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GOSPORT BOROUGH LOCAL PLAN REVIEW

LOCAL PLAN INQUIRY

AFFORDABLE HOUSING – POLICY R/H5
WRITTEN REPRESENTATION SUBMITTED ON BEHALF OF THE 

HOUSE BUILDERS FEDERATION

1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1 The House Builders Federation (HBF) is the voice of the house building industry in England and Wales.  The industry is highly diverse and HBF’s members range from large, multi-national companies through medium-sized regional builders to small locally-based businesses. Together they build approximately 80% of new homes in England and Wales each year.

1.2 This written representation is submitted on behalf of the House Builders Federation by Peter Errington BSc (Hons), Dip TP, MRTPI, who is HBF’s Regional Planner for the Southern Region.  

1.3 
It is HBF’s view that the council’s approach towards the provision of affordable housing in new residential developments is contrary to the very clear guidance set out in Government Circular 6/98 on Affordable Housing; guidance which is re-affirmed in PPG3 and which is not substantially altered in draft changes to PPG3. In order to comply with adopted Government policy the local plan policy R/H5 should not seek to apply arbitrary district wide target percentages for affordable housing provision as this is contrary to the provisions of Circular 6/98. It should also increase the site size thresholds to bring them back into line with those in Circular 6/98 as the council has not demonstrated exceptional local circumstances to justify adopting significantly lower thresholds. 

2.
CIRCULAR 6/98 ON AFFORDABLE HOUSING


Introduction

2.1
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) through local plans by negotiation on suitable sites and where there is up to date 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 Circular sets site size thresholds which are a proxy for site suitability and economics of provision. The general threshold is 25 dwellings or sites of 1 hectare or more in area. Only in exceptional circumstances should a threshold lower than 25 dwellings be used and this should not be lower than 15 dwellings except in rural areas with populations of 3,000 or fewer. 

2.2 Footnote 9 to the Circular explains what might constitute exceptional circumstances. These include more than just housing need but also the type, size, supply and suitability of existing market and affordable housing, the relationship between the council’s housing strategy and programmes and the objectives of the policies and proposals in the local plan. These matters are also referred to at paragraph 6 of the Circular.

2.3
It is HBF’s view that the council’s approach to the provision of affordable housing in the local plan focuses primarily on needs and pays insufficient regard to these other important elements of Circular 6/98. This is unacceptable. 


Site Size Thresholds

2.4 In terms of the site size thresholds proposed HBF is concerned that the council has not adequately justified why it is seeking affordable housing provision from sites which are substantially below the Circular 6/98 threshold. The only exceptional circumstances it demonstrates as justification for this departure from Circular 6/98 are the levels of need identified in the council’s housing needs surveys. In HBF’s view this is not sufficient to justify such a lowering of the thresholds as it does not address the other important aspects of Footnote 9 of Circular 6/98.  

2.5 Indeed, Circular 6/98 states that it may be desirable for development on a substantial scale to incorporate a reasonable mix and balance of house types to cater for a range of housing needs. The Circular goes on to reiterate that the justification for such an approach is to ensure the creation of balanced and mixed communities and to ensure that affordable housing is only provided on sites large enough to accommodate a reasonable mix of types and sizes of housing.

2.6 In HBF’s view developments of 15 dwellings cannot be considered development on a substantial scale. Particularly in view of the scale of development committed and being allocated in this plan elsewhere in the borough. Nor can it seriously be suggested that a reasonable mix of types and size of dwellings can be attained on such small developments. 

Exceptional Need

2.7 In terms of justifying what is proposed the council relies largely upon the results of its housing needs surveys carried out over the past few years. The council’s case, therefore, focuses largely on housing need and pays little if any regard to the other factors referred to in Circular 6/98. This is not sufficient justification for going below the thresholds set out in Circular 6/98. 

2.8
It is also interesting to note that, in the Inspector’s report into the Watford District Local Plan where the council was similarly seeking to apply lower thresholds than those contained in Circular 6/98 the Inspector concluded the following at paragraph 5.18.22 of his report dated February 2003:


"Footnote 9 of Circular 6/98 requires that the constraints that would justify an exception to this Policy are clearly demonstrated. The Council has demonstrated a high level of need and I note that there are housing land supply issues. However, whilst these conditions present difficulties in meeting affordable housing need they are not truly exceptional in the regional context of similar areas close to London. To allow an exception to the Circular, the authority must demonstrate local conditions that present them with similar difficulties to authorities located in Inner London. 

In my view this has not been done and I therefore consider that the thresholds should be revised to 25 dwellings or more or 1 hectare or more in line with Government guidance." 

2.9 
It is HBF’s view that the situation described in respect of Watford also applies to Gosport in that, while there may well be a need for affordable housing in the district, this need is not exceptional and is certainly nowhere near as serious as the level of need experienced in Inner London where this exception to 6/98 standard site size thresholds applies. 

2.10 It is also interesting, in considering whether the level of need in Gosport is, or is not, exceptional, to consider the district’s position in the context of research published on housing affordability by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in a report entitled “Can Work, Can’t Buy” on housing affordability measures across districts in the whole country. 

2.11 This research sought to calculate a house price to income ratio for every local authority in the country. Thus it provides information with which to compare the relative situation in different districts, information which is sadly lacking in the vast majority of housing needs assessments which tend to consider each district in isolation. Thus it provides a context against which the exceptional nature of the circumstances pertaining in an individual district can be assessed. 

2.12 The study provides a list of the top 40 authorities with the highest ratio of house price to income. Gosport does not appear in that top 40, which could be taken as a proxy for exceptional need. This research adds further weight to the approach advocated in Circular 6/98 in allowing the lower threshold for London authorities. Thus those authorities with the highest house price to income ratios, are the London Authorities of Westminster (7.9), Camden (7.0), Islington (6.9), Kensington & Chelsea (6.2), and Hackney (5.8). The lowest ratio quoted in the top 40 table are 4 districts with ratios of 4.8.

2.13 Turning to the ratios for individual authorities in Hampshire, Gosport is quoted with a ratio of 3.91. Not only is this lower than these exceptional levels described above it is not even exceptional amongst authorities in Hampshire with East Hampshire (4.20), Havant (4.51) New Forest (4.72), Eastleigh (3.94) and Rushmoor (also 3.94) having higher ratios. 

2.14 Therefore it is our view that the council has not demonstrated exceptional circumstances to justify applying such draconian site size thresholds. The plan should revert to the 6/98 thresholds. 

2.15 There also has to be a question behind the council’s motives and justification for the policy approach being advocated. The council seems to imply in its topic paper that part of the reason for the threshold needing to be so low is the dearth of large development sites likely to be coming forward meaning that many sites would slip through the net in terms of providing affordable housing. Yet there is no proper analysis of this and no clear justification given for a threshold of 15 dwellings. Just because the type of sites coming forward is generally smaller than 25 dwellings (which is not itself necessarily the case given some of the large allocations in this plan), this  does not automatically imply a threshold of 15 dwellings is appropriate as opposed to one of 20, 18 or any other figure. The hint of a reasoning for the approach is there but it lacks proper justification. Given that the provision of affordable housing is such an onerous requirement on developers it must be properly justified and that justification must be able to withstand independent testing and close scrutiny. This does not.

2.16 Therefore, the council has not demonstrated sufficient levels of need to justify requiring affordable housing provision below the 6/98 25 dwelling threshold.  The plan must revert to the 6/98 thresholds.

District-wide Targets 

2.17 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. The latter may be expressed as a number or a percentage of units to be accommodated on the site. However, the former can only be expressed as a number. This is because Government is keen to ensure that the provision of affordable housing is needs based and takes into account site specific considerations and those needs and site characteristics vary from settlement to settlement and site to site.

2.18 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 district wide target percentage (or percentages) for affordable housing provision, as such a general target (or targets) cannot be based on, nor reflect, local needs. It also pays insufficient regard to the other non-need factors set out at paragraph 10 of the Circular.

2.19 The Government’s guide to good practice on carrying out local housing needs assessments recognises that it is often difficult to translate the evidence of housing need into policy judgements about precisely what provision to aim to achieve. Particularly where the policy judgement is not the same as the numbers suggested by the needs assessment. It advises that, where this situation arises, any policy judgements of this sort should be explicit and transparent, again, in order that they can withstand detailed scrutiny.

2.20 The Plan gives no inkling of how the 40% policy percentage was arrived at (as opposed to any other percentage figure). It appears to be purely based on information on need derived loosely from housing needs surveys. It is certainly not clear or transparent. It appears largely arbitrary and there can be no certainty that the council has gone through the necessary processes set out in Circular 6/98 to arrive at these policy judgements. 

Draft Changes to PPG3

2.21 In terms of emerging Government policy in draft revisions to PPG3 paragraph 9 of the draft PPG3 sets out a number of aspects which must be considered by local authorities in seeking to apply the new proposals. Namely:

· The costs of bringing sites to the market including the implications of competing land uses (which may not be bound by requirements to provide affordable housing)

· Making realistic assumptions about the availability of public subsidy for affordable housing provision

· Taking account of the need for developments to be attractive to lenders of private finance

2.22 Firstly it should be stated that these are draft changes and are subject to considerable objection not least from the development industry. Thus they have not yet been finalised and there is no indication from Government when it is likely to make any further pronouncements on this. There is no guarantee that they will be adopted in this present form. This was the conclusion of the Inspector who conducted the recent Portsmouth local plan inquiry (paragraph 2.33.13 of his report). Hence he afforded these draft changes to PPG3 only limited weight and recommended in favour of a 25 dwelling threshold. 

2.23
More importantly, however, even if these changes do finally become adopted Government policy, there is simply no evidence that the council has taken any of these matters into account in proposing the 40% target nor the site size thresholds of 15 dwellings. The onus is on the council, in seeking to propose thresholds below the 6/98 thresholds, to demonstrate that the proposals will not adversely affect site economics and viability, not on objectors to demonstrate it will. The policy does not therefore meet the requirements of emerging Government policy in this respect. The council’s approach is not only contrary to existing Government policy guidance on affordable housing provision but also with emerging Government guidance on this matter. 

3.
OVERALL IMPLICATIONS

3.1
It should be borne in mind that developers accept that the provision of affordable housing is a material planning consideration and have demonstrated that they are prepared to negotiate reasonable affordable housing provision on sites of sufficient size to make a successful development in PPG3 terms of securing a reasonable balance and mix of house types, size, location and tenure. 

3.2 The question is, however, what is reasonable and whether it is reasonable to apply a policy which could ultimately be self-defeating if it adversely affects the supply of housing overall in the district. Clearly a negotiated percentage of something is better than 40% of nothing. It must be the case that such high percentage requirements on ever smaller sites, will have a serious effect on the viability of these brownfield windfall developments (which themselves have a whole host of other costs associated with bringing them forward) and so have an adverse impact on overall housing supply. Yet the council has provided no evidence on this despite clearly having to take it into account before setting any site thresholds and percentage targets (notwithstanding that our view is that district wide targets are not in accordance with 6/98). This is unacceptable.

4.      SUGGESTED FORM OF POLICY WORDING 

4.1 Taking into account the above concerns, it is suggested that the affordable housing policy R/H5 should be re-worded more along the lines of that below.


“The council will seek the provision of affordable housing and mixed housing types and sizes on all suitable sites of 25 dwellings or more or 0.8 hectare or greater in area. The precise extent of provision will be a matter for negotiation and will be determined on the basis of the following: 

(i) identified local need for affordable housing provision; 

(ii) site size, suitability and site specific characteristics; 

(iii) 
any particular development costs associated with the               development of the site; 

(iv) 
the need to create a balanced and mixed development; 

(v) 
other policy requirements from the site. 

The term affordable housing incorporates both low cost market and subsidised rented as well as intermediate housing and is defined as housing that is available to people who cannot afford to rent or buy houses generally available on the open market.

4.2 Obviously there will need to be consequential amendments made to the supporting text in view of this suggested change in policy wording.

5.
SUMMARY / CONCLUSION

5.1 
It is HBF’s view that the policy to be applied in the borough in so far as negotiating affordable housing provision in association with new housing developments must be drafted in such a way that it conforms with Government guidance in Circular 6/98. 

5.2 The policy should not include a general borough wide target percentage for affordable housing provision as this is contrary to the provisions of Circular 6/98. It also, in effect pre-empts and precludes negotiation and cannot reflect unique site specific considerations. 

5.3 There is certainly no justification for applying a targets as high as 40% on sites as small (in the context of other development coming forward in the borough) as 15 dwellings as the council has not demonstrated exceptional local circumstances in order to justify applying such draconian requirements. 

5.4 Even under the provisions of draft changes to PPG3 which suggest lower thresholds may be acceptable in some circumstances that is on the condition that such thresholds do not adversely affect development economics, site viability and the overall supply of housing land. This policy has not yet been finalised and, even if it remains as presently worded, the council has not demonstrated that it has taken these factors into account in its proposed policy approach.

5.5 Relying on housing need alone is not sufficient justification as it does not address the other factors set out in Footnote 9 to the Circular.

5.6
The policy should be amended accordingly.
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