Report to Barling Magna and Sutton Parish Councils. 
Neighbourhood plans vs Rural Exception sites

Introduction 
This report explains the difference between Neighbourhood plans and Rural Exception Sites as discussed during our meeting on 30th March 2026 with RCCE representatives. It provides locally relevant housing information and planning policy context. 
Local housing context – Barling Magna and Sutton with Shopland
Population and housing market characteristics.
· Barling magna is a small rural parish, population estimated at 2000 residents. 
· Sutton with Shopland is a very small rural parish, population estimated under 600 residents.
· Both Parishes predominantly consist of owner-occupied houses. 
· Affordability pressures are present, average house prices in the wider district are higher than many local incomes, making it difficult for local people on lower incomes to access suitable housing. 
Neighbourhood plans – purpose, timescale and local policy context
What a neighbourhood plan does 
A neighbourhood plan is a statutory planning document prepared by a parish or town council if made it becomes part of the formal planning framework which must be used when making planning decisions. 
It allows a community to: 
· Develop locally specific planning policies 
· Influence design, layout and character development 
· Introduce design codes 
· Potentially allocate sites subject to evidence and conformity 
However: 
· It cannot prevent development that is already allocated in the higher-level local plan. It must conform to national policy (national planning policy framework) and the emerging RDC local plan. 
· It does not itself deliver housing; delivery itself still depends on developers and planning approvals. 


Timescale and cost 
Timescale – shortest feasible time 20 months, typically will take between 3-4 years from initiation to adoption that including consultations, examinations and referendum. 
Cost usually £20,000 + approximately £10,000 per Parish, including technical evidence, consultations, design coding and legal costs. No government funding is available at present. 
Neighbourhood Design codes can help influence the form and aesthetics of future development but cannot veto development required by the districts housing strategy or allocations. 
Cost based on officer guidance - £7000 - £9000, this includes consultant led and parish wide consultation. 
Rural exception sites – purpose, delivery and local policy context. 
What a rural Exception site is
A rural exception site is a planning mechanism that allows affordable housing development on land that would normally not be released for housing. Its purpose is to deliver housing that directly meets identified local housing need. Typically for residents with a local connection.   
These sites are excepted from normal planning restrictions because they address a specific need, they are usually small in scale, provide affordable housing usually around 80% of open market value, subject to policy and viability, are normally retained in perpetuity by a housing association and not sold to tenants and work best in parishes where population size and settlement character are more rural. 
Cost and delivery 
Cost – estimated cost £3,000
Timescale – typically shorter than a neighbourhood plan 

Key differences summary 
	Criteria 
	Neighbourhood Plan 
	Rural Exception Site 

	Purpose 
	Strategic planning 
	Affordable housing delivery 

	Cost 
	£20,000+
	£3,000

	Timescale 
	20 months – 4 years 
	12 weeks – 1 year 

	Housing delivery 
	Indirect 
	Direct 

	Affordable housing 
	Not guaranteed 
	Guaranteed focus 

	Control 
	Design and policy 
	Limited but targeted 

	Suitability 
	Broad planning 
	Small rural communities 



Conclusions and strategic direction 
For Barling Magna and Sutton Parishes, the distinction is clear: 
· A neighbourhood plan is a long term, resource intensive planning tool that shapes development but does not deliver housing directly. 
· A rural exception site is a focused, cost-effective delivery mechanism that provides affordable housing for local people. 
Given the small rural scale of both parishes, the clear affordability challenges and the lower cost and faster delivery, a rural exception site approach is likely to provide the most immediate and tangible benefit if the objective is to meet local housing need. 
However, a neighbourhood plan may still be appropriate where there is a desire to shape long term development, influence design and character and establish broader planning policies. 
Useful links 
https://www.braintree.gov.uk/directory-record/1062519/feering-neighbourhood-plan-adopted-version-january-2023
https://www.essexrcc.org.uk/news/rcce-oyster-magazine---latest-edition
https://www.essexrcc.org.uk/public/uploads/all/uSFWY8CSJmwroRe9AjHcDkQ70jBv6rogyZAIm01i.pdf

