existent. 
Be that as it may, the pro formas give no grounds for differentiating between one 
Principal Village and another.  

                                                
5 All four pro formas include this question mark. I do not understand its meaning. 
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3.40 However there is such information in another Council Document, the draft of the now 
abandoned Site-Specific proposals DPD (Preferred Options, 2010, CD-C3). That 
document at paragraph 11.1.2.8 noted: 

‘Whilst an additional 124 dwellings would take the primary school roll above its 
capacity, the Education Authority has advised that there is potential to expand the 
school. Irchester could therefore be identified as the village where additional 
development could be focused.’ 

3.41 So, in relation to school capacity it seems that Irchester is better placed to 
accommodate growth than the other Principal Villages. 

3.42 In addition to features of individual villages, the pro formas mention a number of 
general considerations which apply to all the villages, including: 

� The proposed exceptions policy in the emerging Core Strategy will provide 
flexibility, so if local need in future exceeds the target it could be accommodated 
on sites adjacent to the village (the report does not mention that the exceptions 
policy would only apply to affordable housing). 

� Rural housing completions in 2001–2012 have comprised 42% of the total 
completions in the borough, while the target in the adopted Core Strategy was for 
just 10% of development to be rural. 

� Growth should meet local needs, but also it should be constrained to ensure that 
villages keep their rural character and growth is concentrated in the urban areas. 

3.43 These considerations are not necessarily mentioned in all four pro formas. But they 
do apply to all four villages, so logically they cannot help differentiate between those 
villages. Rather, their apparent function is to underplay the total amount of housing 
that should be provided across the PVs and rural areas generally. 

Conclusions 

3.44 The Interim Report recommends targets which add up to 710 dwellings across the 
four Principal Villages – 250 for Earls Barton, 160 for Woolaston and 150 each for 
Irchester and Finedon. In total, these targets provide just 57% of the apportioned 
need calculated at the start from the SHMA’s ‘local need’ figure, and two thirds of the 
annual completions recorded in 2001-12. For Irchester the proposed target is around 
half of the apportioned need, but slightly above the past completion rate.  

3.45 The basis of these recommendations is surprisingly simple. As we can see from the 
numbers and Summary Comments, for three of the four villages the recommended 
target equals the local survey number (rounded to the nearest 10). But the 
justification given for this varies: 

3.46 Thus for Earls Barton, the Summary Comments say: 

‘The village should continue to accommodate a similar rate of growth to past 
trends. This amount also reflects the recent housing needs survey extrapolated 
over the plan period.’ 
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3.47 No reason is given as to why future provision ‘should’ continue the past trend. 
Perhaps the reason is that the past trend is similar to the survey-based need, but in 
that case it is hard to understand why the past trend is mentioned at all. 

3.48 Irchester is very similar. Here too the past trend and local survey show similar 
numbers, the recommended target equals the local survey number, and the Summary 
Comments justify the target in the same way - suggesting that the past trend 
somehow confirms the survey findings. 

3.49 In sharp contrast, for Woolaston the survey shows a much smaller number than the 
past trend. Here the report still recommends a target equal to the survey number, but 
this time it seems to dismiss the past trend as a negative factor: 

 ‘The village has taken significant development in the past and the rural area has as a 
whole taken a higher proportion of growth than anticipated in the adopted Core 
Strategy. It is considered appropriate to identify a level of growth which seeks to meet 
local needs but is constrained to ensure that the settlement remains rural in character 
and that the plan maintains a focus on the growth town with urban oriented growth. 
The target should be based on the recent housing needs survey extrapolated over 
the plan period….’ 

3.50 This suggests, without quite saying it, that excessive development in the past should 
be compensated by less development in the future (but excessive compared to 
what?). 

3.51 The fourth village, Finedon, is different. Here the Summary Comments offer no 
reason for the recommended target – which is twice the survey-based need, though 
less than half the past trend. It may be that the report dismisses the survey because 
as noted earlier it seems to have used different methods from the others, but the 
report does not say so. The only specific features of Finedon mentioned in the 
Summary Comments are the special constraints that affect it (previously mined land 
and danger of coalescence). But there is no link between those constraints and the 
recommended target, as the report does not say how many dwellings could be built 
before the constraints bite. Overall, the wording in the Summary Comments consists 
of general observations that neither support nor rule out any particular number. 

3.52 Across the four villages, other than the factors discussed above the information 
analysed in the report seems to have no bearing on the proposed targets. The 
Summary Comments mention many general considerations, such as the need to 
focus development in the Growth Towns and the flexibility provided by exception 
sites, but there is no visible link between these considerations and the recommended 
housing numbers. Again, the discussion could justify almost any number. 

3.53 To sum up, for Irchester, Earls Barton and Woolaston the housing targets proposed in 
the Interim report seems entirely based on the evidence of the local housing needs 
surveys. For reasons I discussed earlier, those surveys do not provide a valid 
assessment of housing need over the plan period. For Finedon, the recommended 
target is not visibly derived from any evidence. 
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3.54 As an alternative to the Interim report, I have made my own analysis of possible 
housing numbers for Irchester. I discuss this in the next section. 

Options for Irchester 

Top-down evidence  

3.55 To establish an initial order of magnitude for possible housing development in 
Irchester, I have repeated the ‘apportioned need’ exercise in the 2014 Interim Report 
(see para 3.6 above) but based it on the latest evidence of housing need across 
North Northants – the Cambridge University demographic study which underpins the 
Interim Statement on Housing Requirements6.  

3.56 Over the plan period 2011-31 the study’s ‘2008 Tracking’ scenario, which the Interim 
statement uses as a measure of objectively assessed housing need, shows a need 
for 6,766 net new dwellings in Wellingborough.  

3.57 Among several alternative projections the study also provides a zero net migration 
scenario, which I use as a measure of ‘local need’, roughly equivalent to the SHMA 
‘natural change plus backlog’ figure in the old SHMA. Like the SHMA’s local need, 
CCHPR’s zero migration scenario is a hypothetical construct. But it is technically 
more robust than the SHMA figure, because it is based on state-of-the-art 
demographic analysis and it does not include a ‘backlog’ – which logically has no 
place in calculations of objectively assessed need.  

3.58 The Cambridge University report provides nil-net-migration projections only for North 
Northamptonshire as a whole, not the individual local authority areas. To estimate a 
figure for Wellingborough, I have assumed that the borough accounts for the same 
proportion of the North Northamptonshire total in the nil-net-migration scenario as the 
preferred ‘2008 Tracking’ scenario. This produces a figure of 3,014 net new dwellings 
for Wellingborough over the plan period. 

3.59 As discussed earlier (para 3.9), if we assume that the urban focus of the adopted 
Core Strategy is maintained in the current review, then the share of rural areas in 
future development should be less than proportional to their share of the existing 
housing stock. In the Interim Report, that share of future development assumes that 
the rural areas only accommodate locally arising need, while all net migration goes to 
the urban core. I have calculated housing numbers for the Principal Villages on that 
basis. As an alternative scenario I have also calculated how much housing 
development would go to the PVs if they maintain their share of the total housing 
stock. One would expect rural housing targets to fall somewhere between these two 
bookends. 

3.60 The results of my calculation are at Table 3.2. For Irchester the bookends are 178 
and 401 new dwellings. These ‘bookend’ numbers assume that the Core Strategy 
Review takes forward the CCHPR housing numbers. Where the village’s actual 

                                                
6 Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research, Assessing the Housing Requirements of North 
Northamptonshire, December 2013 
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housing target falls between these bookends will depend on factors discussed earlier 
– including the overall balance of rural against urban development and the local 
needs, service roles and development capacities of individual villages. As part of the 
Core Strategy review and Local Plan these factors should be analysed on a 
consistent basis across the villages, as the Council’s 2010 Settlement Hierarchy 
report started to do. 

Table 3.2 Top-down housing numbers for the Principa l Villages, 2011-31  

 
Source: CCHPR, PBA 

3.61 For now I cannot pre-judge this analysis. But in the next section I look at possible 
housing targets for Irchester from a different perspective, to assess the implications of 
housing development for the health and sustainability of the village and its immediate 
neighbours. This bottom-up assessment supplements the top-down analyses I 
discussed earlier. Planning evidence should iterate between the two, so that housing 
policy helps deliver both strategic objectives and local well-being. 

Bottom-up evidence 

Demographic history 

3.62 Figure 3.1 below shows the age profile of Irchester’s resident population at the two 
last Censuses, 2001 and 2011. 

3.63 In 2001 that profile was unusually ‘choppy’, mainly due to a marked concentration of 
residents aged 50-54 (born in 1946-51) – which appears in the graph as a spike in 
the blue line. There was a lesser spike at ages 35-39 (born in 1961-66). 

3.64 In the 10 years to 2011 the area’s total population fell fractionally by 79 persons 
(2%7), from 4,831 to 4,752. This contrasts with Wellingborough’s other three Principal 

                                                
7 Percentages quoted in the text are rounded. 

Area
% of borough's 

households
              Apportioned need 2011-31

All need Zero net migration

Earls Barton 7.1% 479 213

Woolaston 4.6% 309 137

Irchester 5.9% 401 178

Finedon 6.2% 418 186

Total Principal Villages 23.7% 1,606 715

Total  Wellingborough 100.0% 6,766 3,014
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Villages, where population increased over the period – by 14% in Woolaston, 3% in 
Finedon and 1% in Earls Barton. 

3.65 Over the same period Irchester’s age profile changed dramatically, as the two ‘spike’ 
cohorts advanced in years: 

� In virtually all age groups up to 59 years numbers of residents fell. 

� Conversely numbers of in the older age groups rose, as the large cohort born in 
1946-51 aged to become 60-64 in 2011. 

� Numbers of schoolchildren (aged 5-14) fell slightly, by 65. 

� The working age population (aged 15-748) fell but only fractionally, by 76 persons 
– as the two ‘spike’ age groups were still part of the workforce in 2011.  

Figure 3.1 Irchester population by five-year age gr oup, 2001 and 2011 

 
Source: ONS mid-year estimates 

3.66 These changes result from the irregular age profile of the 2001 population. Net 
migration into the area was much more evenly spread across age groups, but it was 
much too small to change that original profile. Overall we estimate that total net 
migration in 2001-11 was close to zero, and for individual age groups it was very 
small – usually less than five persons per year in either direction. 

Demographic projections 

3.67 We have produced demographic projections to estimate the impact on Irchester’s 
population of alternative levels of housing development. The projections were 
modelled by our demographer, John Hollis, using fully fledged cohort survival models. 
Inevitably the results are approximate, as the margin of uncertainty is wider for an 
individual village than a whole district. Technical details are at Appendix B below. 
Here, I summarise the findings of two scenarios, showing respectively: 

� No net new dwellings over the plan period 2011-31 

                                                
8 This is an approximation of the conventional definition, 16-74. 
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� 150 net new dwellings over the period, as is currently proposed. 

3.68 In the ‘zero build’ scenario Irchester’s total population falls marginally over the plan 
period, by 37 persons, or 1% (Figure 3.2). In the ‘150 build’ scenario the population 
increases, by 273 (6%). 

Figure 3.2 Irchester population change 2011-31: two  scenarios 

 
Source: ONS, PBA 

Figure 3.3 Irchester age profile: actual and two sc enarios 

 
Source: ONS, PBA 

3.69 Both scenarios also show substantial changes in the Irchester’s age profile over the 
plan period (Figure 3.3). Thus if no houses are built:  

� In the age group up to 24 years the population is virtually unchanged. 

� Between ages 25 and 64 virtually all age groups see substantial losses. 
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� From 65 onwards all age groups gain population, with the largest gain in the over 
80s. 

� Consequently the number of schoolchildren (aged 5-14) increases but only very 
slightly, by 33. 

� The working-age population (15-74) falls steeply, by 482 (14%). 

3.70 The main driver of these changes is the ageing of the ‘spike’ cohort born in 1946-51. 
The youngest members of that cohort will become 75 in 2021 and the oldest will 
reach that age in 2026. Hence by 2031 even all the youngest members of the ‘spike’ 
cohort will be beyond working age as conventionally defined. The secondary spike, 
born in 1961-66, by 2031 will be 65-70 years old in 2031 – still part of that working 
age group, but with lower participation in the labour force as they approach or pass 
the State pension age. 

3.71 In the alternative ‘150 build’ scenario, Irchester’s age profile changes in very similar 
ways. But, although the pattern of change is similar to the zero build version above, 
the ageing of the population is less marked: 

� Numbers of schoolchildren increase a little more, by 71 – making good the 
estimated loss incurred in the 10 years to 2011. 

� The working-age population falls a little less, by 380 (8%). 

3.72 As shown at Appendix B, we estimate that to keep the workforce constant over the 
plan period would need much more housing development, to provide over 300 net 
new dwellings. That is because it would take considerable in-migration to balance the 
loss of workers that will result from the ‘spike’ cohort born in 1946-51 reaching 
retirement age. 

The local impact of housing development  

3.73 To summarise the demographic analysis above, in the 10 years to 2011 Irchester saw 
small reductions in its total population, and also in numbers of schoolchildren and 
people of working age. Over the following 20 years 2011-31, we estimate that: 

� If no net new homes are built in the area, the total population and the number of 
schoolchildren will fall again, albeit very slightly. But the working age population 
will decrease much more steeply than before, by 482 persons (14%).  

� If 150 net new homes are built, the total population will grow by 273 persons 
(6%), more than offsetting the loss incurred since 2001. Numbers of 
schoolchildren will increase a little more than in the ‘zero build’ scenario. But the 
working age population will still decrease – this time by 380 (8%).  

3.74 So the proposed housing development of 150 net new homes over the plan period 
will make Irchester more sustainable. By reversing the fall in the area’s population it 
will help maintain local services, so that local shops and community facilities are more 
viable. This in turn will further the well-being of local residents and help Irchester fulfil 
its wider function as a Principal Village – which in recent years has been threatened 
by falling population, unlike in the other Principal Villages. 
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3.75 However, Irchester has a further problem which the proposed housing development 
will not be enough to reverse: the rapid ageing of the population, which over the plan 
period will result in a falling working-age population.  

3.76 At the root of this problem is the unbalanced age profile of the existing population – 
with a spike, or unusually large cohort, of residents born in 1946-51. Over the plan 
period this large group of people will move beyond working age, causing the large fall 
in the working-age population. Net in-migration into the area flattens the age profile 
and reduces the spike, because the demographic projections assume that future in-
migrants are evenly spread across the age range, like past in-migrants in 2001-12. 
This is why in our ‘150 build’ scenario, where there is more in-migration, the working-
age population falls more slowly than if no houses are built. But to stabilise or grow 
the working-age population would need much more in-migration and hence many 
more new houses, in excess of 300 over the plan period. 

3.77 A shrinking workforce, with the corresponding increase in retired people, is twofold 
problem. For the resident community it will mean a less prosperous future as more 
people become economically dependent on others, incomes fall and hence there is 
less demand to sustain retail and other services. For employers in and around 
Irchester it will make it more difficult to recruit and retain workers. 

3.78 These employers will include occupiers of the recently permitted retail-led 
development at Rushden Lakes, which will bring many new job opportunities to the 
local area. The Economic Report submitted with the Rushden Lakes planning 
application9 estimated that in its operational phase the scheme would house 1,359 
direct full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs located at the site (as well as 355 indirect and 
induced jobs elsewhere in North Northamptonshire). As shown in the map below 
Irchester is one of the settlements closest to the site, and therefore one would expect 
its residents to fill a significant proportion of those new jobs. But a falling labour 
supply in the village will make this difficult.  

                                                
9 Volterra, Economic Report. Rushden Lakes, Bridget Roswell, May 2013 
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Figure 3.4 Rushden Lakes location map 

 

3.79 In line with national policy and guidance, planning should align housing and 
employment, so where there is major job growth there should be also be housing 
nearby for the workers that fill those jobs. The Rushden Lakes planning permission, 
therefore, is a good reason for increasing housing provision in Irchester above what it 
would be otherwise. 
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4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 As Mr Coleby records in his evidence, there is no up-to-date planning policy on the 
quantum of housing development in Irchester, or indeed any rural settlement in the 
Borough of Wellingborough. But the Council and North Northamptonshire Joint 
Planning Unit (JPU) have produced a great deal of evidence on this question. To 
consider how much development should be planned for in the village over the plan 
period 2011-31, I started from that earlier evidence and then added my own analysis. 

4.2 The Borough Council’s Rural Settlement Hierarchy report (2010) found that Irchester 
belongs in the top layer of Wellingborough’s rural settlement hierarchy, along with 
Earls Barton, Finedon and Woolaston. This finding has since been endorsed by the 
North Northamptonshire Joint Planning Committee. The implication is that these 
‘Principal Villages’ should be allocated more housing development than the rest of the 
rural area. But the quantum of that development is yet to be determined. 

4.3 The Borough Council’s Interim Report (2014) aims to answer this question, and 
concludes that an appropriate target for Irchester is 150 net new dwellings. But the 
report’s conclusions are fatally flawed, because they seem entirely based on the 
Borough Council’s local housing needs surveys. These surveys are designed to help 
inform the decisions of affordable housing providers in the short term. They do not 
offer credible evidence about overall housing need over the 20-year plan period. 

4.4 As an alternative to the Interim report, therefore, I have made my own analysis of 
possible housing targets for Irchester. 

4.5 From a top-down perspective, where Irchester’s housing target is determined by 
strategic objectives for North Northamptonshire, I estimate that the target should lie 
between 178 and 401 new dwellings. These bookend numbers assume that the Core 
Strategy Review takes forward the housing numbers in the CCHPR (Cambridge 
University) housing requirements study that informed the North Northamptonshire 
Interim Housing Statement (CD-C4). Where the village’s actual housing target falls 
between the bookends will depend on the overall balance of rural against urban 
development and the local needs, service roles and development capacities of 
individual villages. As part of the Core Strategy review and Local Plan these factors 
should be analysed on a consistent basis across the villages. 

4.6 For now I cannot pre-judge this strategic analysis. But I have looked at possible 
housing targets for Irchester from a different perspective, to assess the implications of 
alternative housing numbers for the village and its immediate neighbours. This 
bottom-up assessment supplements the top-down analyses I discussed earlier. 
Planning evidence should iterate between the two, so that housing policy helps 
deliver both strategic objectives and local well-being.  

4.7 From this bottom-up perspective, it is clear that housing development in Irchester will 
contribute to health and sustainability of the local area. Irchester over the last 10-15 
years fell behind Wellingborough’s other Principal Villages, as it saw less housing 
development than the others and its population decreased while the others grew. 
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Development of 150 net new dwellings over the plan period 2011-31, as currently 
proposed, would make Irchester more sustainable. By reversing the fall in the area’s 
population it would help maintain local services, supporting the vitality and viability of 
local shops and community facilities. This in turn would further the well-being of local 
residents and help Irchester fulfil its wider function as a Principal Village – which also 
provides services to residents of smaller villages. 

4.8 As well as falling population, Irchester in the 10 years to 2011 saw an ageing 
population, with a sharp increase in residents aged 60-64 and reductions in younger 
age groups. The main reason is the area’s unbalanced age profile, with a large cohort 
of people born in 1946-51. Over the plan period to 2031, as this group moves beyond 
working age, if no new homes were built we estimate that the area’s labour supply 
would fall by almost 500 (14%) and numbers of elderly and retired people would rise 
considerably. Hence Irchester’s residents would be poorer on average and would 
have less money to spend on local shops and other local services. Furthermore, 
Irchester would not contribute any additional workers to help fill the new jobs to be 
provided at the recently permitted Rushden Lakes development – which is expected 
to create around 1,400 full-time equivalent jobs just a few miles from Irchester. 

4.9 If new homes are built in the plan period the ageing of the population and the 
resulting fall in labour supply will be mitigated – as the new homes will attract in-
migration with a more balanced age structure. If 150 new homes are provided, as 
currently proposed, the fall in the labour force will be smaller at just under 400 (8%). 
But to stabilise or grow the resident labour supply would require much more housing 
development, in excess of 300 dwellings over the plan period. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERIM REPORT: RURAL HOUSING TARGETS 
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APPENDIX B 
DEMOGRAPHIC SCENARIOS 

 

 

 

 


