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2nd April 2004

Dear Mr Nelson 

North West Leicestershire Draft Supplementary Planning Guidance on 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 amend your Council’s database of people to contact on planning policy matters, in order to redirect any HBF correspondence to 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. 

General matters:

In terms of specific references in the text to the suggested sole need for only social rented accommodation, your attention is drawn to the Hounslow Unitary Development Plan: Alterations Inspector’s Report of Objections (May 2002), in particular to policy H.2.1 (Affordable Housing).

8.4.3 “..it is immediately apparent that the sites identified in the GLA Housing Capacity Study would be incapable of addressing anywhere near the latest Fordham Study indication of need (my emphasis) for over 2000 affordable homes per annum, even if the entire capacity was used for such housing. It is evident that even with the Council’s aspiration to provide up to half of new housing as affordable dwellings, it is incapable of being fully met whichever figure is used”. 
8.4.4 “…some objectors consider that the affordable housing definition should include both low cost market and subsidised housing to conform with Circular 6/98 advice. Nevertheless, the Council justify their definition being confined to subsidised housing and excluding low cost market housing as the latter is considered to be beyond the affordability of those in need. The Council are clearly influenced by their consultant who expressed the view that low cost market housing (ie with no element of subsidy) has no part to play in providing affordable housing either here in Hounslow or indeed anywhere in the country. That stance flies in the face of the adopted UDP and to my mind, it is also contrary to Government advice in Circular 6/98 and RPG9 (my emphasis)…” 
8.4.6 Thus, whilst I readily accept that the evidence of the Housing Needs Survey points to the greatest need being for subsidised housing, I consider the total omission of unsubsidised low cost market housing from the definition fails to acknowledge the contribution this too can make. Furthermore, its exclusion from the definition precludes its possible use in addressing the Affordable Housing shortfall (my emphasis) despite the house builders indicating they are prepared to provide such accommodation. The assumptions made regarding ability to purchase overlook the potential for households to combine in the purchase of a dwelling, the possibility of parental financial assistance and examples of shared ownership schemes that are not reliant upon public subsidies. Moreover, purchasers such as widow(er)s/ retirees/ divorcees are categories of household frequently in need of affordable housing due to their newly acquired straitened circumstances, but who often have equity from their former property, whereby they may have more than the minimum deposit available. In my own experience, I am aware that properties formerly known as “starter homes” were equally attractive to these categories of households as to first time buyers.

8.4.7  Therefore, in order to address the contribution that open market housing can make and to achieve compliance with Circular 6/98 advice that both low cost market and subsidised housing have a role in providing for affordable housing, I consider the definition should include low cost open market housing” (my emphasis). 
The HBF would similarly query the Council’s suggestion that only low cost market housing available at no more than 60% of open market value could be justified in terms of helping to meet the identified need for affordable housing. 

           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.  

HOUSING NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

The HBF believes that the Draft SPG fails to give sufficient regard to the role of low-cost market housing. It also gives an over-prominence to the role of rented accommodation and the role of Registered Social Landlords, to the exclusion of other types of providers. The HBF considers that this emphasis is contrary to government guidance, which seeks to ensure that a range of tenures of affordable housing are provided.

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, up to date and relevant. 

SUMMARY & CONCLUSIONS

The HBF considers that the Draft SPG is far too inflexible and gives too much emphasis to the role of rented accommodation and Registered Social Landlords to the exclusion of other types of tenure and their providers. 

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. Insufficient regard is given to the financial viability of allocated sites, and to other financial requirements sought from them by other policy requirements in the Local Plan.

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

Yours sincerely

Paul Cronk

Regional Planner (East Midlands Region)
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