
 
 
Northampton Borough Council  
Housing absorption and build out Rates 
 
 
Context 
 

1. Northampton Borough Council is expected to deliver 18,870 homes during the 
plan period (2011 – 2029), with 7,073 of those homes to be delivered on 
Strategic Urban Extensions (SUE’s) representing 37% of the total housing 
delivery. The SUE’s range in size from 1,000 to 3,500 units and some of the 
building out of these sites is expected post 2029. 
 

2. It is now accepted that large sites are subject to longer lead in periods due to 
the planning application and determination process as well as subsequent 
reserved matters /discharge of condition applications before implementation 
can begin and homes are provided. Frequently, larger sites are also tasked 
with directly or indirectly bringing forward large items of infrastructure that 
require complex financial and viability negotiations, elongating the process 
even further. 

 
3. Alongside the issue of longer lead in times for larger sites of which the 

Northampton Local Plan relies upon, is the issue of absorption rates  
 
 
Introduction  
 

4. For the purposes of this paper an absorption rate is defined as set out in Sir 
Oliver Letwin’s Independent Review of Build Out Rates [Draft Analysis] 20181.   

 
… The rate at which newly constructed homes can be sold into (or are 
believed by the house builder to be able to be sold successfully into) the local 
market without materially disturbing the market price… 
 

5. It should be noted that absorption rate data is not publically available due to it 
being a crucial element in the financial models for housing developers, and 
therefore confidential. As such this paper discusses the findings of the Letwin 
Review (2018) and the Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners: From Start to Finish 
report (2016)2, both of which provide evidence on build out and absorption 
rates for housing delivery. 
 

6. This paper provides a narrative of why the historic reliance on large sites for 
housing delivery in local authority areas is now known to be unreliable and as 
a consequence, housing trajectories adopted in older Core Strategies and 
Local Plans need to be refined in light of recent evidence. 

 
 

                                            
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-build-out-draft-analysis  
2 https://lichfields.uk/blog/2016/november/8/start-to-finish-how-quickly-do-large-scale-housing-sites-deliver/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-build-out-draft-analysis
https://lichfields.uk/blog/2016/november/8/start-to-finish-how-quickly-do-large-scale-housing-sites-deliver/


Nathanial Lichfield & Partners: Start to Finish – November 2016 
 

7. Published in November 2016, the Lichfield report sought to identify how 
quickly large-scale sites deliver housing. From analysing a large number of 
sites across England and Wales (outside of London) it identifies that the 
greater number of homes on a site, the longer the planning approval period 
becomes3. The average time of the planning approval period for varying site 
sizes and the time period from planning approval to delivery of the first home 
on site is shown in figure 1. 
 
 

Fig 1: Average planning approval period and time from planning to delivery of 1st dwelling 

 
 
Source: Recreated from NLP: Start to Finish (Nov 2016) 

 
 
 

8. Figure 2 shows the annual average build out rates on sites of varying sizes. It 
should be noted although there is a larger annual build out rate on larger sites 
(2000+), they are not delivering 4 times the amount of a site the quarter of the 
size (500 – 999). One conclusion as to the reason why this occurs is because 
overall absorption rates means the number of outlets [on a given site] is 
unlikely to be a fixed multiplier in terms of number of homes delivered. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
3 P8 - https://lichfields.uk/media/1728/start-to-finish.pdf  
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Fig 2: Average annual build out rate  

 
 
Source: Recreated from NLP: Start to Finish (Nov 2016) 

 
 
Independent Review of Build-out Rates – Sir Oliver Letwin – Draft Analysis 
June 2018 and Final Report October 2018 
 
 

9. The two Letwin reports (June and October 2018) sought to identify the main 
causes of why housing has not been built despite having planning permission. 
The study looked at large sites (1,000 homes plus) and considered 15 case 
studies across the country. Findings include that out of the sites analysed the 
median build out period for the sites from implementable consent is 15.5 
years and the median percentage of site build out every year was 6.5%.  
 

10. The report emphasises that large sites will almost always deliver a higher 
absolute number of homes per year than sites with only a few hundred homes 
in total; but the proportion of the site built out each year is likely to be small.  
 

11. The delivery rate of a certain housing product will be constrained by the 
developer being unable to sell the house at a price against that forecasted 
when they purchased the land. The report summarises that the homogeneity 
of the types and tenures of the homes on offer in these sites, and the limits on 
the rate at which the market will absorb such homogenous products, are the 
fundamental drivers of the slow rate of build out.  

 
12. The Draft Analysis report asks 3 key questions:  

 
a. What are the implications of changing the absorption rate for the 

current business model of major house builders if the gross 
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development value of sites starts to deviate from the original 
assumptions that underpin the land purchase?  

b. Would the absorption rate be different if the reliance on large sites to 
deliver local housing were reduced?  

c. Would the absorption rate, and hence the build out rate be different if 
large sites were ‘packaged’ in ways that led to the presence on at least 
part of the site of:  

i. Other types of house builder offering different products in terms 
of size, price-point and tenure? Or  

ii. The major house builders offering markedly different tenures 
themselves? 

 

13. In response to the first question the report concludes that altering the 
absorption rates on a given development would not be possible as the valuer 
of housing should start with the assumption that the open market sale value of 
a new home of a given kind and size in a given location will be close to that of 
a second hand home of the same or similar kind and size in the same or 
similar location. 

 
14. These assumptions are embedded in the balance sheets for developers of 

new housing in that when house builders buy land for development they do so 
on the basis of the ‘residual value’ calculation which starts with the assumed 
open market value of new homes in the local area which is fundamentally 
driven by the prices of comparable second hand homes in the local area. In 
other terms, the value of new housing is set at the time of purchase of the 
land. 
 

15. In answer to the second question the report concludes that local authorities 
cannot rely solely on smaller sites due to the need for larger sites to unlock 
infrastructure and therefore values. Therefore there is an advantage in 
encouraging the use of more small, individual sites but it needs to be 
alongside an increase in the build out rate on larger sites by packaging them 
to increase variety of supply. 

 
16. Finally the report concludes that if either major house builders or others offer 

a variety of housing types, designs and tenures on the large sites, then the 
overall absorption rates – and hence the overall build out rates – could be 
substantially accelerated. 
 

 
Local context 
 

17. Major house-builders in Northampton were contacted to obtain their assumed 
housing absorption rates to understand how those rates impact on housing 
delivery. However, as mentioned above, this information is confidential and 
they were unable to provide data. 

 
18. To understand the housing market in Northampton and how it compares with 

similar neighbouring markets, table 1 illustrates that out of the 6 largest 
settlements in Northamptonshire, homes in Northampton spend the second 



lowest amount of time on the market (with only Wellingborough having a 
higher turnover). This goes some way to indicating that the housing market in 
Northampton is healthy compared to nearby towns. 

 
 
Table 1: House sale data for Northamptonshire towns 

 
 

19. With regards to the number of properties sold in Northampton; out of the last 
1,000 properties sold (as listed with the Land Registry as of 6 March 2019), 
63 of those sold were new builds. The 1,000 properties were sold during the 
time period 28 September 2018 to 4 January 2019. 
 

20. Correlating data from new houses sold in October, November and December 
2018 and linking them to a development site example absorption rates have 
been identified. Absorption rates here equate to the rate of new homes sold 
on one site. 
 

21. The former Kingsthorpe Middle School site has achieved 23 sales (on 
average 8 per month) over the 3 month period from October to December 
2018. This includes a mixture of detached and semi-detached homes. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
October 
2018  

November 
2018  

December 
2018  Total  

Average sales per 
month 

Hodder Street  4   9 13   

Shaw Close 3 2   5   

Northfield Way  3 2   5   

        23 8 



 
 

22. Over the months of November and December land off Upton Valley Way has 
achieved 17 sales over 2 months (9 per month). Again this included a mixture 
of housing types including detached and terraced. 

 
 

  
October 
2018   

November 
2018  

December 
2018 Total  

Average 
sales per 
month 

Damselfly Road   6 3 9   

Mayfly Road   2 6 8   

        17 9 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 


