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Viability 

Viability - An overview 

Viability assessment is a process of assessing whether a site is financially viable, by 

looking at whether the value generated by a development is more than the cost of 

developing it. 

This National Planning Guidance sets out the Government’s recommended approach to 

viability assessment for planning.  The approach supports transparency in the viability 

assessment process so that it is clear what policy requirements will inform planning 

decisions including the contributions that will be expected from developers.  It will support 

accountability for communities by enabling them to understand the outcomes of viability 

assessment and see what infrastructure and affordable housing has been delivered 

through developer contributions. 

Plans should set out policy requirements for the contributions expected from different 

types of development and, where necessary, from different sites.  In particular this should 

set out policy requirements for the level and types of affordable housing, and for 

supporting infrastructure including (but not limited to) education, transport, health, green 

infrastructure, and digital infrastructure. 

The National Planning Policy Framework says that plans should be prepared positively in 

a way that is aspirational but deliverable.  This means that policies should be realistic and 

the total cumulative cost of all relevant policies should not be of a scale that will make 

development unviable.  

Policy requirements, particularly for affordable housing, should be set at a level that allows 

for sites allocated in the plan to be delivered without the use of further viability assessment 

at the decision making stage.  The use of viability assessment at the decision making 

stage should not be necessary.  Where proposals for development accord with all the 

relevant policies in an up-to-date development plan no viability assessment should be 

required to accompany the application.  Plans should however set out circumstances in 

which viability assessment at the decision making stage may be required. 

Any viability assessment should be supported by evidence informed by engagement with 

developers, landowners, infrastructure and affordable housing providers.  Any viability 

assessment should follow the Government’s recommended approach to assessing key 

factors as set out in National Planning Guidance and be proportionate, simple, transparent 

and publicly available. 

How does this National Planning Guidance relate to sector-led guidance on 

viability assessment? 

A range of other sector led guidance on viability is widely available which practitioners may 

wish to refer to.  The National Planning Policy Framework, supported by this National 
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Planning Guidance, sets out the Government’s recommended approach to viability 

assessment for planning. 

Does this National Planning Guidance apply to viability assessment for the 

purposes of setting a Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) charge? 

Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) came into force in April 2010 and allows local 

authorities in England and Wales, and the Mayor of London, to raise funds from new 

development to help fund infrastructure.  Section 106 of the Town and Country Planning 

Act 1990 enables a local planning authority to seek agreement from developers to enter 

into planning obligations to provide affordable housing and infrastructure to mitigate the 

impact of development.  The principles for assessing viability apply to both Community 

Infrastructure Levy and section 106 planning obligations.  The Community Infrastructure 

Levy has separate guidance on viability and charge setting and this should also be 

referred to.  Above all, consistency between the approach to viability assessment for plan 

making, decision making, section 106 planning obligations and CIL is required. 

Viability and plan making 

How should viability be assessed in plan making? 

The role for viability assessment is primarily at the plan making stage.  Drafting of plan 

policies should be iterative and informed by engagement with landowners, developers, 

infrastructure and affordable housing providers.  Plans should be informed by evidence of 

infrastructure and affordable housing need and an assessment of viability that takes into 

account all relevant policies, local, and national standards including for developer 

contributions.  Viability assessment should not compromise the quality of development but 

should ensure that policies are realistic and the total cumulative cost of all relevant policies 

is not of a scale that that will make development unviable. 

Should every site be assessed for viability in plan making? 

To assess the viability of proposed site allocations site typologies may be used to assess 

viability in plan making.  A typology approach is where sites are grouped by shared 

characteristics such as the location, current and proposed use (including whether 

brownfield or greenfield), or size of site.  The characteristics used to group sites should 

reflect the nature of sites proposed for allocation in the plan. 

Average costs and values can be used to make assumptions about how the viability of 

each type of site would be affected by all relevant policies.  Comparing data from 

comparable case study sites will help ensure that the assumptions of costs and values are 

realistic and broadly accurate.  In using comparable data having regard to outliers (very 

high or very low values that skew the average) is important to provide an accurate base 

from which to apply typologies. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/community-infrastructure-levy
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/8/section/106
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/8/section/106
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/planning-obligations
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A masterplan approach can be helpful in creating sustainable locations, identifying 

cumulative infrastructure requirements of development across the area and assessing the 

impact on scheme viability. 

How should strategic sites be assessed for viability in plan making? 

It is important to consider the specific circumstances of strategic sites.  Plan makers can 

undertake individual site specific viability assessment for sites that are critical to delivering 

the strategic priorities of the plan, which could include, for example, large sites, sites that 

provide a significant proportion of planned supply, sites that enable or unlock other 

development sites or sites within priority regeneration areas. 

How should site promoters engage in viability assessment in plan making? 

Plan makers should engage with landowners, developers, infrastructure and affordable 

housing providers to secure evidence on costs and values to inform viability assessment at 

the plan making stage.  In the absence of this evidence the site should not be allocated.  

Plan makers should indicate in plans where further evidence and viability assessment may 

be required. 

It is important for developers and other parties buying (or interested in buying) land to have 

regard to the total cumulative cost of all relevant policies when agreeing a price for the 

land.  The price paid for land is not a relevant justification for failing to accord with relevant 

policies in the plan. 

Viability and decision making 

What should plans say about viability assessment at the decision making 

stage? 

Plans should set out defined circumstances in which viability assessment at the decision 

making stage and when the use of review mechanisms may be required.  This could 

include, for example, where development is proposed on unallocated sites; where further 

information on infrastructure costs is required; where particular types of development are 

proposed which may significantly vary from standard models of development for sale (for 

example build to rent); or where a significant change in economic conditions since plan 

adoption results in a significant difference in costs and values. 

Should viability be assessed in decision making? 

As set out in the [draft revised] National Planning Policy Framework the use of viability 

assessment at the decision making stage should not be necessary.  Proposals for 

development should accord with the relevant policies in an up-to-date development plan 

and where they do no viability assessment should be required to accompany the 

application.   

Plans should identify circumstances where further viability assessment may be required at 

the decision making stage.  Where viability assessment is submitted to accompany a 
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planning application this should be based upon and refer back to the viability assessment 

that informed the plan; and the applicant should provide evidence of what has changed 

since then.  Any viability assessment should reflect the Government’s recommended 

approach to defining key inputs as set out in National Planning Guidance. 

How can review mechanisms be used to amend developer contributions 

during the lifetime of a project? 

It is important that local authorities are sufficiently flexible to prevent planned development 

being stalled in the context of significant changes in costs and values that occur after a 

plan is adopted.  Including policies in plans that set out when and how review mechanisms 

may be included in section 106 agreements will help to provide more certainty through 

economic cycles. 

For all development where review mechanisms are appropriate they can be used to 

amend developer contributions to help to account for significant changes in costs and 

values over the lifetime of a development.  Review mechanisms can be used to re-

apportion or change the timing of contributions towards different items of infrastructure and 

affordable housing.  This can help to deliver sites that would otherwise stall as a result of 

significant changes in costs and values of the lifetime of a development.   

As the potential risk to developers is already accounted for in the assumptions for 

developer return in viability, realisation of risk does not necessitate further viability 

assessment or trigger a review mechanism. 

How can review mechanisms be used to apportion any significant increase in 

the gross development value of a development? 

For large or multi-phased development review mechanisms can be used to capture 

increases in scheme value that occur over the lifetime of a development. 

Plans which set out how any significant increase in the overall value of a large or multi-

phased development identified through review mechanisms will be apportioned between 

the local authority (for example for infrastructure and affordable housing) and the 

developer will provide more certainty for delivering  supporting infrastructure. 

Standardised inputs to viability assessment 

How should gross development value be defined for the purpose of viability 

assessment? 

Gross development value is an assessment of the value of development.  For residential 

development, this may be total sales and/or capitalised net rental income from 

developments.  Grant and other external sources of funding should be considered.  For 

commercial development broad assessment of value in line with industry practice may be 

necessary.   
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For broad area-wide or site typology assessment at the plan making stage, average 

figures can be used, with adjustment to take into account land use, form, scale, location, 

rents and yields, having regard to outliers in the data.  For housing, historic information 

about delivery rates can be informative. 

For viability assessment of a specific site or development, market evidence (rather than 

average figures) from the actual site or from comparable existing developments can be 

used and adjusted to take into account variations in use, form, scale, location, rents and 

yields, having regard to outliers. 

How should costs be defined for the purpose of viability assessment? 

Assessment of costs should be based on evidence which is reflective of local market 

conditions.  As far as possible, costs should be identified at the plan making stage.  Local 

authorities should identify where costs are unknown and identify where further viability 

assessment will be required to accompany a planning application at the decision making 

stage as a result. 

Costs include: 

 build costs based on appropriate data, for example that of the Building Cost 

Information Service; 

 abnormal costs, including those associated with treatment for contaminated sites or 

listed buildings, or costs associated with brownfield, phased or complex sites.  

These costs should be taken into account when defining benchmark land value; 

 site-specific infrastructure costs, which might include access roads, sustainable 

drainage systems, green infrastructure, connection to utilities and decentralised 

energy.  These costs should be taken into account when defining benchmark land 

value; 

 the total cost of all relevant policy requirements including contributions towards 

affordable housing and infrastructure, Community Infrastructure Levy charges, and 

any other relevant policies or standards.  These costs should be taken into account 

when defining benchmark land value; 

 general finance costs including those incurred through loans; 

 professional, project management, sales, marketing and legal costs incorporating 

organisational overheads.  Any professional site fees should also be taken into 

account when defining benchmark land value; and 

 explicit reference to project contingency costs should be included in circumstances 

where scheme specific assessment is deemed necessary, with a justification for 

contingency relative to project risk and developers return. 

How should land value be defined for the purpose of viability assessment? 

To define land value for any viability assessment, a benchmark land value should be 

calculated on the basis of the existing use value (EUV) of the land, plus a premium for the 

landowner.  The premium for the landowner should reflect the minimum price at which it is 
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considered a rational landowner would be willing to sell their land.  This approach is often 

called ‘Existing Use Value Plus’ (EUV+).   

In order to establish benchmark land value, plan makers, landowners, developers, 

infrastructure and affordable housing providers should engage with and provide robust and 

open evidence to inform this process. 

In all cases, benchmark land value should: 

 fully reflect the total cost of all relevant policy requirements including planning 

obligations and, where applicable, any Community Infrastructure Levy charge; 

 fully reflect the total cost of abnormal costs; site-specific infrastructure costs; and 

professional site fees; 

 allow for a premium to landowners (including equity resulting from those building 

their own homes); and 

 be informed by comparable market evidence of current uses, costs and values 

wherever possible.  Where recent market transactions are used to inform 

assessment of benchmark land value there should be evidence that these 

transactions were based on policy compliant development.  This is so that previous 

prices based on non-policy compliant developments are not used to inflate values 

over time. 

What is meant by existing use value in viability assessment? 

Existing use value (EUV) is the first component of calculating a benchmark land value.  

EUV is the value of the land in its existing use together with the right to implement any 

development for which there are extant planning consents, including realistic deemed 

consents, but without regard to other possible uses that require planning consent, 

technical consent or unrealistic permitted development.  Existing use value is not the price 

paid and should disregard hope value.  Existing use values will vary depending on the type 

of site and development types. 

How should Existing Use Value be established for viability assessment? 

Existing use value (EUV) for the purpose of assessing the viability of plans should be 

determined by plan makers in consultation with developers and landowners.  When 

undertaking any viability assessment EUV can be established by assessing the value of 

the specific site or type of site using published sources of information such as agricultural 

or industrial land values, or if appropriate capitalised rental levels at an appropriate yield.  

Sources of data can include (but are not limited to): land registry records of transactions; 

real estate licensed software packages; real estate market reports; real estate research; 

estate agent websites; property auction results; valuation office agency; public sector 

estate/property teams’ locally held evidence.   

Determining the existing use value of the land should be based on the assumption that no 

future planning consents will be obtained, but including the value of any consented use. 
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How should the premium to the landowner be defined for viability 

assessment? 

An appropriate premium to the landowner above existing use value (EUV) should be 

determined by plan makers in consultation with developers and landowners for the 

purpose of assessing the viability of plans.   

When undertaking any viability assessment, an appropriate minimum premium to the 

landowner can be established by looking at data from comparable sites of the same site 

type that have recently been granted planning consent in accordance with relevant 

policies.  The EUV of those comparable sites should then be established. 

The price paid for those comparable sites should then be established, having regard to 

outliers in market transactions, the quality of land, expectations of local landowners and 

different site scales.  This evidence of the price paid on top of existing use value should 

then be used to inform a judgement on an appropriate minimum premium to the 

landowner. 

Proposed development that accords with all the relevant policies in an up-to-date plan 

should be assumed to be viable, without need for adjustment to benchmark land values 

established in the plan making viability assessment.  Where a viability assessment does 

accompany a planning application the price paid for land is not relevant justification for 

failing to accord with relevant policies in the plan. 

How should a return to developers be defined for the purpose of viability 

assessment? 

For the purpose of plan making an assumption of 20% of Gross Development Value 

(GDV) may be considered a suitable return to developers in order to establish viability of 

the plan policies.  A lower figure of 6% of GDV may be more appropriate in consideration 

of delivery of affordable housing in circumstances where this guarantees an end sale at a 

known value and reduces the risk.  Alternative figures may be appropriate for different 

development types e.g.  build to rent.  Plan makers may choose to apply alternative figures 

where there is evidence to support this according to the type, scale and risk profile of 

planned development. 

Where proposals for development accord with all the relevant policies in an up-to-date 

development plan no viability assessment should be required to accompany the 

application.  Where a viability assessment is submitted to accompany a planning 

application this should be based upon and refer back to the viability assessment that 

informed the plan; and the applicant should provide evidence of what has changed since 

then.  Potential risk is accounted for in the assumed return for developers at the plan 

making stage.  It is the role of developers, not plan makers or decision makers, to mitigate 

these risks.  The cost of complying with policy requirements should be accounted for in 

benchmark land value. 
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How does viability assessment apply to the build to rent sector? 

The economics of build to rent schemes differ from build for sale as they depend on a long 

term income stream.  For build to rent it is expected that the normal form of affordable 

housing provision will be affordable private rent.  Where plan makers wish to set affordable 

private rent proportions or discount levels at a level differing from national planning policy 

and guidance, this can be justified through a viability assessment at the plan making 

stage.  Developers will be expected to comply with build to rent policy requirements. 

However, for individual schemes, developers may propose alternatives to the policy, such 

as variations to the discount and proportions of affordable private rent units across a 

development, and the ability to review the value of a scheme (rent levels) over the duration 

of its life.  Plan makers can set out in plans where review mechanisms will be used for 

build to rent schemes. 

Scheme level viability assessment may be improved through the inclusion of two sets of 

figures, one based on a build to rent scheme and another for an alternative build for sale 

scheme.  This would enable authorities to compare and understand the differences, and 

agree any necessary adjustments to the affordable private rent contribution. 

Accountability 

How should a viability assessment be presented and published to ensure 

accountability? 

Complexity and variance is inherent in viability assessment.  In order to improve clarity and 

accountability it is an expectation that any viability assessment is prepared with 

professional integrity by a suitably qualified practitioner and presented in accordance with 

this National Planning Guidance.   

The inputs and findings of any viability assessment should be set out in a way that aids 

clear interpretation and interrogation by decision makers.  Reports and findings should 

clearly state what assumptions about costs and values (including gross development 

value, benchmark land value, developer’s return and costs) have been made.  At the 

decision making stage, any deviation from the figures used in the viability assessment of 

the plan should be explained and supported by evidence. 

Should a viability assessment be publicly available? 

Any viability assessment should be prepared on the basis that it will be made publicly 

available other than in exceptional circumstances.  Circumstances where it is deemed that 

specific details of an assessment should be redacted or withheld should be clearly set out 

to the satisfaction of the decision maker.  Information used in viability assessment is not 

usually specific to that developer and thereby need not contain commercially sensitive 

data. 
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An executive summary prepared using the template [template under development] will 

present the data and findings of a viability assessment more clearly so that the process is 

accountable.  The executive summary template sets out key data and findings which can 

be published on the planning register alongside other documentation accompanying the 

application.  As a minimum, the Government recommends that the executive summary 

sets out the gross development value, benchmark land value, costs and return to 

developer.  Where a viability assessment is submitted to accompany a planning 

application, the executive summary should refer back to the viability assessment that 

informed the plan and summarise what has changed since then.  It should also set out the 

proposed developer contributions and how this compares with policy requirements. 

Why should local authorities monitor and report on developer contributions? 

It is important that developers are accountable to communities and that communities are 

able to easily see where contributions towards infrastructure and affordable housing have 

been secured and spent. 

How should section 106 agreements be published? 

Local authorities are required to keep a copy of any planning obligation together with 

details of any modification or discharge of the planning obligation and make these publicly 

available on their planning register. 

Government recommends that each section 106 agreement includes an executive 

summary prepared using the standard template [template under development].  The 

Government recommends that the executive summary sets out details of the development 

and site, and what is to be provided by each planning obligation, including any trigger 

points or deadlines for contributions. 

Local authorities are expected to use all of the funding they receive through planning 

obligations in accordance with the terms of the individual planning obligation agreement.  

This will ensure that new developments are acceptable in planning terms; benefit local 

communities and support the provision of local infrastructure. 

How should developer contributions be monitored? 

Using the executive summary of each section 106 agreement, Government recommends 

that local authorities record the details of each planning obligation using the standard open 

data monitoring tool [tool under development]. 

How should developer contributions be reported? 

Local authorities charging CIL must report on the levy as prescribed under regulation 62 of 

the Community Infrastructure Regulations 2010 (as amended).  Parish and town councils 

must also report on CIL receipts passed to them from the charging authority through the 

neighbourhood portion of the levy, as prescribed in regulation 62A. 

Using data on CIL and planning obligations, the Government recommends that local 

authorities prepare an infrastructure funding statement using the standard template in an 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2010/948/regulation/62/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2010/948/regulation/62/made
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open data format [template under development] that sets out infrastructure requirements, 

and for both CIL and section 106 planning obligations, anticipated funding from developer 

contributions, and the choices local authorities have made about how these contributions 

will be used. 

The infrastructure funding statement should be reviewed annually to report on the amount 

of funding received via developer contributions and how this funding has been used.  The 

infrastructure funding statement should include information on, but is not limited to, 

affordable housing, education, health, transport, green infrastructure and digital 

infrastructure.  The infrastructure funding statement should be published annually online 

and submitted to MHCLG.  Local authorities can also report this data in annual monitoring 

reports, using an open data format where possible. 

How can local authorities fund monitoring of developer contributions? 

Local authorities can use their existing administrative systems to monitor developer 

contributions.  Government recommends that local authorities use the open data 

monitoring and reporting templates [templates under development].  This monitoring will 

complement and enhance the existing CIL monitoring regimes of authorities in order that 

local communities are better informed of the infrastructure and affordable housing that is 

being delivered alongside a new development and the timescales for delivery. 

How should monitoring and reporting inform plan reviews? 

The information in the infrastructure funding statement should feed back into reviews of 

plans to ensure that policy requirements for developer contributions remain realistic. 

How should local authorities and applicants promote the benefits of 

development to communities? 

Local authorities and applicants are encouraged to work together with applicants to better 

promote and publicise the infrastructure that has been delivered through developer 

contributions.  This could be through the use of on-site signage, local authority websites, 

or development-specific websites, for example. 


