Mr S Brown 

Development Plans Manager 

Suffolk Coastal District Council

Melton Hill

Woodbridge 

Suffolk IP12 1AU

24th June 2004 

Dear Mr Brown 

Suffolk Coastal Local Plan Second Alteration - Affordable Housing  

Thank you for giving the HBF opportunity to comment on the above mentioned document relating to affordable housing provision. 

Before I set out the HBF’s comments I would be grateful if you could check your Council’s database of people to contact on planning policy matters, in order to ensure that all HBF correspondence is  sent directly to myself at my home address: White Gables, 34 Church Road, Brightlingsea, Colchester CO7 0JF and note my phone number: 07802 857099. I can be contacted by e-mail at paul.cronk@hbf.co.uk. 

I look forward to the acknowledgment of these comments in due course. 

Yours sincerely

Paul Cronk

Regional Planner (Eastern Region)

Policy AP37A,                                                                                         Object

Policy AP38A,

& Paragraphs: 2 - 23                                                                

Circular 6/98

Government policy on the provision of affordable housing through the planning system is set out in Circular 6/98. This Circular makes it clear that affordable housing should only be sought (not required, as stated in paragraph 15) through local plans by negotiation on suitable sites and where there is evidence of local need. It defines what constitutes suitable sites and specifies that definitions of affordable housing must be tenure neutral and must encompass both low-cost market and subsidised housing. 

The Need for Affordable Housing
The need for affordable housing should be based on a clear understanding of the area throughout the duration of the Plan. The need should be based on assessments used to derive the authorities housing strategy. (Housing Needs Survey).

It is implied that the planning system (via developer planning obligations) is both responsible and capable of addressing much of the Authority’s housing needs. The Government has made it quite clear that the development industry can only be expected to deliver a limited amount of affordable housing provision. It certainly does not see it as being the only source. 

There is an absence of detail of the size and types of local households in the area and the best types of housing suited to meet those needs.

Assessments of affordable housing provision should be robust, making clear assumptions and definitions used. It is important that double counting of those in need does not occur and full account is taken of existing affordable housing provisions. Thorough assessments should consider the following issues;

· Local market house prices and rent,

· Local incomes,

· The supply and suitability of existing affordable houses,

· The size and type of local households; and

· The best types of housing suited to meeting these local needs.

The Council is seeking to amend its Adopted Local Plan policies in order to attempt to increase affordable housing provision. The justification given for the proposed Alterations is a housing needs survey commissioned in 1999 (paragraph 1 refers). This predicted need over the period 2000 to 2005. However, by the time the Plan alterations are adopted, this period will have almost entirely expired. Government guidance requires affordable housing policies in Local Plans to be based upon up-to-date needs assessments. Suffolk Coastal Council has failed to adhere to this.

It is not evident whether sufficient regard has been given to whether peoples housing needs could be suitably addressed by other means, or whether issues of affordability have taken account of the full range of options pursuable, or whether the results are fully comprehensive. Given that the findings are far from up to date, their relevance is very strongly questioned. 

Definition of Affordable Housing

Paragraph 4 refers to an additional target of 450 unsubsidised low cost market dwellings having been identified in its housing needs survey. However, the policies and their supporting text do not provide sufficient clarity in terms of what applicants for planning permission would be expected to provide. It is specified that more smaller-sized units are needed. Nevertheless, it is not evident whether dwellings of a certain number of bedrooms or floorspace will be considered to represent affordable housing. 

Rented and shared equity / ownership are specified as the other components of affordable housing provision in paragraph 8. The Council is perhaps failing to follow the flexible approach to affordable housing provision promoted in the latest Government guidance, which is keen to promote new delivery mechanisms and the avoidance of specific types of tenure provision. Similarly, references in paragraph 9 to RSL’s (and also in the final paragraph of policy AP37A) and housing associations as the controllers of social housing are also inappropriate.

Site Size Threshold / Negotiation 

The pressure on Councils to provide an increase in affordable housing is clear, more and more often Councils are seeking to adopt lower thresholds and increase the proportion of which is to be sought for the provision of affordable housing. Circular 6/98 clearly states the criteria, which should be followed when applying thresholds.

a)    site size, suitability and the economics of provision:

b)   it will be inappropriate to seek any affordable housing on some sites. In practice the policy should only be applied to suitable sites, namely;

· housing developments of 25 or more dwellings or residential sites of 1 hectare or more, irrespective of the number of dwellings;

· in inner London, housing developments of 15 or more dwellings, or residential sites of 0.5 hectare or more, irrespective of the number of dwellings ; and

· in settlements in rural areas with a population of 3,000 or fewer, the local planning authority should adopt appropriate thresholds

The adoption of lower thresholds may only be granted when the Council can demonstrate exceptional local constraints, not as in many cases is argued the level of housing requirement. Where this can be demonstrated they should not advert thresholds below the level of (b) above. 

Considerations to take into account include;

· The number and types of households who are need of affordable housing and the different types of affordable housing best suited to meeting their needs,

· The size and amount of suitable sites that are likely to be available for affordable housing, and

· The supply and suitability of existing affordable housing; and the relationship between the objectives of the Housing Authority’s strategy and programmes, in respect of provision for those in need, and the objectives of affordable housing policies in the plan.

Targets of Provision

Circular 6/98 allows authorities to set targets in local plans for the number of affordable homes to be provided throughout the Plan area and to set indicative targets for specific suitable sites. However, the former can only be expressed as a number not as a proportion of all housing. The latter can be a proportion of the number of units developed on the site. This is because Government is keen to ensure that the provision of affordable housing is needs based and those needs vary from settlement to settlement and site to site. Such a general target as this cannot possibly reflect local needs or site-specific considerations.
Whilst it is acceptable, therefore, for the Plan to contain an indicative target number of homes it wishes to see provided in order to meet identified needs, it is not appropriate or acceptable to set a general borough wide target percentage for affordable housing / key worker housing provision, as such a general target cannot be based on, nor reflect, local needs or site specific considerations.  

Negotiation

Circular 6/98 makes it clear that affordable housing cannot be required as a matter of course from all sites. However, policy AP38A in the Local Plan Alterations makes it clear that one-third affordable housing provision will be sought on all sites of 3 dwellings or above in villages, or 6 dwellings or above in towns.

Whether or not provision is likely to be appropriate should depend on identified housing needs and the site-specific considerations of the development proposed. Such provisions should be sought through negotiation taking account of the factors described in Circular 6/98 (paragraph 10) which the HBF would point out is still very much in force and remains highly relevant:

10. In preparing plan policies for affordable housing, and in assessing the suitability of sites to be identified in the plan and any sites that may come forward not allocated in the plan, the following criteria should be taken into account:

i) site size, suitability and the economics of provision (my emphasis):

· it will be inappropriate to seek any affordable housing on some sites. In practice the policy should only be applied to suitable sites, namely: 

a. housing developments of 25 or more dwellings or residential sites of 1 hectare or more, irrespective of the number of dwellings… (my emphasis).
           PPG3 Housing – Influencing the Size, Type and Affordability of Housing 

(July 2003):

This recent government document containing draft changes to the PPG also makes a number of important points:

Assessing housing needs

4. As well as the affordability of housing, assessments should address the housing required by current and anticipated households, including those of specific groups such as key workers, disabled or elderly people, and for particular types and sizes of accommodation. They should consider not only requirements for new housing but ways in which the existing stock might be better utilised (my emphasis).

Planning for affordable housing

6.  Local planning authorities should include in local plans policies to deliver affordable housing and in doing so define what is affordable housing. Affordable housing should be defined in terms of the relationship between local income levels and house prices or rents for different types and sizes of housing, and in terms of housing for identified groups such as key workers, and be based on an up-to-date assessment of housing needs. Affordable housing should not normally be defined by reference to tenure, but only where this would address an identified housing need that otherwise would not be met by other types of affordable housing (my emphasis).
7. Local planning authorities should include in local plans an assessment of the full range of affordable housing needed in their communities. They should set targets for affordable housing that are achievable and consistent with the delivery of planned future levels of housing provision (my emphasis). In developing these targets, local planning authorities should pay proper attention to the planning for housing policies set out in RPG, including any sub-regional element.

8.  Local planning authorities should set out in their local plans the steps to be taken to meet their targets for affordable housing by:

· identifying sites on which affordable housing will be expected as part of residential or mixed-use development, taking account of rural as well as urban needs; and

· indicating the amount of affordable housing to be sought from residential or mixed-use developments as a proportion of the overall dwelling provision on a site.

9. The affordable housing provision sought should not make development unviable. Local planning authorities should work with developers to ensure planning objectives reflect the development potential of sites. This means:

· having regard to the costs of bringing sites to the market, including the implications of competing land uses;

· making realistic assumptions on levels of public subsidy available for affordable housing;

· taking into account the need for proposed development to be attractive to the lenders of private finance; and

· in line with paragraph 6, avoiding prescription of tenure (my emphasis). 
· Affordable housing should not normally be sought on sites of less than 0.5 hectares or developments of less than 15 dwellings (my emphasis). 
10.  Where affordable housing is to be sought on smaller sites this should be justified by local planning authorities in their local plan having regard to:

the size and type of sites likely to come forward for development derived from an urban housing capacity study, or other assessment;

           the contribution to be made from smaller sites to meeting the target  for affordable housing provision.

      11.In particular, plans should demonstrate that seeking affordable housing on smaller sites than set out in paragraph 10 would:

· result in increased supply of affordable housing;

· have no adverse effect on the overall supply and pace of housing development to meet a community's needs (my emphasis). 
The new Government guidance reinforces the importance of the issue of the viability of potential developments. This is a matter that Local Authorities will increasingly have to give more weight to.  

Policy AP38A

The proposed policy seeks an affordable housing provision threshold of 3 units in villages, and 6 units in settlements classed as towns. These thresholds are contrary to national planning guidance. Furthermore, such provision is likely to be unviable in terms of the management of affordable housing units, which would be scattered in ones and two’s over a wide area. The policy would also result a significant increase in administrative burden for the Local Authority as far more S.106 Agreements would be necessary. The result would likely to be increased delays for applicants awaiting the determination of planning applications. 

SPG

Paragraph 10 refers to the fact that proposals will also be considered against the Council’s adopted Supplementary Planning Guidance. Any significant policy requirements should be clearly set out in the Local Plan (not delegated to the SPG). Furthermore, SPG can only be supplementary to adopted policies. Under the new Planning and Compensation Act SPD’s will only be able to be prepared in accordance with an adopted Core Strategy.
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