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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 to small, locally based businesses. Together they build approximately 85% of new homes in England and Wales every year. 

1.2 This statement is submitted on behalf of the House Builders Federation by Paul Cronk, BA (Hons), Dip TP, MRTPI who is the HBF’s Regional Planner for the Eastern and East Midlands Regions. It’s aim is to inform both the local plan inquiry inspector and the debate at the round table session on 25th May 2004 in respect of Affordable Housing matters. 

1.3 The statement addresses issues raised by the Second Deposit Draft Local Plan (March 2003) as elaborated by the Borough Council’s Affordable Housing Topic Paper 2 (February 2004).  

2.     AFFORDABLE HOUSING (National Policy)

         Circular 6/98

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 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
2.2     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).

2.3     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. 

2.4     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.

2.5     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.

Affordable Housing policies in Plans

2.6  In preparing plans authorities should involve housing and planning committees so as to ensure that policies conform to housing strategies and objectives for land-use planning and urban and economic development. However to ensure that these policies are lifted from there theoretical frameworks and given a sense of practicality, the involvement of parties who are directly involved with the development process is imperative. This ensures that bodies directly involved with the development process inject reality into such policies.  

2.7  If it is apparent that authorities can demonstrate a lack of affordable housing to meet local needs over the plan period, they should;

· Define what the authority regard as affordable. This should include low-cost market and subsidised housing. (See below)

· Set indicative targets for specific suitable sites and indicate in the plan the intention to negotiate with developers for the inclusion of an element of affordable housing 

Definition of Affordable Housing

2.8  Many local authorities in prescribing their need for affordable housing tend to overlook the issue of including market housing in their definition of affordable housing. Circular 6/98 clearly states that; 

“affordable homes or affordable housing are used to encompass both low-cost market housing and subsidised housing (irrespective of tenure, ownership – whether exclusive or shared – or financial arrangements) that will be available to people who cannot afford to rent or buy houses generally available on the open market”.    

2.9     Paragraph 3.18 in the Second Deposit Draft implies that low cost market housing will not really meet any of the housing needs identified in the Council’s Housing Needs Survey or Statements of Need. It states that low cost housing provided with subsidy, i.e. shared ownership may (my emphasis) be defined as Affordable. It is unclear if the Council is saying that it is, or whether it might be, defined as Affordable. Instead, social rented accommodation provided by an RSL will seemingly primarily be sought. 

2.10 Indeed in paragraph 7.4 of the Council’s Topic Paper 2 – Affordable Housing (CD033) states that  ‘the preference for delivery via housing associations, or other registered landlords reflects the Council’s definition, which excludes low cost market housing provided without subsidy as being affordable in this District’. It is clear that the Council is failing to follow the flexible approach to affordable housing provision promoted in Government guidance.

2.11 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”. (Paragraph 3.22 of the Braintree Revised Deposit Plan confirms that its entire remaining housing allocations for the Plan period would be virtually similarly incapable of meeting its affordable housing requirement of 4923 dwellings).

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). 
Site Size Threshold / Negotiation 

2.12 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

2.13  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

2.14 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.
2.15 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

2.16 Circular 6/98 makes it clear that affordable housing cannot be required as a matter of course from all sites. However, policy RLP6 in the RDD makes it clear that 30% affordable housing provision will be sought on all sites of 15 dwellings or above, or 0.5 hectares or above in size. Whether or not provision is likely to be appropriate will 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):

2.17  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). 
2.18    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.  

3.    AFFORDABLE HOUSING REQUIREMENTS


3.1    The affordable housing threshold of 30% set out in the Plan is considered to be high in the context that many of the proposed allocations are brownfield sites. The development of this category of site tends to be more expensive, particularly in terms of site preparation. The level of affordable housing provision should be a matter of negotiation and must take into account the financial viability of a scheme (in line with the latest government advice). There is no evidence that this has occurred. Given the 30% affordable housing provision figure specified, such a requirement could result in sites being unviable to develop.

4. HOUSING NEEDS SURVEY

4.1 The HBF believes that the Housing Needs Study 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.

4.2 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. 

5. POLICY RLP6

5.1 The policy as revised in the pre-inquiry changes now states that ‘in new developments of 15 dwellings or more, or residential sites of 0.5 hectare or more, provision should be made for 30% of the total number of dwellings to be in the form of affordable housing. The Council will publish Supplementary Planning Guidance setting out further detailed requirements’. The statement that ‘provision should be made’ is considered by the HBF to imply that it is to all intents and purposes, a requirement.

5.2 The policy is not considered to give sufficient regard to the viability of development sites in the context of their own individual characteristics and other developer requirements stated in the Plan, contrary to the latest government guidance. There is no consideration of site viability.

5.3 Interestingly, the policy text is also at odds with the recommendation of its own Housing Needs Survey which recommended in paragraph 1.16.4 the following planning strategy:

· ‘negotiate with developers towards achieving 30% subsidised affordable homes from the total of all suitable sites coming forward for planning consent over the Local Plan period. each site will need to be assessed individually, targets being subject to wider planning, economic priority, regeneration and sustainability considerations.

· This will require a flexible approach to individual site negotiations, taking account of the very limited number of sites which will have 100% affordable housing and sites which may be unsuitable mainly due to the character of the area or the range of available services’

· Promote the additional delivery of 30 unsubsidised “starter” market units a year, 150 in the period to 2007 to meet the needs of new forming households with income levels adequate to access the local market for new units’.

5.4 The HBF considers that the above statement in the Council’s Housing Needs Survey reflects national planning guidance far better than policy RLP6 in the Draft Local Plan as it fully takes on board site viability, public subsidy and other relevant planning considerations when addressing the issue of specific levels of affordable housing provision. 

5.5 The Council says in paragraph 7.5 of its Topic Paper 2 – Affordable Housing (CD033) that ‘the Council can take into account other material considerations, such as the need to provide finance for site decontamination and other infrastructure requirements affecting a site when determining the level of affordable housing provision. These would be considered at the planning application stage and would not require a change to the percentage provision required through policy RLP6’.’ The HBF believes that if the Council believes the above to be the case, then it ought to have made this clear in its draft Local Plan. It does not consider that the Council’s currently proposed policy wording provides the level of flexibility that it has claimed.
5.6 The HBF would like to draw your attention to the very recent findings of the Inspector’s Report (February 2004) into the Uttlesford Revised Deposit Draft which considered very similar issues within a neighbouring Authority area (see Appendix 1).

5.7 Should the Inspector accept the Council’s “30% target” the HBF believes that the policy should be amended in a similar way to that very recently recommended by the Uttlesford Local Plan Inquiry Inspector (see Appendix 1). It is suggested that the text is amended to: “The Council will seek to negotiate on a site to site basis an element of affordable housing of up to 30% of the total provision of housing on appropriate allocated and windfall sites, having regard to the up to date Housing Needs Survey, market and site considerations”.
5.8 The HBF is further concerned about the statement in policy RLP6 that the Council will publish Supplementary Planning Guidance setting out further detailed requirements. It feels that the SPG is unnecessary, and that any such requirements should be clearly identified in the Local Plan and known at an early stage by developers. Furthermore, it will again draw attention to the findings of the Inspector’s Report (February 2004) into the Uttlesford Revised Deposit Draft, which considered the same issue. The Inspector concluded that:
6.12.1 “As national guidance is becoming more detailed on the subject, I am not sure how Supplementary Planning Guidance would help with the implementation of affordable housing policy locally.  Unless there is some particular aspect of affordable housing which needs to be covered and which I am not aware of from the evidence I consider it would be likely be a repetition of national guidance. (93.17)”.
5.9 In paragraph 7.1 of the Council’s Topic Paper 2 – Affordable Housing (CD033) it responds to the suggestion that affordable housing requirements will prejudice general housing development in the district. It states that housing provision will be monitored. If housing does not come forward at the required rate, the causes can be examined in detail to assess whether affordable housing provision is onerous. The HBF does not believe such an approach is in anyway acceptable. It completely disregards government guidance emphasising the need for local authorities to consider the economics of any planning requirements sought on individual site viability. Nor does it adhere to providing a responsible approach to ensuring the appropriate delivery of the district’s housing supply requirement (in terms of both private sector and affordable housing provision). This being a matter that the Government has being giving greater emphasis to the importance to, and which has also been addressed in the findings of the Barker Report. 

5.10 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 30% of nothing. If these requirements are applied to development proposals in the district as proposed they could well have an adverse effect on the viability of development proposals that are being brought forward so affecting overall housing supply. This is completely at odds with not only the objectives of the Council and the local plan in terms of meeting locally generated housing needs, but also those of the County Council, the Regional Assembly and Government as a whole in terms of ensuring everyone has the opportunity of a decent home.

5.11 The Council makes an apparent indirect reference in paragraph 3.24 of the Revised Deposit Draft to ‘pepper-potting’. It states that ‘the Council may place a maximum limit on the number of affordable housing units that can be grouped together on any part of the site’. Whilst it is true that some RSL’s seek to restrict groupings of affordable dwellings to a maximum number of units, it is also true that many also work to a minimum number of units. The HBF does not consider that the statement in the supporting text to the policy provides any helpful guidance to users of the Plan, or serves any useful purpose.
6. SUMMARY & CONCLUSIONS

6.1 The HBF considers that the Plan 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. 

6.2 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.

6.3 The Plan gives no inkling of how the 30% policy percentage was arrived at (as opposed to any other percentage figure) nor does it seek to properly justify it in the context of Footnote 9 to 6/98.

6.4 Assuming it can be fully justified, the supporting text could refer to a target provision of 30% but it should be made clear that this is a target, not a hard and fast requirement, and it may be flexibly applied to reflect local levels of need and site and market conditions. 

6.5 The policy should be amended as indicated above. 

APPENDIX 1
EXTRACT FROM UTTLESFORD

LOCAL PLAN INQUIRY INSPECTOR’S REPORT (FEBRUARY 2004)

The Local Plan Inquiry Inspector considering the Uttlesford Revised Deposit Draft made a number of important comments in his report which are considered highly pertinent to Braintree. Key comments in the eyes of the HBF have been emboldened in the text below: 

‘Inspector’s Reasoning and Conclusions

6.13.1 Fordham Research carried out an affordable needs survey in 1998 and a further survey was carried out by David Couttie Associates in 2002 to ensure that the Council’s housing, planning and care strategies were based on a full understanding of housing needs up to 2011.

6.13.2 This second survey identified an acute shortfall of 488 affordable units net and in the Council’s view supported the need for a 40% target of the housing provision to be affordable homes in the present plan. Position Statement No 3 on Affordable Housing (CD/2.04) identified that of a total housing supply of 4818 units between 2000 and 2011, 770 dwellings or 16% would be affordable housing.  The Council’s policy up to the present has been to seek 25% affordable housing on sites of 1 ha or more or on developments of more than 25 dwellings. The Council accepts that another 100 units could be supplied on rural exception sites under Policy H10, making a total of 870 affordable houses. This total does not compare favourably with the Council’s identified need to provide some 488 additional affordable homes a year for 5 years.

6.13.3 The Council proposes to lower the site size threshold to 15 units or 0.5 ha in larger settlements of over 3000 population and to 5 or more dwellings on small rural windfall sites. 

6.13.4 Objectors do not dispute the need for affordable housing in principle but consider that there are two fundamental objections to the policy proposed having regard to national guidance in Planning Policy Guidance No. 3 and Circular 6/98.

6.13.5 The first objection relates to the statement in the policy that the Council will negotiate to secure 40% of dwellings to be affordable.  The second is in regard to the threshold imposed that in settlements with a population of less than 3000 affordable housing will be negotiated if a site exceeds 0.17 ha or 5 or more dwellings.  The Council considers its policies represent a compromise between the proportion justified by the scale of the need and what the housing industry can be expected to provide.

6.13.6 I consider firstly whether the Council in seeking to stipulate a minimum 40% affordable housing provision as expressed in Policy H8 would be acting in accordance with national advice in Circular 6/98 and Planning Policy Guidance No. 3- Housing.

6.13.7 As stated in national guidance a community’s need for a mix of housing types, including affordable housing, is a material planning consideration which should be taken into account in formulating development plan policies and in deciding planning applications involving housing. The government wishes to optimise the contribution that the planning system can make to the overall supply of affordable housing. Where there is a demonstrable lack of affordable housing to meet local needs – as assessed by up to date surveys and other information – plans should include a policy for seeking affordable housing in suitable housing development. Planning policy should not be expressed in favour of any tenure.   National guidance also advises that it will be inappropriate to seek affordable housing on some sites. In practise to my mind this means that a policy on affordable housing should only apply to suitable sites and/or in suitable housing developments.

6.13.8 On the basis of the identified affordable housing needs for the area I see no reason why the Council should not have an overall target or aim of 40% providing that it is achieved by negotiation based on firm but flexible policies. However, because affordable housing provision is negotiable I do not consider it would be appropriate to include a fixed percentage in the policy, or not in the form of Policy H8 as written.  It is so firmly worded that it can only be interpreted as negotiating to secure 40% affordable housing, not any less a figure.  It does not reflect paragraph 6.20 of the supporting text, which states, “The percentage and type of affordable housing will be subject to negotiation…. “  

6.13.9 I believe any policy in the Plan should indicate a genuine attempt to negotiate with developers for the inclusion of affordable housing and not be too prescriptive. A policy must be flexible enough to allow other material factors to be taken into account. It might be possible at the outset for the Council to determine with some certainty a percentage requirement on an allocated site. The Housing Needs Study recognises this where it states “A target for each site taking into account existing supply, survey demand and other planning and sustainability factors.” 

6.13.10 However, to my mind on windfall sites in urban and rural areas if affordable housing is appropriate, its scale may well vary from site to site, depending on its location, its character, size and market conditions.  I believe my concern is reflected in advice in Planning Policy Guidance No. 3  which clearly advises that suitable areas and sites and the amount of provision should be identified. Until a windfall site comes forward it is unlikely to be identified.  Windfall sites require a flexible policy to reflect the factors mentioned in paragraph 10 of Circular 6/98.  David Couttie recommended ……”and should set a “target” for each site taking into account existing supply, survey demand and other planning sustainability and economic factors.  Again these factors are not known until a site is identified. 

.

6.13.11 Local Housing Needs Assessment – A Guide to Good Practice - also contains advice about affordable housing targets in local plans. Apart from listing factors to be taken into account local authorities should make assessments of the viability of affordable housing provision on specific sites, and for typical or average sites in their area.  Viability should be considered under different assumptions about subsidy availability and the prospect of housing grant. This again requires flexibility in any policy over the Plan period.

6.13.12  For the above reasons I do not consider a uniform target should be imposed on all sites regardless of size. 

.

6.13.13 I am also concerned about the threshold imposed on settlements with a population of less than 3000 which requires a 40% target provision on sites of 0.17 and above or where 5 or more dwellings are involved. National guidance states that a lower threshold than that advised in the Circular may be appropriate. There is a caveat that with the exception of settlements in rural areas with populations of 3000 or fewer it would not be appropriate to seek to adopt thresholds below the lower level of 15 dwellings or 0.5 of a ha.  Although a lower threshold can be adopted in rural areas under paragraph 10 i) c) the following factors need to be taken into account.  Site size, suitability and economics of provision, and that it will be inappropriate to seek any affordable housing on some sites. 

.

6.13.14 In my view small sites in rural areas villages may vary so much in character that some might not be appropriate for affordable housing at all.  Others may be appropriate in principle, but to provide an odd one or two affordable homes in a small village with limited facilities would add little to the number of affordable houses built to meet the needs identified for the district. It could also involve a fragmented and costly management system of unsustainable development. There would be considerable risks that sites may not come forward as quickly as they otherwise would as in my view there are doubts about the viability of a mixed housing development on a site of only 5 dwellings.

6.13.15 In rural areas the Council has Policy H10 which enables affordable housing to be provided as an exception and I understand from Inquiry that this approach has been successful in providing groups of houses to meet the needs of the area.  I believe it to be more practical to provide groups of affordable housing in this way or to allocate sites solely for affordable housing in perpetuity rather than to adopt a policy which because of the small size of sites would involve a fragmented approach to rural affordable housing.

.

6.13.16 I do not, therefore, consider that there is justification for a such a prescriptive percentage approach to affordable housing on sites as small as 0.17 of an ha or where only 5 or more dwellings are to be built. 

6.13.17  I conclude that policy H8 should be more flexible to reflect the approach advised in national guidance. 

.

6.13.18 Note:  Since I started this report the Consultation Paper on a Proposed Change to Planning Policy Guidance Note 3 Housing has been issued. It is stated that without a change in planning policy as part of wider Government policies and initiatives there is a risk of continuing shortfalls of affordable homes.  I find nothing in paragraphs 8 to 11 to indicate that the views I have expressed above are not in accordance with the tenure of emerging guidance.

6.13.19  Paragraph 8 requires that sites be identified and the amount of affordable housing sought be indicated.  Paragraph 9 clearly states that the affordable housing provision sought should not make development unviable.  This indicates to me that until a site is identified the criteria listed in the bullet points cannot be assessed in conjunction with a prospective developer and consequently any policy on affordable housing should be flexible. 

6.13.20  Paragraph 10 states that affordable housing should not normally be sought on sites of less than 0.5 ha or developments of less than 15 dwellings, and  where sought on smaller sites should be justified having regard to

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

            The criterion refers to urban housing capacity or other assessment.  The other assessment is not defined but I would presume it to be an alternative to an urban capacity study.  So I do not consider paragraph 10 is referring to village development. Paragraph 16 deals with planning for mixed communities in rural areas and to the contribution to be made from small sites of less than 0.5 ha or developments of less than 15 dwellings.  This I have considered above.

6.13.21 I conclude that the policy itself should be flexible enough to recognise the need to negotiate the amount of affordable housing on any given site at the time of the planning application.  The supporting text should provide details of the approach the Council will take on affordable housing provision in urban and rural areas. There are a number of ways the policy could be written.

.

6.13.22 The simplest way would be to modify Policy H8 by inserting “up to” before “40%” as suggested by some objectors. An alternative would be to have a policy as recommended below and rely on the supporting text at paragraph 6.20 to describe the process to be followed.

.

RECOMMENDATION

a) Delete the “less than 3000” requirement from Policy H8  

b)   Replace “40% target” with “up to 40%” or reword policy as follows “The Council will seek to negotiate on a site to site basis an element of affordable housing of up to 40% of the total provision of housing on appropriate allocated and windfall sites, having regard to the up to date Housing Needs Survey, market and site considerations.”
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