Planning Policy

Oxford City Council

Ramsay House

10 St Ebbes Street

Oxford OX1 1PT

PE/9/Oxford






7th September 2005

Dear Sir / Madam, 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND NRIA SPD AND COMBINED SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL SCOPING REPORT

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above documents. HBF has a number of comments to make as follows.

Affordable Housing SPD

In answer to the specific questions the key issues to be addressed in the SPD are:

· information on the need for affordable housing in Oxford

· the definition of affordable housing that will be applied (which should be consistent with that recommended by the Inspector)

· a full and clear justification for the different tenures and mix of housing provision sought and 

· a clear explanation of the methodology which will be used to calculate the affordable housing requirement from all forms of development. 

All of this should be framed in the context of development viability. 

Also helpful will be information on procedural issues (standard clauses in s106 agreements, heads of terms etc) and on the delivery of affordable housing through RSLs. Then of lesser importance are matters related to design, Government targets and regional policies.

The aim of this SPD will be primarily to supplement policies HS4, 5, 6 & 7 of the local plan. HBF is keen to ensure that the SPD provides sufficient guidance on aspects of these policies rather than any attempt to alter the policies or address a broader agenda. Thus, one aspect missing from the list of issues is that related to characteristics of the site (the last sentence of Policy HS.5). The SPD should provide further guidance as to how these considerations will be factored in to the implementation and operation of the policy on a day to day basis. 

Allied to this is the need to fully consider development viability. While the local plan inquiry inspector has clearly accepted the general point about the viability implications of these policy requirements, each development site is different and guidance should be given as to what this aspect of Policy HS.5 means in practical terms.  

NRIA SPD

A lot of information, guidelines, checklists and so on dealing with matters proposed to be covered by the NRIA already exist elsewhere and are being used by developers to demonstrate the sustainability credentials of their developments across the South East. SEEDA’s sustainability checklist being just on eexample. HBF’s key concern is that the Oxford approach does not seek to duplicate what already exists and is proving to work well. More importantly that it does not seek to conflict with what already exists as this will simply make the whole process overly-complicated and so self-defeating. HBF is keen to ensure that the SPD deals with matters which are properly within the control of the planning system and does not seek to impose requirements which conflict with other regulatory regimes more suitable and appropriate to deal with them. 

It needs to deal with issues that are capable of being monitored and enforced and should offer practical guidance and help rather than being a wish-list of  so-called sustainability measures. It should provide guidance on how the council will assess the information which is submitted by developers in their NRIA and what weight it will give to the various different aspects of sustainability in order that developers can improve their “score” and so the sustainability of the overall development. It is vital that the approach allows developers to see how their developments have been “scored” in the way they have by the council and are given clear guidance and advice as to how that could be improved. This is what the SEEDA checklist already does. It is far more than simply a tick-box list. 

It also needs to set realistic and achievable targets as, if they are not, and development is unable to achieve them (taking into account viability and the raft of other planning obligations sought by the council – not least affordable housing dealt with above) it will be self-defeating.

Finally it should not seek to go beyond the requirements of the policies which it aims to supplement and therefore should not address developments smaller than those to which the policy would apply. The local plan inquiry inspector was clear that 10 dwellings was a sensible threshold in terms of site size beyond which the sustainability impacts of development could be felt and measures taken to address them. He did not consider this applied to developments below the 10 dwelling threshold therefore it is not a matter to be addressed by the SPD.

Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report (SASR)

Finally, turning to the SASR, HBF suggests that Circulars 6/98 and 5/2005 should be added to the list of Policies, Plans and Programmes at national level. These are vital to the consideration of the sustainability of these two pieces of SPD. At the local level there should be reference to the urban capacity study. This is of relevance in considering the type and size of site likely to come forward and so should inform a consideration of the effect of these proposals on site viability and deliverability. 

HBF is also somewhat concerned that the sustainability indicators are not tested for compatibility with themselves. On affordable housing if the measures sought from development are so onerous that they deter development then the policy measures themselves are self-defeating as housing need is not met. Equally, if the NRIA requirements are so excessive that they deter development then this will be counter-productive in sustainability terms as it will deter the development of new stock which is already far more energy efficient than the existing housing stock. These measures will only be successful if they do not prevent development coming forward. 

Given the Bruntland definition of sustainable development that it meets needs in a way which does not prevent future generation from meeting their own needs, the most unsustainable approach to anything where this definition is applied, is to not meet identified needs. This matter should be factored in to the sustainability assessment of both pieces of SPD. It is a matter of degree and whether or not pursuing a policy as far as it could possibly go is counter productive. A far more sustainable approach would be to pursue a less extreme approach which actually delivers the objectives rather than frustrating them.

I hope that is helpful and I look forward to being kept informed of progress on these two pieces of SDP as well as other DPDs and aspects of the LDF as they evolve.

Yours faithfully,

Pete Errington

HBF Regional Planner, Southern Region

