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9th November 2005

Dear Mr Wooderson, 

THANET URBAN CAPACITY STUDY

Introduction

Thank you for allowing the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on this draft methodology at a very early stage in the preparation of this UCS. HBF broadly supports the approach set out in the methodology but has a number of comments to make on a couple of specific aspects of the proposed approach. In particular these relate to the financial viability / market assessment side of things and the lack of detail in the methodology to how the approach will deal with unidentified sites which can form a high proportion of the overall capacity total.

Task 1.4

HBF is  concerned that the phrases ‘market viability assessment’ and ‘financial viability assessment’ are used somewhat interchangeably in the methodology as if they are the same thing when they are not. The second bullet point refers to the study incorporating a mini market viability assessment of each site which will include assessing the condition of the surrounding stock, residential amenity and availability of facilities. While these latter factors are important consideration in terms of whether or not a site or a locality may be desirable to the market they do not comprise a mini market viability assessment. 

A viability assessment should comprise a consideration of factors which will affect whether or not a site is likely to be developed at a reasonable profit. Thus it should assess land values and selling prices in the area alongside the physical costs of developing or redeveloping a site (taking into account the costs associated with any existing use and bringing the site up to a suitable state for development) and any requirements of the council arising out of the redevelopment of the site. 

The key of these is the council’s requirements for the provision of affordable housing and assumptions about grant availability in delivering that affordable housing. That is what should comprise the mini-market viability assessment. 

What the study should also provide is an overall assessment of the market in Thanet (and individual sub-areas within Thanet such as they exist)  in order to provide a context for the consideration of the factors set out in the bullet point (the condition of the housing stock, residential amenity etc). Since Thanet is such a (relatively) deprived and fairly downmarket area in a peripheral location it cannot automatically be assumed that sites which are available will be developed unless action is taken to improve the attractiveness of the area to the market. That is an assessment which can be undertaken and which will inform the consideration of whether or not a site is likely to be developed in very general terms but it is not, in itself, a site viability assessment.

Task 1.6

HBF is concerned that the only landowners which will be consulted are “major landowners” who will be contacted regarding their aspirations for landholdings. As Tapping the Potential and the SEERA guide (as well as HBF’ sown Realising Capacity guide) all recognise, whether or not a landowner or existing occupier of a site is willing to release a site to the market is the key to estimating the true urban capacity of an area. It is relatively easy to identify theoretical capacity but translating that into a discounted realistic assessment must include contact with the landowners / occupiers of all sites identified in the study. If this is not the case it seriously compromises the robustness of the assessment and if it does not form part of the study, it should clearly say so in the final report.

Task 1.11

It is odd that the methodology is seeking to make some assessment of the likely level of interest from local, regional and national housebuilders when, instead, you could ask us and get a picture of the actual level of interest from those builders. As we both know, Tapping the Potential and the other guides place great weight by the benefits of including house builders in carrying out assessments of urban capacity. HBF members have been involved in assessing many of the sites which are likely to come forward in Thanet and have presented this in evidence to the council and through the local plan inquiry process. There is a wealth of knowledge and experience already out there so we would urge you and the council to consult with housebuilders already active in the Thanet market area for their views of the attractiveness to the market and likely developability of sites identified in the study. 

Such consultation and involvement would provide a sound understanding of the barriers to development in Thanet and how they may be addressed.

Task 1.12

The same comment as made in respect of Task 1.4 above applies here. While there are clearly general market and developability constraints in Thanet which will affect whether or not sites come forward, the key issue regarding whether or not a site will be developed in Thanet is the council’s planning obligation requirements. Particularly those for affordable housing provision. Thanet is a low demand market where viability is marginal at the best of times. Even relatively modest planning obligation requirements can tip the balance and make the difference between whether a site is developed or left vacant. The study must factor these practical financial considerations into the assessment.

Task 3.2

All of the methodology of the study deals with the matter of identified sites whereas a large proportion of the urban capacity of Thanet towns will come forward through unidentified windfall development.  The methodology should explain how it intends to factor these into the overall assessment. It is assumed this will be in the form of an assessment of past rates. The study should explain how these will be calculated (on what basis, for what size of site, over what period) and what assumptions are used to project this forward. It should also ensure that there is no overlap between the type and size of site identified in the study and capacity from past rates. Clearly, if a large stock of sites are identified in the study then it cannot be assumed that the same size and type of site will continue to come forward from unidentified sources as happened in the past as those unidentified sites have now been identified. This can be avoided by the use of site size thresholds and/or discounts applied to the past rates assumptions. Either way the approach to be adopted should be clearly spelt out.

I hope that is helpful and that these matters can be taken on board before work starts in earnest on the study. Thank you again for consulting HBF at this early stage and I would be pleased to be kept informed of progress on this study as it evolves. If there is anything we can assist you or the council with by way of facilitating local house builders assessments of sites identified in the study, please do let me know.

Yours sincerely,

Pete Errington

HBF Regional Planner, Southern Region

