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Population & Housing.

COMMENTS:

HBF Response to the Newcastle Interim Planning Guidance on release of Housing Land and the Local Development Framework Key Issues Report.

Interim Planning Guidance:

The HBF do not support the interim planning guidance for the following reasons.

The HBF and wider development sector have yet to be consulted on the Authority’s Urban Capacity Study. This document will lie at the heart of the development strategy and should be released immediately to enable considered comments on the Interim Policy and Key Issues. The absence of the Urban Capacity Study at this stage undermines both the importance and relevance of the Interim planning guidance and the Key Issues.

The HBF question the timing of the Interim Policy, as the Issues Report correctly states, the housing provision is likely to be significantly altered through the RSS, and we would suggest it would be more appropriate to wait until the housing numbers are established, before implementing a restraint policy. 

As stated in the Interim Policy, the current stock of sites with permission or minded to grant resolutions is over 6,000 units. In the first instance we consider that a 10% slippage should be assumed, to take into consideration sites not being developed for various reasons. This leaves 5,400 units. The suggested annual build rate of 1,100 (medium growth scenario), equates to a 4.9 year supply, whereas the higher build rate scenario of 1,400 only equates to a 3.8 year supply. 

This is contrary to a recent Ministerial Statement by Planning Minister Keith Hill in July 2003, which states that: 

‘plans should make provision for at least ten years potential supply of housing…Paragraph 34 of PPG3 requires sufficient sites to be shown on the plan’s proposal map to accommodate at least the first five years (or the first two phases) of housing development proposed in the Plan. This does not mean plans should only have a 5-year time horizon nor is it guidance directed at the determination of planning applications.’  

Should, however Newcastle insist on implementing a restraint policy, we consider the proposed approach as it currently stands lacks sophistication. We request that Newcastle City Council re-consider its restraint policy to more clearly relate restraint to certain types of development in order to avoid oversupply and better match need with supply of the right types of housing in the right places. At present, we believe the restraint policy will have a negative effect on the Pathfinder area and suggest that in reality developers will move out of the area and build further out to serve Newcastle. This will not enable the delivery of sustainable communities and will increase commuting distances. The restraint policy does little to promote house building in the pathfinder area.

The restraint policy, based on the current stock of permissions and minded to grant resolutions, only deals with housing numbers, and fails to recognise that whilst a forward supply of over 6,000 units is available, the location and type of unit is not assessed. For example there is a significant shortfall of family housing in Newcastle, and more recently the Newcastle family dwelling market has extended as far out as Consett. This is not sustainable and should not be encouraged. However developers at present have little choice but to develop further out, and until the pathfinder area can release large sites, developers will continue to build outside Newcastle. An up to date housing needs assessment would inform the Council of shortfalls in housing types and the Interim guidance should be based on this. A degree of flexibility is required in order to apply a restraint of house types based on an oversupply of that particular type of dwelling. A blanket restraint policy on all dwelling types is inappropriate and too primitive for the Newcastle market. 

We also have reservations regarding the intentions of applying the restraint policy to 10 or more units. This is likely to have a detrimental effect to the character of areas outside the pathfinder and regeneration areas, as it will encourage the development of flats on small sites rather than larger fewer dwellings. We request justification as to why a 10 unit threshold has been applied to the interim guidance, and clarification as to what the 10 unit threshold aims to achieve. This links into Key Issue PH5

Northern Way

In restraining housing outside areas of low demand and regeneration areas, the interim policy will restrain the future growth of the City and hinder economic growth. This is contrary to the aims of the Northern Way Initiative, which seeks to invest in core city regions such as Newcastle to make them more attractive places to live, work and visit. The Northern Way Growth Strategy highlights the requirement to increase and expand the supply of high quality homes throughout the North, and whilst this may at first be focussed on the Pathfinder areas, the Northern Way does not imply that growth in the pathfinder areas will be at the expense of other areas. There is no proven link to suggest that restricting permissions outside pathfinder and regeneration areas will help stabilise areas of low demand and market failure. Restricting more desirable areas won’t necessarily mean interest will turn to low demand areas, and could just mean developers move out of Newcastle (as previously suggested), increasing commuting distances, not creating sustainable living patterns, and not achieving growth in the low demand areas. 

Furthermore, despite the restraint policy stating that the Northern Way formed part of the policy context for the interim policy, it goes against the grain of the Northern Way strategy, which has progressed since the drafting of the restraint policy.

The Barker Report.

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 District being unable to attract a workforce with competitive labour costs, which in turn drives down economic performance.

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 restraining house building rates outside the pathfinder area 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 Newcastle and Tyne & Wear if the warning signs are ignored.

Key Issues Report.

The HBF generally support the approach taken in the Population and Housing section, but make the following comments and observations.

We support the reference to the strong link between housing and employment at paragraph A2, especially the acknowledgement of the need to match a substantial new housing programme to the potential new job increases in Newcastle. 

PH1: Options for population and housing for 2016:

We would support the High Growth Scenario A of 1,400 total new house building, which allows sustained growth in all parts of the City, and prefer this option over the Council’s preferred Scenario B. However, we do not support this growth if it is at the expense of other areas within Tyne & Wear. It would be a very high-risk strategy should Newcastle receive an overly large proportion of the housing provision for Tyne & Wear. It appears that the projected growth in Newcastle is based on the very recent development of flats, which have mainly been focused in the City Centre, Jesmond and Gosforth. We consider this past trend to be somewhat of an anomaly, and by no means is it necessarily set to continue.

The approach to housing growth, with development focussing on regeneration areas is a high-risk approach, and may not be possible to deliver should a downturn in the flat market occur. The housing strategy for Newcastle is very much based on numbers, with little recognition of the actual housing market. We consider that a more sophisticated housing strategy is required based on evidence of what and where the housing markets are within Newcastle, and the type of housing required. For example, only 12% of the housing stock in the North East region is detached, compared to a UK average of 21%. 

The approach to housing growth needs to recognise the needs of family households. There is a distinct lack of consideration for larger family dwellings, and should the flat market slow down, there may be insufficient housing land to cater for lower density developments in the 30 to 50 dph range. We suggest that a Housing Needs Assessment is undertaken to look at previous links between the housing markets in Newcastle and what has been developed, and use this information to form the basis of a housing strategy. The housing approach should be based on housing markets, demand and need. At present there is too much emphasis on actual numbers and little thought on how these will be delivered. We have serious reservations with where the housing will be delivered, what types will be delivered, and why. There is no obvious thought process or consideration of future/potential markets that has guided the housing strategy in Newcastle and this is vital in order to deliver an effective housing growth plan and achieve economic growth.

PH2 The sequential approach to housing development: 

The HBF do not consider that the approach in the Interim planning guidance should be continued through the LDF. Whilst we recognise the need to regenerate the Pathfinder area we consider the best approach to take would be one of allowing a balance between renewing regeneration areas as well as building upon the success of popular, growing areas. We do not consider restraining growth outside market renewal and regeneration areas is the correct approach to take.

PH3: Housing needs and demand:

We support the fact that this issue is recognised as a problem needing to be addressed. We consider it is very important to link the information gathered on housing need and demand to the housing strategy for Newcastle, and in turn we believe there should be strong links between the housing policy and the economic strategy.

PH4: Housing Quality:

The HBF acknowledge the need and importance of delivering high standards of design in new development. We consider that the best approach to achieving this is through detailed consultation with the development industry, in order to establish what can realistically be delivered. The Barker Review recommends that a Code of Best Practice is agreed between the housebuilding industry and CABE in terms of external design of new houses. This code will inevitably be useful to guide LDF’s approaches. Design is a subject high on the National Government agenda and we consider that the LDF should not be too specific with regards to design standards and should instead ensure that the LDF complies with national design guidance. This will ensure that the LDF can be kept up do date with evolving national guidance as and when it is produced.

At the recent Pathfinder Seminar, NE Members of the HBF offered support for a design group to allow builders and planners to consider the changing demand for house types and what will and won’t work in certain housing markets. We suggest Newcastle City Council consider contacting the Pathfinder team to make best use of this group.

Open Space and Recreation.

OS4: Developer contributions and planning obligations

Whilst the HBF support the need to assess the supply of open space and keep up to date with the auditing of existing open space, in order to identify gaps. However, in terms of developer contributions, we believe the consideration of bringing in a tariff approach to housing proposals is premature, bearing in mind the current ODPM PPS3 considerations and PPG3 updates. Rather than commenting on the merits or not of introducing a tariff approach, we believe the suggestion of this approach should be put on hold until Government guidance on developer contributions is clear.
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