PPG3 AND HOUSING POLICY BRIEFING 

The ODPM issued two significant publications on 24th January 2005:

· Consultation Paper, Planning for Mixed Communities, a Proposed Change to Planning Policy Guidance Note 3: Housing.

· Sustainable Communities: Homes for All – A Five Year Plan from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister

Together these publications re-enforce the significance of housing within the political agenda.   Government priority is to increase housing supply and improve affordability, with the private house building industry taking a central role in delivering these objectives.  In a letter to the HBF Chief Executive (24 January 2005), John Prescott writes, "This is an exciting programme on which we need your full engagement and support.  The Government is creating the right conditions for housing growth. We need the house building industry to respond, building new homes, in the right numbers, in high quality sustainable communities. With your support, we can make it a reality."  

Over recent months, many HBF members have questioned, following the leak of a draft of PPG3 in the autumn, whether the private house building industry and market forces could play its proper role in delivering new housing.  The leaked draft contained ideas suggesting greater levels of local authority prescription than the industry considered commercially realistic.  However, following subsequent discussions the current PPG3 Consultation Paper now proposes greater collaboration between local planning authorities and the private development industry’ taking into account market circumstances.  This is a significant and welcome shift in emphasis that offers the private house builder a more integrated role in the planning process and recognises the primacy of market forces. 

Planning for Mixed Communities

In brief:

The proposed changes to PPG3 reflect the Government’s recognition that private house builders are key to their over-riding objective to build more homes.  Whilst the degree of local authority prescription on the provision of market housing has been modified, some concerns remain, in particular uncertainty regarding the preparation of housing market assessments and the general downwards move in reducing thresholds for affordable housing.

In detail:

This consultation sets out a systematic approach to creating mixed communities from initially assessing housing demand through to the preparation and application of specific planning policies, as set out below:

· Local planning authorities are to establish housing demand in local housing markets through the preparation of a local housing market assessment.  These assessments are to be developed in partnership with stakeholders.  Particular reference is made to involving private house builders on the basis that they have a good understanding of local housing markets.  Methodology to inform this process is due in Summer 2005.

· The housing demand analysis will then inform a broad balance of household type to be provided across a plan area over the plan period.  All development sites are not expected to replicate this mix precisely, although greater emphasis will be placed upon this mix in planning for larger sites, which are defined at 60 dwellings or 2 hectares.

· This leads into the preparation of specific affordable housing policies, which should define affordability and the size, type and percentage of affordable housing required.  However, local planning authorities are to discuss the most appropriate mix of housing on the site with applicants, which should balance the need for affordable housing against the likely development potential of sites, including making realistic assessments of the availability of public subsidy.  A cascade mechanism is introduced for circumstances where public subsidy is not forthcoming.

· The emphasis is upon developers to justify a particular mix of housing for an application, with regard to development plan policies.  One concern is that a local planning authority may refuse an application where it is considered that the application will not contribute sufficiently to creating mixed communities.  This will require further clarification. 

· Local planning authorities are given more flexibility in setting threshold levels for sites where affordable housing may be sought.  Thresholds should not be above 15 dwellings, and may be lower where a local authority has high levels of need that cannot be met on larger sites alone or where the majority of affordable housing comes from smaller sites.  Economics of provision must be taken into consideration in setting different site-size thresholds. 

· There is reference to applying affordable housing policies to sites that the local planning authority considers are capable of delivering this threshold even though the proposed development is for a lower quantum.  The consultation offers no advice on the process for assessing this.

Sustainable Communities: Homes for All
Referred to as the Five Year Plan, this establishes how the Government will offer greater choice and opportunity in housing across the country.  Communities Plan objectives, including additional housing numbers for the greater South East are confirmed. Of specific relevance are Chapter 3: Homes Where They Are Needed Most and Chapter 4: Sustainable Home Ownership.  

Chapter 3 brings together the Government’s area based initiatives for home delivery.  There is recognition that many of the homes we need to build will be owner occupied (Para 3.4) and that the house building industry in particular has a critical role in delivering a step-change in the number and quality of new homes (Para 3.17).  

Chapter 4 sets out the Government’s agenda to offer as many people as possible the opportunity to own a home.  The key message is that long-term a stable economy and building more homes are key to making housing more affordable.  Shorter term the key methods for increasing home ownership are listed, which include extending a choice to many social renting tenants about how to move into home ownership and the First Time Buyers Initiative with the possibility of building a home for £60,000 through the proposed Design for Manufacture competition.

As always, the key issue is delivery.  However, there was a telling remark from the Prime Minister: “If we want the house builders to do their best, then we've got to understand what their problems are as well." - PM Tony Blair, Jan 24, 2005.

The HBF will continue to work closely with the ODPM to further ways in which market realities can be taken into account in policy-making.
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