House Builders Federation Comments on the

CHESHIRE Draft Deposit Structure Plan Alterations, May 2004

Housing Restraint and the Sub-Regional Economy

Within the Foreword and elsewhere in the Draft Deposit Structure Plan (DDSP) much is made about the restraint of development in Cheshire to support regeneration in Merseyside, Greater Manchester and North Staffordshire.  The suggestion is that this approach will assist in regenerating the region as a whole and improve the region’s economic performance.

The HBF believe the Regional Planning Guidance (RPG13) policy of restraining growth in Cheshire in order to improve social conditions within the core cities of Manchester and Liverpool is unproven and runs the risk of restraining the NW economy even further, contrary to the aims of the Regional Economic Strategy and the emerging aims contained within the ODPM’s Northern Way initiative.

According to ‘Cheshire and Warrington Economic Bulletin – Autumn 2003’, long-term economic forecasts between 2000 and 2015 suggest that sub-regional output (GVA) will grow by an average of 2.6% p.a. (2.8% in Warrington and 2.5% in Cheshire).  This is significantly above the 1.9% p.a. growth rate forecast for the North West and exceeds the UK’s 2.3% figure.  (Extracts from this publication are attached.)

Furthermore, the North West Annual Monitoring Report, January 2004, shows in Chapter 2, Figure 2.1.2 that between 1997 and 2001 the sub-regional economies of Merseyside and Manchester have both improved whilst Cheshire has shown a slight decline when measured against the NW average.

Set against this economic background, the HBF would question the need to restrain development in Cheshire.

Paragraphs 8.2 to 8.6 of the DDSP refer to the requirements of RPG13 for the provision of housing supply.  However, within this text there are many references to the over-provision of housing in and for Authorities in the northern part of the County in future to restrict the flow of housing to a level to meet only local needs.

Whilst the HBF accept this policy driver is deeply embedded within RPG13, the HBF believe such statements are flawed as they fail to acknowledge the needs of Cheshire’s own economy.

RPG13 housing rates assumes Cheshire shares the North West region’s poor economic performance, high levels of unemployment and high household vacancy rates.  Clearly, current conditions in Cheshire are the opposite of the general North West economic climate and this we feel is not acknowledged sufficiently within the Structure Plan text.

In 2002, the total regional housing provision in RPG13 was reduced by the Secretary of State following the RPG Examination in Public Panel Report.  The cut was made partly on the assumption that the NW economy would not perform in line with the UK average and a lower household formation rate would result from poorer economic performance.   Clearly in Cheshire this is not true and a big question mark now hangs over the RPG13 allocation for Cheshire.

The consequences of restraining housing supply at a time of economic growth are clear to see in the South East of England, this topic is the main focus behind the Barker Report – Review of Housing Supply 2004.   Restraining supply will inflate property prices thus create unnecessary issues of affordability.  This in turn then impacts upon key employers in the County being unable to attract a workforce with competitive labour costs, which in turn drives down economic performance.

Affordable Housing

An affordability crisis is beginning to build in many parts of Cheshire.   According to the North West Annual Monitoring Report January 2004, average property prices in Cheshire have risen from £82,505 in 1998 to £148,040 in 2003 (Table 3.10.2).   This increase is higher than other North West regions and is in line with the UK average.

Current housing restraint policies in Cheshire districts have been introduced as a result of local authorities permitting large numbers of units which have yet to be constructed.  In many cases, these permissions contain very few affordable homes. In Cheshire, the situation is compounded by the fact that property vacancy levels are at 3%, well below the regional average of 4.3%.

There is now a growing trend towards only allowing planning permission which have exceptionally high levels of affordable homes.  This is an approach that does not sit comfortably with the ODPM’s approach to mixed and balanced communities and may not deliver the number of affordable homes that are likely to be required.  The HBF consider the DDSP should say more on the subject of Affordable Housing.

The Barker Review

The Barker Review specifically refers to the need to link the growth of an economy to the supply of housing in order to restrain the growth in real house prices.   The HBF does not accept that by severely reducing house building rates in Cheshire from current rates will have little or no impact on the housing market.   

Paragraph 1.5 of the Barker Review highlights the problem associated with the lack of responsiveness in a housing market.  It concluded that inadequate housing means:

· constraining economic growth;

· greater risk of macroeconomic instability; and

· worsening affordability. 

In considering many of the issues contained within the Barker Review, the HBF respectfully request the Authority have regard to this document and undertake a brief comparison between what has occurred in the South East of England and how this could be replicated in Cheshire if the warning signs are ignored.

Policy HOU1 – Housing Numbers and Distribution

The HBF objects to Policy HOU1 on the following grounds;

· The policy fails to meet the needs of the Cheshire economy

· The policy will fail to control rising house prices

· The policy will fail to deliver affordable housing in a mixed and balanced manner

· The policy will severely restrict the house building sector post 2011

· The policy will have an immediate impact upon small house building companies.

The following table compares average annual house building rates with the Structure Plan requirement post 2011.

	District
	Current Building rate (average 96 to 03)
	Structure Plan rate post 2011
	Reduction / Increase



	Chester
	370
	160
	- 210

	Congleton
	430
	120
	- 310 

	Crewe & Nantwich
	490
	300
	- 190

	Ellesmere Port & Nelson
	170
	220
	+ 50

	Macclesfield
	410
	100
	- 300

	Vale Royal
	700
	350
	- 350

	Cheshire
	2,570
	1,250
	-1,320


Policy HOU1 proposes a graduated approach to housing numbers in 3 phases. Whilst this approach is supported by the HBF, housing rates in Phase 3 are at an unsustainably low level.  To reduce the house building rates to the requirement of Phase 3 will remove construction capacity from the Cheshire area.  In doing so, this lost capacity could not be replaced quickly should more homes need to be built.  In this respect, house building rates in Phase 3 need to be substantially higher than those shown in HOU1. 

The impact of reducing house completion rates to such a low level also requires further economic consideration.  Assuming an average house price of £150,000, the reduction of 1,320 new homes per annum by 2011 represents an annual reduction of approximately £160 million from the Cheshire construction sector.  This is a substantial reduction and needs to be considered in Chapter 7 of the DDSP.

With respect to the actual breakdown of numbers, we note that Policy HOU1 distributes on the basis of annual rate of completion.  Whilst we accept that demolition rates in Cheshire are not as high as the average North West rate, the policy needs to be amended to refer to ‘net additions’.

Furthermore, we are concerned with the final sentence of Policy HOU1. Requiring a brownfield supply to be ‘exhausted’ suggests not allowing the development of any Greenfield sites until every single brownfield site is used. There is continually a degree of uncertainty when it comes to the future delivery of windfall sites, making this is an unrealistic statement to be able to deliver. It will enable Local Authorities to be overly restrictive on certain sites, on the premise that forecast windfall sites will come forward. We strongly urge that the final sentence is removed.   

District by District Assessment, paras 8.16 to 8.21

Whilst the HBF appreciates a district by district assessment of current housing approvals in relation to the plan period, the HBF requests these commentaries have more regard to;

· sub-regional economic performance

· employment levels

· vacancy rates, and

· house affordability issues. 

To avoid a housing supply crisis in Cheshire the district commentary in this part of the Plan needs to be more sophisticated in its approach to housing requirements and not focus entirely upon housing numbers.

Policy HOU2 - Accessibility

Whilst Policy HOU2 is generally supported, the HBF have some concerns over the proposed changes to the text in the following paragraph 8.29.  Cheshire is predominantly rural and to many communities frequent public transport is the only means of access to local facilities.  This change in text effectively rules out further development in rural areas, which in turn may have an undesired impact on house prices in those locations.   We request further consideration be given to the linkages between Policy HOU2 and HOU4.

Policy HOU3 – Housing Types

The HBF supports Policy HOU3 and its supporting text requiring regular and robust assessments of local housing needs.

Policy HOU4 - Location

No comments or objections.

Policy HOU5 -  Housing in the Countryside

No comments or objections

Policy HOU6 – Gypsy Caravan Sites

No comments or objections

Other comments

The HBF do not argue over the need to use more brownfield land and congratulate LPAs and developers for working together to raise brownfield development in Cheshire above the RPG13 target of 55%.   This has partly been brought about by increased densities as promoted by PPG3, again a good example of the private sector working with LPAs to deliver new planning policies.

The HBF regard the current restriction of new planning permissions for market housing requires more rigorous monitoring and reporting.   It is considered that a paragraph should be added to explain further the programme of monitoring. It is very important to establish a strict monitoring regime in order to effectively monitor the restrictive policy, with particular regard to a ‘trigger mechanism’ that should be applied to lift the restrictions when appropriate. This matter was recently raised in the Lancashire Structure Plan EiP where  the Inspector has recommended such a mechanism should be collaboratively drawn up between local authorities and in consultation with the house building industry, to establish the line between under supply and over supply of housing permissions (Lancashire JSP Panel Report para. 6.50). A paragraph is therefore required to acknowledge that the restrictive policy will be monitored in accordance with a  trigger mechanism.

It is also important to explain within the alteration document that the monitoring programme will also take account of the emerging RSS, and that the housing provision will be altered in accordance with the housing provision in the RSS. This may result in an early review of the Structure Plan. Flexibility within the Structure Plan document is key to enabling Local Plans to be altered to accord with the RSS when it is produced, and this needs to be clearly stated.

The HBF believe there should be a threshold within which to apply the restrictive policy for planning permissions for market housing. The restrictions will severely affect the small house builder, who will be unable to compete for smaller sites, given the high affordable housing exceptions target, and also the fact that the smaller house builder is unlikely to have a large supply of existing permissions. It would be considered appropriate to apply the restrictions on schemes above a certain number of units, of perhaps 5 or 10 dwellings.       

There is little acknowledgement within the document regarding the relationship between Cheshire and Wales. The entire western boundary of Cheshire abuts Wales and for a long time, North East Wales has benefited from its proximity to Chester, with many people for example, commuting from Wales to Chester, who cannot afford the house prices in Chester. The reduction in housing provision will accelerate this trend, and seemingly the Structure Plan actively encourages the displacement of housing to Wales. This may conflict with Welsh Policy, not only in terms of protecting the expansion of villages in Wales, but also reducing the in-migration from England to Wales. It is considered that the Structure Plan needs to further explore and consider the impacts that the severe reduction of housing figures will have on North East Wales, and what conflict this could potentially cause between Cheshire County Council and the adjacent Welsh authorities.
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