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1 OPTIONAL HIGHER TECHNICAL STANDARDS 
 
In March 2015, the government announced the outcome of a review of housing standards1. The aim 
of the review was to simplify and rationalise the large number of local housing standards applied by 
local authorities to new homes.  
 
Following the review, the ability of local authorities to set their own technical standards or 
requirements relating to the construction, internal layout or performance of new dwellings was 
removed. The review also resulted in the withdrawal of the Code for Sustainable Homes and Lifetime 
Homes standards.  
 
Instead, the review led to the setting of national technical standards including amended building 
regulations, new optional building regulation standards (for access and water) and an optional 
national minimum space standard.  
 
Local planning authorities can apply these optional standards, with the requirement set out in Local 
Plans, where there is sufficient evidence to demonstrate the need for the additional standards in their 
area and to do so would have no adverse impact on development viability.  
 
All optional requirements must be applied through planning policy by way of a condition attached to 
planning consents. However, the optional standards for water efficiency and access are enforced 
through Building Regulations and the space standards through the planning system.  
 
The Planning Practice Guidance (PPG)2 sets out the areas of evidence that should be considered by a 
local authority in determining whether it would be necessary or justified to introduce the optional 
standards.  
 
This paper sets out the evidence in respect of the optional building regulation standards for water 
efficiency, access and the nationally prescribed space standard.  
 
2 WATER EFFICIENCY 
 
Part G of the Building Regulations includes requirements for water efficiency in residential properties. 
They require a maximum water consumption rate of 125 litres/person/day. The new optional standard 
would reduce this to 110 litres/person/day. The optional higher standard would be met through either 
a fittings based approach, which imposes maximum consumption rates for various fittings such as 
WCs, basin taps and showers, or calculating a whole house water consumption using a 'water 
efficiency calculator' for new homes. 
 
Guidance in the PPG is that the optional standard should only be applied where there is evidence of a 
clear need and the impact of viability has been considered. The PPG recommends sources of evidence 
to establish if there is a need for such requirements (see Appendix 1). 
 
3 DOES THE EVIDENCE SUPPORT A NEED FOR THE OPTIONAL WATER EFFICIENCY STANDARD? 
 
Northampton forms part of the much larger Anglian Water area which as a whole is classified (under 
the Environment Agency's Water Stressed Area Classification) as an area of serious water stress.  
 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2010-to-2015-government-policy-building-regulation/2010-
to-2015-government-policy-building-regulation#appendix-5-technical-housing-standards-review 
2 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/housing-optional-technical-standards 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2010-to-2015-government-policy-building-regulation/2010-to-2015-government-policy-building-regulation#appendix-5-technical-housing-standards-review
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/housing-optional-technical-standards


On the basis of the information available, the Council has concluded that there is justification for 
requirement for new development to meet the higher optional technical standard on water efficiency 
and for a policy to this effect is to be included in the Local Plan (Part 2).   
 
The impact of introducing this standard on development viability has been tested through the Whole 
Plan Viability Assessment (WPVA).  
 
4 ACCESSIBLE AND ADAPTABLE DWELLINGS 
 
Nationally, around 7.1 million households (31%) have at least one person with a long term limiting 
illness or disability, nearly half of whom live in the social rented sector (compared to 29% of owner 
occupier households and 23% of those who privately rent).3  In 3% of all households at least one 
person used a wheelchair and half of those who used their wheelchair inside the home, found it very 
or fairly difficult to manoeuvre their wheelchair around their home.  
 
The use of accessible housing standards, therefore, has emerged in response to a number of different 
needs including: 

 Designing out barriers to independent living; 

 Improving the range of housing choice for disabled people; 

 Mitigating the cost to social welfare and the health system arising from an ageing population. 
 
The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)4 is clear that local planning authorities (LPAs) should 
plan to create safe, accessible environments and promoted inclusion and community cohesion.  It 
goes on to state that LPAs should have a clear understanding of the housing needs of their area, 
including those for people with specific housing needs and that LPAs should take account of evidence 
that demonstrates a clear need for housing for people with specific housing needs and plan to meet 
this need. 
 
In the Neighbourhood Planning Act 20175, the Government introduced a new statutory duty on the 
Secretary of State to produce guidance for LPAs on how their local development documents should 
meet the housing needs of older and disabled people. This followed the Housing White Paper6 
(February 2017), where the Government expressed a clear expectation that all LPAs should set policies 
using the optional technical standards to bring forward an adequate supply of accessible housing to 
meet local need. 
 
Following the Housing Standards review, the optional standards are: 

 Category 2 M4(2) Accessible and adaptable dwellings (broadly equivalent to the Lifetime Homes 
standard) 

 Category 3 M4(3) Wheelchair user dwellings, which includes 
o Wheelchair adaptable 
o Wheelchair accessible 

 
In respect of M4(3) there is a distinction between the two with wheelchair adaptable dwellings 
allowing for simple adaptation of the dwelling to meet the needs of occupants who use wheelchairs 
and wheelchair accessible meeting the needs of occupants who use wheelchairs. 
 

                                                           
3 English Housing Survey Potential Stock Improvements Report 2015-16  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2015-to-2016-potential-for-stock-
improvements 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2 
5 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/20/contents/enacted 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fixing-our-broken-housing-market 
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The PPG states that wheelchair accessible homes should only be applied to those dwellings where the 
local authority is responsible for allocating or nominating a person to live in that dwelling i.e. social 
housing.  It goes on to state that Local Plans should clearly state what proportion of new dwellings 
should comply with the requirements. Policies should also take into account site specific factors such 
as vulnerability to flooding, site topography and other circumstances which may make a specific site 
less suitable for M4(2) or M4(3) compliant dwellings, particularly where step free access cannot be 
achieved or is not viable. Where step free access is not viable, neither of the optional requirements in 
Part M should be applied. 
 
In considering whether to introduce the optional accessibility requirements for accessibility, the PPG 
suggests local authorities should consider the following:  
 

 The likely future need for housing for older and disabled people (including wheelchair user 
dwellings) 

 Size, location, type and quality of dwellings needed to meet specifically evidenced needs (for 
example retirement homes, sheltered homes or care homes) 

 The accessibility and adaptability of existing housing stock 

 How needs vary across different housing tenures 

 The overall impact on viability 
 
To assist local authorities in considering the introduction of this requirement, the PPG provides a link 
to a data sheet providing sources of information that can be drawn upon to inform need assessments 
(see Appendix 1). The updated West Northamptonshire Housing Market Evidence (2017)7 has also 
assessed the likely need for accessible and adaptable dwellings during the plan period.  
 
As local data on the need for housing for wheelchair users is difficult to obtain, the Housing Market 
Evidence report has used analysis of national data and applied the findings of this to the district's 
household growth figures. 
 
5 DOES THE EVIDENCE SUPPORT A NEED FOR THE OPTIONAL ACCESS STANDARD? 
 
Although the current population age structure of the Borough has a younger age profile when 
compared with Northamptonshire, the East Midlands region and England, the Borough’s population 
is projected to show a significant increase in both numbers and proportion of the population aged 65 
and over. 
 
The number of people in the older age group of the population is forecast to increase by 37% by 2030, 
compared to 31% for the East Midlands region as a whole. This equates to over 12,000 more people 
aged over 65 than at present, representing an increase from around 15% to 18% of the total 
population of the Borough.  By comparison the working age population as a percentage of the total 
population will decrease slightly by around 2%.  
 
The older population of the district is increasing and as people age so does the prevalence of mobility 
issues. The data sources (Appendix 1) project a significant increase in the number of over 75s living 
alone by 2035 and significant increases in the number of people with limited mobility and limiting long 
term illnesses (above that expected for the East Midlands and England over the same period). This 
suggests there will be an increased need for suitable homes that can be adapted to meet their 
inhabitants’ changing requirements.  
 
The Housing Market Evidence highlighted that accommodating the housing needs of older people 
would be an issue during the period of the local plan. Whilst some of this need may be met through 

                                                           
7 http://www.westnorthamptonshirejpu.org/connect.ti/website/view?objectId=2759856 

http://www.westnorthamptonshirejpu.org/connect.ti/website/view?objectId=2759856
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the provision of specialist accommodation, it might be expected that a proportion of older people 
would seek to remain in their own home for as long as possible. 
 
The Housing Market Evidence, therefore, has identified the need for around 50% of the total projected 
household growth to be adaptable.  It has also found that there is evidence to support the need for a 
proportion of both market and affordable housing to be wheelchair accessible. 
 
Information on the accessibility of the housing stock is not readily available at a local authority level.  
However, data from the English housing survey provides a useful indication of the current accessibility 
and adaptability of housing stock.  This highlights that the accessibility and adaptability of the existing 
housing stock across the country is generally quite poor, particularly in older properties and that the 
level of work required to achieve full visibility would be problematical or not feasible in 43% of 
properties, including a significant proportion built in the last 30 years. 
 
At a local level, although Northampton has a higher proportion of stock built post 1965, reflecting its 
New Town status, there is still a significant proportion of the housing stock (pre 1919) where 
accessibility is likely to be an issue and more difficult, if not unfeasible, to make accessible. 

 
Ensuring housing meets the needs of occupiers across the life cycle presents challenges for housing 
provision. There is, therefore, evidence to support a policy requiring more accessible homes in the 
district.  This would also align with the Government’s intention for LPAs to meet the housing needs of 
older people through the application of the accessibility and adaptability technical standards.   
 
The Local Plan (Part 2) policy proposes that 50% of all new homes should be accessible in accordance 
with standard M4(2) and 4% of all market and 8% of all affordable homes should meet standard M4(3). 
 
As there is evidence of need, the impact of introducing accessible housing on development viability 
has been tested through the Whole Plan Viability Assessment (WPV).   
 
6 INTERNAL SPACE STANDARD 
 
The amount of space in a home influences how people live. Space in a home impacts on8: 

 How and where people prepare and eat food; 

 How people deal with household waste and recycling; 

 How possessions are stored and how the living space looks and feels to inhabit; what furniture 
can be used and the activities it enables; 

 Whether people can socialise with guests or other members of the household; how much 
privacy people have for studying, working, relaxing or leisure; and 

 Whether there is room for additional changes to the environment, for example to make life 
easier if the circumstances or health of members of the household change. 

 
The space available in homes in the affordable housing sector is particularly important because these 
homes are occupied intensively.  Households are allocated the minimum amount of space they 
require, with young children expected to share bedrooms.  Where homes are fully occupied it is 
therefore important to ensure that the space available is sufficient to meet needs.  
 
Space standards are intended to ensure that new dwellings provide a reasonable level of internal 
space to undertake day to day activities, at a given level of occupancy.  
 
The Nationally Described Space Standard (NDSS) deals with internal space within new dwellings and 
is suitable for application across all tenures. It sets out requirements for the Gross Internal Area (GIA) 

                                                           
8 Source: The Case for Space, RIBA, September 2011 



of new dwellings at a defined level of occupancy as well as floor areas and dimensions for key parts of 
the home, notably bedrooms, storage and floor to ceiling height.  
 
The PPG states that where a need for internal space standards are identified, local authorities should 
take account of need (based on evidence on the size and type of dwellings currently being built), 
viability of imposing the standards and timing to allow a reasonable transitional period.  
 
In 2018, desktop research of a number of recent housing developments was undertaken. This included 
both new homes for sale (or subject to contract) on Rightmove (or other estate agent website) (where 
information was taken from the floor layout plans) and proposed housing developments where a 
planning application had been submitted (where information was taken from the development 
layouts submitted with the application, where this was available).  
 
In total 230 new homes, both market and affordable, across 101 developments were assessed. This 
included small sites of less than 10 units up to major sites of over 100 units and covered both volume 
house builders and small local builders.  
 
The assessment indicated that looking at the number of dwellings built, then 87 meet the requirement 
for actual gross internal area, while 142 failed to meet this requirement. In relation to Actual double 
bedroom width 272 dwellings complied while 24 did not meet the requirement. Actual double 
bedroom floor area 182 dwellings complied and 114 did not comply with this requirement and actual 
single bedroom width, 116 complied while 13 did not. Actual single bedroom floor area 90 dwellings 
complied 40 did not. Actual floor to ceiling height 57 dwellings complied and 2 did not, and actual 
built-in storage area 35 complied 191 dwellings did not.  The assessment found that apart from 
required gross internal area and built in storage the majority of dwellings met the requirements.  
 

  



Appendix 1 – Evidence 
 
Water Efficiency Evidence 
 

Evidence Source Findings 

Environment Agency Water Stressed Areas 
Classification 2013 

The Anglian Water area is identified as an area of 
serious stress now and also for a range of future 
growth scenarios. As such the borough is considered 
to be within an area of serious water stress 

Anglian Water Resource Management Plan 2015 
 

The borough is within the Ruthamford North 
Resource Zone (RZ). In terms of the water supply-
demand balance the RZ is forecast to be in surplus 
throughout the forecast period. However, deficits in 
adjacent RZs mean that it is necessary to consider 
developing additional resources to support future 
transfers or exports. The solutions identified in the 
Management Plan are a mix of demand management 
(including leakage reduction, enhanced metering and 
water efficiency) and asset development. 

River Basin Management Plan 2015 This refers to the inclusion of policies in Local Plans 
requiring tighter water efficiency measures - but this 
applies across the whole of the Anglian area and does 
not identify specific areas under pressure. 

Local Water Cycle Study (WCS) Final Report (2011) The WCS covers west Northamptonshire and is now 
somewhat dated. Reference is made to dealing with 
water resource management primarily through the 
introduction of demand reduction measures.  

Consultations with the local water and sewerage 
company, the Environment Agency and catchment 
partnerships 

Environment Agency - have commented (in response 
to the Issues consultation) that the Local Plan should 
include a policy seeking the optional technical 
standard. 
Anglian Water – in response to the Options 
consultation, indicated support in principle the 
optional water efficiency standard being applied, 
subject to the viability impacts of doing so being 
assessed.  

 
Accessibility and Adaptability Evidence 
 

Evidence Source Indicator Findings 

Local Authority 
Housing Statistics 
Data set 

Numbers of households that are 
on the waiting list that have to 
move on medical grounds or 
welfare grounds, including 
grounds relating to disability 
 
Year: 2016-17 
Levels of local authority housing 
stock: 11,617 
 

Year People 
on 
waiting 
list 

People 
needing 
to move 
on 
medical 
or 
welfare 
grounds 
including 
disability  
 

% of 
waiting 
list total  
 

2016-17 ¹ 2,968 461 15.5 

2015-16  4,100 216 5.27 

2014-15 2,929 235 8.02 

2013-14 2,093 192 9.17 

COntinuous 
REcordings (CORE) 

Data on social housing statistics Properties let that were wheelchair standard 
2015-16: 62 



2014-15: 65 
2013-14: 40 

Personal 
Independence 
Payments (PIP) 

Numbers claiming personal 
independence payments 
(replaced disability living 
allowance) 

April 2017  
Total claims: 6,624 
Number receiving highest rate of award 
(enhanced mobility and enhanced daily living): 
2,051  

Census data 2011 Number of households containing 
one person with LTHPD 

23.51% (20,868) of households compared to 
21.63% for East Midlands Region 

 
¹ Figures have not been finalised but are the best estimate available 

 
West Northamptonshire Housing Market Evidence (2017) 

Modelled Need for 
Wheelchair 
Adapted Housing 

Households aged under 75 Households aged 75+ Change 
overall 
2016-29 

% of 
OAN 2016 2029 Net change 

2016-29 
2016 2029 Net change 

2016-29 

Market housing 1170 1340 170 580 900 330 490 3.71% 

Affordable 
housing 

840 1010 170 310 490 180 350 7.84% 

 
POPPI 2017 2020 2025 2030 2035 Projected 

percentage increase 
2017 – 2035 

 

Number of people aged 65 and 
over unable to complete at least 
one mobility task ¹ ² 

6,041 6,498 7,466 8,836 10,288 Northampton - 41.28 
East Midlands - 38 
England - 36.54 

Number of people aged 65 and 
over with a limiting long term 
illness whose day to day 
activities are limited a little ³ 

8,709 9,324 10,658 12,291 13,605 Northampton - 35.98 
East Midlands - 31.59 
England - 31.2 

Number of people aged 65 and 
over with a limiting long term 
illness whose day to day 
activities are limited a lot ⁴ 

7,660 8,229 9,538 11,145 12,720 Northampton - 39.78 
East Midlands - 36 
England - 34.95 

Total population aged 75 and 
over predicted to live alone ⁵ 

7,171 7,870 9,831 11,344 12,918 Northampton - 44.48 
East Midlands - 40.6 
England - 38.25 

 
1. Activities include: going out of doors and walking down the road, getting up and down stairs, getting around the house 

on the level, getting to the toilet, getting in and out of bed  
2. Figures are taken from Living in Britain Survey (2001), table 29. The prevalence rates have been applied to ONS 

population projections of the 65 and over population to give estimated numbers predicted to be unable to manage at 
least one mobility tasks listed, to 2035 

3. Figures are taken from ONS 2011 Census, long term health problem or disability be health be sex by age. Numbers have 
been calculated by applying percentages of people with a limiting long-term illness in 2011 to projected population 
figures. 

4. For figures source see Tablenote 3. 
5. Figures are taken from the General Household Survey 2007, table 3.4 (percentage of men and women living alone by 

age, ONS). Numbers have been calculated by applying percentages of men and women living alone to projected 
population figures. 

 
  



Visitability Features of Housing Stock 
 

Number of ‘Visitability’ Features Present (by percentage)¹ 

 None One Two Three All four 

  

Tenure      
owner occupied 25.7 42.0 20.1 7.1 5.2 

private rented 28.9 34.6 18.6 9.9 8.0 

local authority 23.1 31.9 20.5 18.1 6.5 

housing association 18.1 27.6 18.6 17.5 18.3 

      
Dwelling type      
terraced house 40.6 36.1 13.6 5.3 4.5 

semi-detached house 33.7 42.3 16.0 5.5 2.5 

detached house 8.8 49.5 27.7 8.7 5.3 

flat 9.5 23.7 25.2 22.1 19.5  

     
Dwelling age      
pre 1919 34.1 42.6 17.4 5.1 0.7 

1919-44 33.7 43.8 17.6 4.1 0.9 

1945-64 30.3 41.9 19.2 7.3 1.2 

1965-80 20.7 41.8 23.5 10.7 3.4 

1981-90 21.1 38.0 23.2 11.1 6.5 

post 1990 7.5 18.5 18.8 20.9 34.3  

     
All dwellings 25.4 38.4 19.7 9.5 7.1 

 

Source: English Housing Survey, Annex Table 2.2: 'Visitability' features, by dwelling characteristics, 2014 
¹ The four features are: 

 Level access 

 Flush threshold 

 Sufficiently wide doors and circulation space 

 WC at entrance level 

 
Level of Work Required to Make Dwelling Fully ‘Visitable’ 

 
Minor work only 

Moderate work 
only 

Major/ 
problematic 

Not feasible 

Tenure     

owner occupied 13.5 49.3 12.2 25.0 

private rented 8.8 33.6 19.3 38.3 

local authority 8.3 42.1 26.6 22.9 

housing association 9.9 42.1 20.2 27.8  
    

Dwelling type     

terraced house  6.7 32.5 11.3 49.5 

semi-detached house 9.2 57.8 17.6 15.4 

detached house 22.9 60.4 3.0 13.6 

flat 11.3 26.1 35.2 27.4  
    

Dwelling age     

pre 1919 6.0 23.5 15.4 55.1 



1919-44 8.5 53.7 15.5 22.4 

1945-64 10.4 58.4 14.1 17.1 

1965-80 13.9 53.9 14.5 17.7 

1981-90 16.9 41.8 18.2 23.1 

post 1990 24.4 34.2 16.8 24.6  
    

All dwellings 11.9 45.1 15.3 27.7 

 
Source: English Housing Survey, Annex Table 2.3: Level of work required to make homes 'visitable',  
by dwelling characteristics, 2014 
 
Age of Housing Stock (by percentage of all stock) 

  
 Build Period 

 Pre 1900 1900 - 1939 1945 - 1964 1965 - 1992 1993 - 2017 

Northampton 12.17 15.58 13.8 37.96 18.9 

East Midlands 14.09 18.07 17.47 28.9 19.5 

England and Wales 16.25 21.14 17.33 26.8 17.1 

 
Source: Table CTSOP4.0: Number of properties by Council Tax band, property build period and region, county 
and local authority district, Valuation Office Agency, June 2017 
 
Northampton Dwelling Type 
 

 Dwelling Type 

 Detached Semi-
detached 

Terraced Flat Other Total 

Number 19,595 26,273 29,228 16,521 83 91,484 

Percentage 21.41 28.71 31.95 18 0.09 - 

 
Source: Census 2011 


