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10th December 2004

Dear Sir or Madam 

HARBOROUGH AFFORDABLE HOUSING SPD – SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL SCOPING REPORT 

Please find comments attached on behalf of the HBF in respect of the above mentioned document.

Before I set out the HBF’s comments I would be grateful if you amend your Council’s database of people to contact on planning policy and housing matters, in order to ensure that any future correspondence to the HBF is sent direct to myself at my home address (rather than to the HBF Office in Birmingham): Mr P Cronk, House Builders Federation, 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. 

Specific Comments Concerning the Document’s Content:

Further to the content of the draft SPD Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report, the HBF wishes to make the following brief comments:

1. Requirements of other plans and programmes - local
The HBF would point out that the actual purpose of the Council’s Draft Housing Needs Study is to identify different types and levels of housing need. However, it is neither realistic nor appropriate to expect all housing needs to be capable of being addressed by developer contributions. It is only one of a number of potential sources of supply.

Furthermore, affordable housing will only be one of many other planning gain requirements being sought. In setting its affordable housing policies, the Council may wish to consider how this will compare with other competing demands, in terms of priority or importance.

The public are likely to be supportive of an affordable housing target that is suggested as being capable of delivering much higher levels of affordable housing. However, in the HBF’s experience there is very little evidence of Local Authorities succeeding in delivering significantly higher rates of affordable housing on the back of very high affordable housing percentage requirements and/or very low site size thresholds. It would be, therefore, very misleading to suggest that such numbers could be realistically achievable. 

The Council fails in the Scoping Report to mention the issue of ‘viability’. This is obviously a crucial issue. The HBF would once again reiterate the point that affordable housing is but one planning gain requirement amongst many others, on what is increasingly becoming an ever-lengthening wish list. Therefore, to expect very high levels of affordability housing to be delivered on top of these other requirements is often totally unrealistic. With brownfield sites there are frequently associated high clean up and site clearance costs, whereas Greenfield sites are often dependent upon major infrastructure provision, and all the costs that go with it.

Therefore, to seek a minimum of 30% affordable housing provision on any site, regardless of site circumstances and financial viability will be unachievable, and is also contrary to national planning policy. Similarly, any requirement sought also has to consider the likely availability (or not) of public grant funding towards such provision. This will obviously have a significant impact on overall viability. 

The problem if the Council were also to seek lower site size thresholds is that it often makes smaller sites unviable. It can be expensive and burdensome for smaller developers. It can also be difficult to manage on a very small and dispersed scale (for RSL’s e.t.c.). It can also create a lot of work for the council in terms of agreeing many more S.106 Agreements. This will also of course add to delays in the time it takes to deliver smaller housing sites. The additional delays and costs are likely to deter many landowners and developers from bringing sites forward. Thus affecting the delivery of the overall housing requirement.       

The HBF does not accept that high affordable housing percentage requirements, in reality, actually deliver more housing. It considers that schemes will either not go ahead, or only proceed without any or very little affordable housing provision if high affordable housing provision demands are made.

The Council fails in the Scoping Report to consider the possible consequences and impacts of a high affordable housing requirement on the future land supply, and what the implications might be if it fails to deliver its overall housing supply requirement. 

4. The SA Framework 

The above comments are equally relevant here, in addition the HBF would also add:

Reference is made to the need to ‘provide appropriate mix on each site as per identified need in Housing Needs Study’. It is not entirely clear what this precisely means. The HBF would be opposed to any measure, which sought to apply blanket percentages for different types of provision across any site in the district. Any scheme should take proper account of the findings in the Housing Needs Study as they relate to any particular area. However, the Council has failed to make any connection at all to the precise nature, make up and scale of the wider development scheme. Clearly, not all types of sites will always be physically appropriate for all types of affordable housing provision (from the point of occupiers, RSL’s or developers).

In terms of lifetime Homes, the HBF would refer you to the recently published City of Nottingham Local Plan Inquiry Inspector’s Report:

EXTRACT FROM NOTTINGHAM LOCAL PLAN INQUIRY INSPECTOR’S REPORT

(NB – the paragraph numbers are different from those in the actual Inspector’s report)

Whether there should be an additional policy for Lifetime Homes.
3.1.1 This matter is dealt with under policy H3.

3.1.2 As I conclude at paragraph 9.4.5 it seems to me that whilst Lifetime Homes would benefit a large sector of the community, in the absence of any legislative requirement, it would not be reasonable to require higher standards of design in Nottingham City than is generally required elsewhere in the country. Moreover, for a variety of reasons a number of sites would not be suitable or “appropriate” for persons with long term disability or long term limiting illness.

Furthermore, dwelling access arrangements are a Building Regulations matter, paragraph 3.5 of PPG12 states that local plans should not duplicate the provisions of other legislative regimes. 

5. Testing the SPD objectives against the SA framework

A SPD objective is specified as being to ‘provide the policy framework for the provision of affordable housing’. The HBF considers that this is a matter that this is something that an Adopted Local Plan or DPD must do. Instead the objective should be to ‘provide the framework for the implementation of the provision of affordable housing’. 

7. Structure and level of detail of the SA Report
No, the HBF does not consider that the scope of the Sustainability Appraisal is adequate for the reasons given above.

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

Yours sincerely

Paul Cronk

Regional Planner (Eastern & East Midlands Regions)

House Builders Federation
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