Walkable
neighbourhoods
Building in the right places to reduce car
dependency
This paper explores the extent to which the proximity of
services is used as selection criteria by English local planning
authorities when allocating sites for development.
It highlights the lack of consistency in approach across England and makes
recommendations for both UK Government and local government, with a
view to ensuring that new development does not lock in car-dependency.
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Executive summary
Walking’s role in planning, net-zero and levelling up
Arguably the two biggest long-term challenges facing the UK
today are the climate emergency and levelling-up. Currently,
however, the planning system delivers new developments which
work to the detriment of both of these.
This is because often we build in the wrong places; too far
away from existing communities and services, and at densities
too low to support everyday services or public transport routes
within them. Here, the location and design of new developments
mean that people need to rely on using a car for basic, everyday
journeys.
This is not just bad for the climate but, crucially, it also limits
opportunities for people who don’t have access to a car, whether
that’s missing out on a new job, a family party, or even access to
affordable, healthy food.

What’s wrong with current guidance?
When journeys are short enough, most people walk. 800m, or
approximately half a mile, is generally considered a standard
walkable distance as it typically takes approximately 10 minutes
to walk, and a 20 minute walking trip (1,600m total) has been
found to be the longest distance a majority of people are willing
to walk to meet their daily needs.
However, many new developments aren’t within walking or
wheeling distance of existing services, despite guidance being in
place which encourages planners to do so.
The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) has a social
objective to support strong, vibrant and healthy communities and
suggests development should be focused on locations that “offer
a genuine choice of transport modes”. But this is not reflected in
new developments delivered on the ground.
Research exploring this problem has been undertaken by Megan
Streb, formerly of Sustrans and currently of the thinktank Centre
for Cities, to consider whether a consistent approach is used to
assess walkable distances in site allocation. The study surveyed
officers from 100 Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) in England
and reviewed planning documents in seven LPAs.
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Research results
•

Most Local Planning Authorities do include access to
services within their site allocation process in some way.

•

However, approaches to measure service accessibility
by walking are inconsistent and do not align with
evidence on actual walking distances.

•

Where walkable distance is considered, it is
often not given priority in final decisions.

•

A lack of nationally recognised standards is a major
barrier to using walking distances to reject sites
where walking distance to services are too far.
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Recommendations
The findings of this research show that walkable distances are not
consistently considered or assessed in the site allocation process, with
decisions often made without regard for evidence on the distances that
most people are willing to walk or wheel to reach services.
This section includes several recommendations for both national and
local government. In the absence of consistent national guidance and
resources on site allocation and proximity, some recommendations ask
local government to “go further” than current national policy requires.
Accordingly, we are also asking national government to provide the policy
context and support that will make this easier for local government.
We have developed a framework of recommendations and actions
primarily for local and national governments across the UK.

Recommendations for the UK Government
1. There should be a new strategic policy in the National Planning Policy
Framework for the delivery of high quality and inclusive walking and
wheeling environments including streets and other routes, with a
particular focus on walkable proximity to local services and facilities.
2. Create a digital tool which supports LPAs to measure proximity
to services and more effectively and consistently incorporates
proximity as a determining factor in site allocation.

Recommendations for local planning authorities (LPAs) in
England
1. LPAs should agree a spatial vision, using mapping to clearly
show stakeholders the locations with best accessibility.
•

Executive summary
Walkable neighbourhoods

To have developments in the right locations we
need more proactive spatial planning
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LPAs should set out a spatial vision that includes accessibility
as a core criterion. Accessibility mapping should be used
to clearly show the most sustainable locations.

2. LPAs should develop Supplementary Planning Documents
that set accessibility standards based on 800m walking and
wheeling distances to key services, and 400m to bus stops.

Research findings

•

The social objective of the current NPPF emphasises the need to
provide accessible services and to support healthy communities.

Recommendations

•

Local planning policy can define this further, setting out
standards for walking and wheeling distances to key services.

Examples from
practice

References

3. LPAs should develop accessibility background papers
to reinforce the importance of walkable distances
•

A background paper provides the evidence and
precedent for the accessibility standards. This can
support planning policy, methodology for site allocation,
and Supplementary Planning Documents.

•

In the absence of set standards of distances from the
UK Government, background papers would set out a
robust evidence base for decisions made by LPAs.

4. LPAs should measure proximity to services for
sites in the site allocations process, whether or
not they are within a settlement boundary
•

Settlement boundaries are not necessarily based around
walkable distances to services; there may be several
miles to get from the boundary to the town centre.

•

Applying walkable distances across all sites can
help to reinforce a brownfield-first policy as well as
highlighting gaps in provision of facilities.

5. LPAs should include proximity to services as a criterion within
their Sustainability Appraisal to discount unsuitable sites

Executive summary
Walkable neighbourhoods

•

Proximity to different key services can be included in
the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment
as part of the suitability assessment.

•

Proximity can also be included as part of several
Sustainability Objectives in the appraisal of sites.

•

The scoring used within a Sustainability Appraisal should
be considered carefully, starting with 800m as a maximum
acceptable distance, and then determining whether a
different threshold or a range is more appropriate.
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Our current planning system is failing to create happier, healthier
neighbourhoods.
At a time when we face the global crisis of climate change, coupled with
record levels of physical inactivity; it is more important than ever that
communities are created where the vast majority of what people need
is within a walkable distance. If we do this, then the most obvious and
easiest choice for many people will be to walk and cycle the majority of
their everyday journeys. This will reduce car dominance and increase
physical activity creating connected, healthier communities.

Climate change and levelling up

References

The UK Government’s commitment to tackling climate emergency and
levelling up is reflected in governmental rhetoric and ambition but not yet
in joined-up policy and practical action, including within planning policy.
To meet our legal targets on climate change and to reduce inequity as
we do so, we need not just to electrify motor vehicles, but also to rapidly
reduce car use1.

Housing and car dependency
The way we get around has a key role to play in addressing climate
change, as currently 27% of the UK’s emissions come from domestic
transport2. Reducing the need to use a private car to reach everyday
services, education and employment is also key to reducing the risk of
people experiencing transport poverty3.
However, reducing car use will be made much harder if we continue to
build housing developments which lock people into car dependency for
years to come. Far too many new housing developments are built too
far away from existing urban centres and are designed at low densities,
meaning that there are too few people to support services, such as
schools, shops and a GP’s surgery, within them (see Figure 1 for a
detailed list of services). Some new developments lack the most basic
provision such as pavements, with public transport services that are
infrequent or patchy, and lack of infrastructure to support cycling.
Accordingly, people who do not have access to a car are forced to walk or
wheel4 long distances or rely on public transport, which can be infrequent
and expensive, to meet their everyday needs. The lack of alternative
transport options can also push people into running a car that represents a
considerable portion of their income.

Introduction
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While current planning guidance offers encouraging words on embedding
sustainable transport within new developments, this is not typically
reflected in their design or delivery.
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For example, the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)5 has a
social objective to support strong, vibrant and healthy communities and
advocates for creating developments that are sustainable and offer a
genuine choice of transport modes.
However, no planning guidance or standards currently exist to set out how
this should be achieved in practice, and so developments which deliver
car dependency continue to be approved and built.
With government language focusing increasingly on decarbonisation and
reducing the need to travel, ensuring services are within a walkable or
wheelable distance from new homes should be increasingly important in
spatial planning, and planners should be provided with guidance and tools
which will help them to achieve this.

The case for walking
When journeys are short enough, most people walk
•

Analysis of the National Travel Survey data6 in 2015 showed
50% of single-stage walking trips were under 800m.

•

In 2012, analysis of trip data in four English city regions found that
69% of trips made by walking were less than 800m and of these,
89% of trips under 400m and 70% of trips 400-800m were walked7.

•

800m, or approximately half a mile, is generally considered a
standard walkable distance from services as it typically takes
approximately 10 minutes to walk, and a 20 minute walking
trip (i.e. 1600m total) has been found as the longest distance a
majority of people are willing to walk to meet their daily needs8.

•

Depending on local health, topography and population
demographics, such as an older population, the 800m
standard may need to be reduced to adhere to the
20 minute return trip standard, with amenities such
as seating or spaces to rest also provided.

Need for walkability
•

Introduction
Walkable neighbourhoods

Making it easier for everyone to walk to the every-day places
they need to and making sure that people don’t have to rely
on a car for making short trips can help to boost access to
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work and local services, reduce congestion9, cut air pollution10,
prevent ill health and reduce costs to the NHS 11, and help to
sustain or revitalise local high streets and economies12.
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Conversely, failing to provide for walkable services, or
providing public transport links to those services, locks
people into car dependency, with a report by Transport for
New Homes outlining that “many new greenfield housing
estates are adding to traffic jams, carbon emissions and
are trapping communities into car-dependence”13.

However, many new developments are not within walkable
distances of services
•

Recent studies by the RTPI14, Place Alliance15, Transport for
New Homes16 and others17 have demonstrated that many new
housing developments are being built in locations that are too
far away for residents to walk or wheel to key services.

•

This is highlighted by the fact that in England in 2018,
almost 20% of journeys under one mile were made
by car18. These could be walked in 15 minutes.

References

Planning guidance on walking does exist but is inconsistent
•

Guidance does exist to encourage planners
to ensure developments are within a walkable
distance of 800m from most services.

•

This includes the Department for Transport’s Manual
for Streets19, alongside guidance from Sport England20,
the Chartered Institute of Highways and Transportation
(CIHT)21 and the Local Government Association22.

•

Some guidance even recommends that some facilities
should be closer. For example, CIHT recommends a
400m distance to bus stops in residential areas.23

•

However, this approach is not a requirement, and so there
is inconsistency in whether / how walkability to services
is considered during the site allocation process.

Government planning policy doesn’t support its own design
guidance in clearly setting out what ‘accessible services’
means or how they should be implemented:
•

Introduction
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The Government’s National Design Guide24 defines “walkable”
well-designed places as having local facilities within 800m.
It also discusses the role of the built environment, including
density and junction design, in encouraging walking. The
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National Design Guide also states that people should be able
to get to facilities and local services without needing a car.
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•

Despite the National Planning Policy Framework calling
for places that are not well-designed to be refused, there
is no matching guidance for planners in England in
the NPPF or PPG that defines a walkable distance, or
how a walkable distance should be implemented, when
assessing site locations or planning applications.
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Recommendations

Given the challenges, opportunities and shortcomings set out in the
introduction, research was undertaken to better understand if and how
proximity to services (defined as being walkable for most people, i.e.
within 800m) determine housing site allocation in England, and how
consistently, or otherwise, decisions on proximity as a determining factor
are made.

Examples from

This study aimed to answer the following questions:
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•

Is a consistent approach used in assessing walkable
proximity in site allocation across England?

•

Is the existing Governmental planning guidance - and guidance
from other bodies - enough to support local planning authorities
to consider walkable distances in their site allocations?

Methodology
A survey was undertaken with officers from Local Planning
Authorities (LPAs) in England:
•

The survey was sent out to LPA planning teams across
England in December 2019 and January 2020.

•

Planning officers from 100 Local Planning
Authorities responded to the survey.

In-depth interviews were carried out with officers, alongside a review
of planning documents in seven case study LPAs:
•

Remote interviews with planning officers and a review
of the policy documents from seven LPAs helped
to provide a deeper understanding of the process,
the barriers, and perceptions of accessibility.

•

The interviews were with planning policy officers from five
predominately rural and two predominately suburban LPAs.

Representation

Research aims and approach
Walkable neighbourhoods

•

Planning officers from all of England’s regions
were represented, except for London

•

Overall, 16% of responses were from LPAs that described
themselves as ‘urban’, 34% from ‘predominately urban/suburban’
LPAs and 50% of responses were from ‘predominately rural’ LPAs.
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Headline findings
The headline findings from the research were that:
•

The accessibility of local services is typically considered
in Local Planning Authority site allocation processes

•

However, approaches to measure service
accessibility by walking are inconsistent

•

Approaches to measurement do not align with the
evidence that suggests services should be within 800m
of a home if people are likely to prioritise walking

•

Even where proximity is considered, barriers often prevent
it from being considered in the final decision making

•

A lack of national standards is a major barrier to using
proximity as a more significant reason to discount sites
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The accessibility of local services is typically considered in
Local Planning Authority site allocation processes
Most LPAs do include access to services within their site allocation
process in some way. 90% of LPAs consider accessibility to at least one
type of amenity in their site allocation process, and over half consider
proximity to 5-7 types of services (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Proportion of LPAs that include proximity to each service as
a criteria/sub-criteria within the suitability assessment

90%
70%

70%

Public Primary
transport school
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60%

GP

59%

Town/
district
centre

54%

Food
shop

44%
Green/
open
spaces

41%
Other

Any

10%

None
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The interviews and the review of policy documents suggest that the
main way in which service accessibility is considered is in Sustainability
Appraisals (which appraise the social, environmental and economic
effects of a plan25), where they are scored alongside other sustainability
objectives.
Accessibility distances are often noted earlier in the suitability assessment
within the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA), but
not consistently, and are usually not scored.

However, approaches to measure service accessibility by
walking are inconsistent
There is no consensus across LPAs on how to measure proximity, nor on
what is considered ‘an acceptable’ distance.
The distance from a service over which a site would be classified as ‘poor’
or ‘unacceptable’ ranged from 240m to 5km.
Furthermore, distance is measured by some LPAs following the road and
path network, while others measure ‘as the crow flies’ Table 1. Depending
on the area, a straight-line distance could be considerably longer when
using the existing road network, as people often can’t travel as far as a
straight line would indicate, particularly if streets are not permeable, as
illustrated below in Figure 226.
Figure 2: Taken from CIHT (2018) Buses in Urban Developments

Research findings
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Table 1: Service accessibility measurement approach
Setting

All settings

Road/ network

% Straight line

# Total

distance

(as the crow flies)

respondents

56%

44%

82

Further inconsistencies exist in where distances are measured from.
Some LPAs base measurement from the edge of the site, others from the
centre of the site, and a small number from the centre of Lower Super
Output Areas (areas with an average population of 1500 people or 650
households).
Half of rural LPAs and 45% of urban LPAs use the edge of the site to
measure proximity. Depending on the scale of the future development and
the street and path layout within the site, this could add several hundred
metres to residents’ journeys (Table 2).
Table 2: Service accessibility measurement approach in relation to
the site
Centre of

Centre of

Edge of

develop.

LSOA

develop.

Rural

39%

0%

50%

11%

44

Urban/
suburban

66%

3%

24%

7%

29

Urban

27%

0%

45%

27%

11

All
settings

46%

1%

40%

12%

84

Setting

Other

# Total
respondents

Additional differences exist in LPAs’ methods for assessing whether a site
would be close enough to services.
Some use a range of distances, such as <400m, 400-800m, 800-1200m,
>1200m, with sites closer to services scoring better than those further
away.
Others use a threshold, where any site within a set distance of services
would be acceptable, no matter how near or far it fell within that distance.
All of this results in vastly different outcomes in relation to the distances to
services that are considered acceptable in different parts of the country.
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Approaches to measurement do not align with the
evidence that suggests services should be within 800m of
a home if people are likely to prioritise walking
Despite research and guidance from several professional bodies, as
well as National Design Guidance giving 800m as a distance a majority
of people are willing to walk, fewer than half of responding LPAs use
a distance at or below 800m as the maximum acceptable distance for
accessibility. In addition, many LPAs also use an ‘as the crow flies’
approach to measuring 800m distances, which may add considerable
distances depending on the road and path network.
This varies by setting and by destination. For example, 40% of LPAs use
400m as the maximum distance for proximity to bus stops, but only 20%
use the greater distance of 800m as a maximum to primary schools or GP
surgeries. Many LPAs consider over 1600m acceptable for some types of
service, more than double the recognised 800m distance (Figure 3).
Figure 3: Proportion of maximum acceptable distance at or below
800m, above 800m and above 1600m by service type
69% - Bus
36% - Train
24% - Town Centre
36% - Green Space

<=800m

22% - GP
21% - Primary School
39% - Food

31% - Bus
64% - Train
76% - Town Centre
64% - Green Space

>800m

78% - GP
79% - Primary School
61% - Food

9% - Bus
31% - Train
32% - Town Centre

>1600m

4% - Green Space
29% - GP
40% - Primary School
33% - Food
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In some LPAs, there is also an assumption that if a site is allocated within
a settlement boundary, the site must be in a sustainable location.
“If it is within a built-up area, it’s always assumed that it can come
forward” Officer at a rural LPA
However, many LPAs use audits of services within their towns and villages
that are several years old, a process that rarely includes mapping specific
locations, meaning that these assessments may not be accurate or that
the services may no longer exist.
For larger towns, the settlement boundary may be several miles walking or
wheeling distance from the town centre, making this an unsatisfactory way
of assessing walkable proximity.

Even when proximity is considered, it rarely leads to sites
being rejected
Overall, 47% of LPAs reported that they have discounted or excluded sites
with lack of accessibility to at least one type of service as a contributing
factor. However, 20% of LPAs reported that they rarely reject sites that
are deliverable/achievable, no matter what the assessment of proximity
shows. As shown below, some services are used by LPAs to discount sites
more than others.
Figure 4: Proportion of respondents’ answers to ‘During the Strategic
Housing Land Availability Assessment/site allocation process, has
access to X been used to reject a site’s suitability?’ by service type.
Yes...

No...

Public Transport

Primary School
District/Town Centres
GP/Healthcare
Food Shop
Green Spaces
Yes, proximity to X is considered an exclusionary criteria
Yes, accessibility to X is heavily weighted compared to other criteria/sub-criteria
Yes, but only as one criteria/sub-criteria within overall scoring or threshold
No, other factors are more heavily weighted, so this is unlikely
No, we would expect it to be mitigated through development
No, we rarely reject sites that are available/deliverable
Don’t know

Note: Percentages are based on respondents who indicated their LPA considers
proximity to that destination within the site allocation process, not the total
respondents.
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Only 16% of LPAs reported proximity as a major reason for a site being
discounted. Instead, interviews highlighted that LPAs felt more comfortable
assessing accessibility alongside other criteria. Most often, this was done
in the Sustainability Appraisal.
“Accessibility is … a very good yardstick. But then, you need to bring
in the other factors to get that sort of main measure … It’s not the only
measure.” Officer from rural LPA
Even for those who do consider proximity and have policy and an
evidence base to support this decision, there is a reluctance to exclude
sites solely based on proximity, and we identified several barriers to doing
so.
As well as a lack of robust planning guidance or regulation, a lack of
deliverable sites within walking distance, and the prioritisation of other
suitability criteria were considered to be of particular importance (Table 3).
Table 3: Barriers to using proximity to shops and other services in
site allocation
To what extent do you feel that the following are barriers to
using accessibility/walkability of facilities as a more important
criteria within the site allocation process? (tick all that apply)

Research findings
Walkable neighbourhoods

Total
‘important’
& ‘very
important’

Lack of robust planning guidance or regulation

64%

Lack of deliverable sites in areas within walking distance of
services

61%

Greater priority of other suitability criteria

60%

Lack of datasets/GIS resource to determine accessibility/
walkability

54%

Existing local planning policy doesn’t include robust
evidence of the need for walkability

49%

Quality vs quantity - prioritising the number of houses over
the impact of health

48%

Political priorities and buy-in from local politicians

43%

Lack of capacity within the planning team

42%

Lack of coordination with the team responsible for the Local
Transport Plan

36%

Planning inspectors do not support walkability as a key
suitability criterion

33%
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Amongst the 20% who rarely reject sites that are considered available,
the pressure of housing delivery was cited as the second most important
factor in not discounting sites based on proximity. Interviews also
suggested that the pressure of housing delivery limits the ability for
proactive spatial planning.
“… we really don’t have much say in how much land or what our
housing targets need to be for the next Local Plan. So we’ve just got
to … ‘find the best fit for all these new houses.’” Officer in rural LPA
“We were a bit careful not to just say, ‘Oh, it’s not accessible to
these 10 facilities, that’s it, we’re not going to allocate it in the plan.’
Particularly because we’re aware of…the level development pressure
that we had. We felt like it wouldn’t stand up too well in examination, if
that was the only reason for refusal.” Officer in suburban LPA
In relation to prioritising other suitability criteria, interviewees explained
that proximity is not given as much priority as flood risk, for example, due
to the latter being an exclusionary criterion supported by a sequential test
and methodology set out in the NPPF.

A lack of national standards is a major barrier to using
proximity as a more significant reason to discount sites
‘Lack of robust planning guidance or regulation’ was rated as an important
or very important barrier to using walkability of facilities within site
allocation by 64% of all survey respondents – the top-rated barrier.
Furthermore, six of seven interviewees mentioned the lack of national
standards or guidance as a barrier as they worried decisions would
not stand up to scrutiny if the exclusionary criteria were not explicitly
mentioned in national guidance.
“Without an obviously clear … steer from … Practice Guidance …
you have to try and convince the Inspector that this is the correct
methodology” Officer in suburban LPA
“You could put moveability and distances into the Plan as well. But
then people would say, ‘well, it’s nowhere mentioned in national
planning guidance’.” Officer in rural LPA
One LPA, for example, uses accessibility scores as part of both its
Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment and the Sustainability
Appraisal but won’t use accessibility as the sole reason for discounting a
site without the backing of national standards laid out in guidance.

Research findings
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This suggests that the introduction of national guidance on proximity and
walkability would be a vital tool in ensuring that these issues are given
proper consideration during site allocation.
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Recommendations
The findings of this research clearly show that, despite UK Government
recognition of the role of increasing walking journeys (and reducing car
journeys) in tackling the climate emergency and supporting levelling up,
walkable distances are not yet reflected consistently in local decisions
about the location of new housing developments.
Where proximity to services is reflected in planning decisions for the
location of new developments, it is done inconsistently and often without
regard for the evidence on the distances that most people are willing to
walk or wheel to reach services.
This section includes several recommendations for both national and
local government. In the absence of consistent national guidance and
resources on site allocation and proximity, some recommendations ask
local government to “go further” than current national policy requires.
Accordingly, we are also asking national government to provide the policy
context and support that will make this easier for local government.

For UK Government
1. There should be a new strategic policy in the National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF) for the delivery of high quality and
inclusive walking and wheeling environments including streets
and other routes, with a particular focus on proximity to local
services and facilities.

Recommendations
Walkable neighbourhoods

•

The NPPF should set out a new strategic policy for
the delivery of high quality walking and wheeling
environments including streets and other routes.

•

Walkable proximity to local services and facilities should inform
the site allocation process. Great weight should be given to
the issue of proximity to services and facilities, which should
be fully taken into account in the final decision making.

•

Planning Practice Guidance should be developed to clearly
define walkable proximity to existing and new services and
facilities for new developments, better aligning with the National
Design Guidance. Within this Planning Practice Guidance there
should be a single and objective measure of accessibility.

•

Local Plans must identify what provision for high quality
walking and wheeling infrastructure will be needed to
support new development over the plan period.

•

Planning policies and decisions must also identify, safeguard
and deliver high quality walking and wheeling networks,
drawing on Local Cycling and Walking Infrastructure Plans
(LCWIPs) or equivalent spatial pedestrian network planning.
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•

All new development must add to and/or connect with
these high quality walking and wheeling networks.

•

Major new development must deliver high quality walking
and wheeling environments on streets and other routes.

2. Create a digital tool which supports LPAs to measure proximity
to services and more effectively and consistently incorporates
proximity as a determining factor in site allocation
•

The tool should be similar to the National Audit Office’s Accessibility
Tool, which examines transport accessibility to key local services
in England, but should incorporate Ordnance Survey Points
of Interest data and road network information, to provide an
overview of Access to Opportunities and Services (ATOS) and
public transport accessibility level (PTAL) across England.

•

This tool could provide a consistent resource that is
currently beyond what many LPAs have access to.

Recommendations
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For local government
1. Local planning authorities should agree a spatial vision, using
mapping to clearly show stakeholders the locations with best
accessibility
•

To have developments in the right locations we need more
proactive and integrated spatial planning. As emphasised in
‘Better planning, better transport, better places’, “The process of
selecting sites for development should not be driven by developers
or land owners; it should be driven by the local authority.
However, the process should be informed by developers.”27

•

Currently, there isn’t a comprehensive, consistent
approach being taken by LPAs.

•

LPAs should set out a spatial vision that includes
accessibility as a core criterion. As part of the development
of this vision, accessibility mapping should be used to
clearly show the most sustainable locations. This can be
through infrastructure mapping such as ATOS or PTAL, or
PedShed or catchment mapping around key services.28

2. Local planning authorities should develop policies and/or
Supplementary Planning Documents that set accessibility
standards based on 800m walking and wheeling distances to most
key services, and 400m to bus stops
•

Recommendations
Walkable neighbourhoods

The suitability of sites can be assessed against an adopted
development plan or emerging plan, according to current
Planning Practice Guidance.29 However, for that to happen,
there must be clear policies around walkable developments.
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3. Local planning authorities should develop accessibility
background analysis to reinforce the importance of walkable
distances
•

A background paper provides the evidence and precedent for
the accessibility standards, highlighting precedent in planning
policies elsewhere, and allaying fears of elected members.
This can support planning policy, methodology for the site
allocation, and Supplementary Planning Documents.

•

In the absence of set standards of distances from
the UK Government, background papers would set
out a robust evidence base for the planning policy
and site allocation decisions made by LPAs.

Examples from
practice

References

The social objective of the current NPPF emphasises the
need to provide accessible services and to support healthy
communities. Local planning policy can define this further,
setting out standards for walking and wheeling distances
to key services, as well as distances from specialist
housing. If walkability standards are set for development
management, they should extend to site allocation as well.

4. Local planning authorities should measure proximity to services
for all sites, whether or not they are within a settlement boundary
•

Settlement boundaries are not necessarily based around walkable
distances to services. In many places, as settlements have
grown out over recent decades, there may be several miles to
get from the boundary to a supermarket or the town centre.

•

By applying walkable distances across all sites, it can
help to reinforce a brownfield-first policy by showing
sites that score highly on access to services, as well
as to highlight gaps in provision of facilities.

5. Local planning authorities should include proximity to services
as a criterion within their Sustainability Appraisal to discount
unsuitable sites that may have made it through the Strategic
Housing Land Availability Assessment process
•

Recommendations
Walkable neighbourhoods

Proximity to different key services can be included in the Strategic
Housing Land Availability Assessment as part of the suitability
assessment. Suitability includes whether the site is aligned with
emerging Local Plan policy. In addition, proximity can also be
included as part of several Sustainability Objectives in the appraisal
of sites. Interviews for this research highlighted the role of the
Sustainability Appraisal in providing a finer sift to discount sites after
the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment was completed.
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The scoring used within a Sustainability Appraisal should
be considered carefully, starting with 800m as a maximum
acceptable distance, and then determining whether a different
threshold or a range is more appropriate. There is also a risk
of double counting between multiple sustainability objectives.
This can be a useful way to add weighting to particularly
important criteria, but should be done in a considered way.
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Birmingham City Council: walkable distances in
the Local Plan

Research findings

The Birmingham Development Plan (2017) includes a number of policies
that call for access to services, as well as including walkable distances in
the Sustainability Appraisal of their site allocations.

approach
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Within the development management policies, Policy TP45 Accessibility
Standards for New Development clearly sets out walking accessibility
standards for new developments of 10 dwellings or more based on a
walking time of 3mph, and requires footpaths and roads that can be easily
crossed.
Destination:

Walking distance:

GP surgery

15 min (1200m) or 10 min (800m) if
retirement dwellings

Local shops with a good range of
food items

15 min (1200m)

Public transport frequency > every
30min to shops that provide a range
of items, including a good range of
food items

10 min (800m)

Residences that are not retirement dwellings, student accommodation or
single-person apartments should be within:
Primary school with sufficient
additional capacity

10 min (800m)

Secondary school catering for both
sexes with sufficient additional
capacity.

20 min (1600m)

By including walkable distances within the Local Development Plan, this
provides the policy rationale for additional standards and guidance on
walkability. Although in this instance several distances used are higher
than the research suggests a majority of people will walk to the various
destinations, it is particularly positive to note that shorter distances are
used for retirement housing, highlighting that ‘accessibility’ is not a blanket
term.

Examples from practice
Walkable neighbourhoods
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Braintree District Council: including walkable
distance thresholds in Sustainability Appraisals
The Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental Assessment
(2013) provides a good example of the use of walkable distances as
criteria within a range of sustainability objectives. The table below sets out
the criteria, the distances included, as well as the relevant sustainability
objective.
Sustainability Objective

Criteria

Distance

Improve the health of
the District’s residents
and mitigate/reduce
potential health
inequalities

Distance to nearest
NHS GP surgery or
hospital.

- < 800m

Improve the health of
the District’s residents
and mitigate/reduce
potential health
inequalities

Distances to publicly
accessible natural
greenspace (ANG),
including country park,
woodland, grassland,
river or canal bank, as
per Natural England
ANG Standards
(ANGSt)

- None or one ANGst
criteria met
+ Three or more ANGSt
criteria met

Promote the vitality and
viability of all service
centres throughout the
District

Distance to primary
shopping area or Local
Centre boundary

- > 800m for sites
within or adjacent to
Main Towns, > 8km for
allocations elsewhere
+ <= 800m, <= 8km

Achieve sustainable
levels of prosperity and
economic growth

Distance from existing
employment area

- > 800m
+ <= 800m

Promote more
sustainable transport
choices and uptake

Distance to public
transport

- > 400m bus AND >
800m train
+ <= 400m bus or <=
800m train
++ Provision of a new
bus stop or public
transport hub

+ > 800m

<= 300m from ANG 2+
ha
<= 2km from ANG 20+
ha
<= 5km from ANG 100+
ha
<= 10km from ANG
500+ ha
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Sustainability Objective

Criteria

Distance

Promote accessibility
and ensure the
necessary transport
infrastructure to support
new development

Allocation to settlement
with a good level of
services.

+ village with services
++ Main Towns

Promote accessibility
and ensure the
necessary transport
infrastructure to support
new development

- > 400m bus AND >
800m train
+ <= 400m bus OR <=
800m train ‘infrequent’
++ <= 400m bus OR
<= 800m train ‘frequent’

Improve the education
and skills of the
population

Distance to a primary
school.

- > 800m
+ <= 800m, > 400m
++ <400m

Improve the education
and skills of the
population

Distance to a secondary
school.

- >4.8km
+ <= 4.8km, > 2.4km
++ <= 2.4km

The use of the Sustainability Appraisal as a ‘finer sift’ is used by many
LPAs. Depending on how the Sustainability Appraisal is used, spreading
walkable distances to destinations across different objectives could
weight proximity more heavily, although the methodology for using the
Sustainability Appraisal results are not included in the Braintree example.
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Walkable neighbourhoods
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Fareham Borough Council: setting out the
rationale for walkable distances
Fareham Borough Council developed a Background Paper: Accessibility
Study (2018) to set out the accessibility standards used in the
Sustainability Appraisal within the site allocation process. The paper also
sets out the evidence base used to inform the accessibility standards,
including guidance by CIHT, DfT, WYG analysis published by the RTPI,
as well as planning precedent from The London Plan and Eastbourne
Borough Council.
Facilities and Associated Accessibility Standard30
Accessibility

Approximate

Standard in

Walking Time

Metres (m)

(minutes)

GP surgeries

1,200m

15

Bus stops

400m

5

Train station

1,600m

20

Community and leisure

800m

10

Secondary schools

1,600m

20

Primary schools

1,200m

15

Newsagents/convenience store

800m

10

Town/district centres/parades

1,600m

20

Designated employment areas

1,600m

20

Accessible green spaces (unrestricted
and not including greenways or incidental
spaces) or play space

800m

10

Facilities

The use of a background paper sets out the evidence behind both policy
and the site allocation methodology. It should be noted that several of
the distances used by Fareham Borough are higher than the research
suggests a majority of people will walk to the various destinations. This
is likely due to a reliance on the 85th percentile used in the WYG report
‘How far will people walk?’ as opposed to the 50th percentile as found in
Wakenshaw’s full analysis.
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North Lincolnshire Council: walking distances
in suitability assessments
The North Lincolnshire Housing and Employment Land Allocations
Development Plan Document (2016) includes walkable accessibility
criteria used to identify sites early in the site allocation process. The
council used Accession modelling software to ensure that the road and
path network was used for distances. This was used alongside the
Sustainability Appraisal to choose between sites or rank sites.
“Each site will be accessed according to the criteria set out below
and given either a positive or negative score. Where a site attains
5 or more positives (always including a positive score for proximity
to key bus/ rail network) it is concluded that any future development
of this site would be easily accessible to services and the wider
population by public transport. If the site scores five or more negatives
the reverse is true and the future development of the site would be
considered unsuitable in accessibility terms.”
Including set accessibility criteria within the site allocation process sets
out a clear methodology that developers and other stakeholders can use
to inform their decisions. Also positive is North Lincolnshire’s use of both
a threshold distance, and distance calculated using the road and path
network.

Sefton Council: Using a Sustainable Travel SPD
The Sefton Sustainable Travel Supplementary Planning Document (2018)
includes an accessibility checklist and scoring process for developments
around walking, cycling and public transport, as well as criteria around site
layout that supports walking and cycling. It should be noted, however, that
this only includes walkable distances to bus stops (<200m), train stations
(<400m) and district or local centres (<800m).
The use of a Supplementary Planning Document can add important
additional detail and standards for achieving policy outcomes. However,
although the Sefton SPD aligns well with policy in the Local Plan, it only
partially matches the distances and destinations in the site allocation
methodology. Ideally this should be standardised so that both planning
officers and stakeholders can see a consistent application of distances
from sites through to planning approval of developments.
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Walkable neighbourhoods

27

Jump to:
Executive summary
Introduction
Research aims and
approach

Research findings
Recommendations

References
1

Transport for Quality of Life, 2021, The last chance saloon: we need to cut car
mileage by at least 20%

2

Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2019, UK Greenhouse
Gas Emissions, Final Figures

3

Sustrans, 2016, Transport Poverty in Scotland

4

Wheeling encompasses the use of a wheelchair or mobility scooter.

5

Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities, 2021, National Planning
Policy Framework

6

Wakenshaw, 2015, The Extent to which Walking Guidelines are Supported by
Empirical Data - A Study Based on Revealed Behaviour Edinburgh, Edinburgh
Napier University.

7

Barton. H, Horswell. M, and Millar. P, 2012, Neighbourhood Accessibility and Active
Travel, Planning Practice and Research, 27 (2), pp.177–201

8

The Town and Country Planning Association, 2021, 20-Minute Neighbourhoods

9

Department for Transport, 2018, Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy: Safety
Review

10

eunomia, 2017, Air Quality Benefits of Active Travel

11

Sustrans, 2019, Bike Life

12

Transport for London, Walking and Cycling: The Economic Benefits

13

Transport for New Homes, 2022, Building Car Dependency

14

The Royal Town Planning Institute, 2021, Location of Development

15

Carmona. M. et al., 2020, A Housing Design Audit for England

16

Transport for New Homes, 2018, Transport for New Homes: Project summary and
recommendations

17

Chartered Institution of Highways & Transportation, 2019, Better Planning, Better
Transport, Better Places

18

Department for Transport, 2019, National Travel Survey: England 2018

19

Department for Transport, 2007, Manual for Streets

20

Sport England, 2015, Active Design: Planning for health and wellbeing through sport
and physical activity

21

Chartered Institute of Highways and Transportation, 2015, Planning for Walking

22

Local Government Association, 2020, Decarbonising transport - The role of land
use, localisation and accessibility

23

Chartered Institution of Highways & Transportation, 2015, Planning for Walking

24

Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities, 2021, National Design
Guide

25

Local Government Association, 2022, Sustainability appraisal

26

Chartered Institute of Highways and Transportation, 2018, Buses in Urban
Developments

Examples from
practice

References

Examples from practice
Walkable neighbourhoods

28

Jump to:
Executive summary
Introduction
Research aims and
approach

27

Chartered Institution of Highways & Transportation, 2019, Better Planning, Better
Transport, Better Places

28

International Transport Forum, 2019, Improving Transport Planning and Investment
Through the Use of Accessibility Indicators

29

Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities, 2022, Planning Practice
Guidance

30

Background Paper: Accessibility Study, 2018, Fareham Borough Council

Research findings
Recommendations
Examples from
practice

References

Examples from practice
Walkable neighbourhoods

29

