
Mergers Programme Team

Welsh Assembly Government

Cathays Park

Cardiff

CF10 3NQ

LFH/WAGASPBmerger





15 April 2004

Dear Sir or Madam

Making the Connections: Delivering Better Services for Wales

Thank you for consulting the House Builders Federation (HBF) on the above document.  The House Builders Federation is a representative organisation that acts on behalf of house builders and developers throughout England and Wales. Its members build approximately 80% of the nations new homes. The House Builders Federation’s role is to represent the interests of the industry as a whole.

New housing is an essential part of the social and economic infrastructure of Wales and due recognition needs to be given to the role that housing provision plays in the Welsh economy.  A study for the Council of Mortgage Lenders (Pickernell et al, 2002) estimates that housing-related activities accounted for approximately 4.5% of total employment in Wales in 2000, half as much again as employment in the automotive and electronics sectors.  In the UK housing investment  - both new build and improvements to the existing stock – accounts for around 3% of gross domestic product and 22% of gross fixed capital formation in 2003.  Total housing expenditure represents approximately 13% of GDP (2000).  This sector has every reason to be fully involved in this process particularly in respect to economic development and changes with respect to the functions of the WDA.

Our main concerns with the mergers of the ASPBs are three fold.  Firstly, that the culture of the WDA and its ability to operate within a commercial environment is not compromised.  Our next concern is with the delegation and responsibility that the new regional government offices will have.  

Finally, these changes provide a unique opportunity to ensure that the house building industry and its importance to the economy are reflected in its involvement in any future decisions on economic plans and strategies.  The House Building Industry is not only a major employment sector but also a sector that invests substantial amounts of money in the Welsh economy.   These investment decisions should be influenced and have an influence on decisions taken by the Assembly on economic growth.  The HBF is keen to see the part housing plays in the economy acknowledged and brought to the fore.  

The existence of the former Land Authority for Wales’s responsibilities within the WDA provides an ideal opportunity to expand the private sector housing knowledge and expertise in the Economic Development and Transport Department.   There is also an opportunity to ensure that the panels harness the knowledge and expertise of members of the house building industry.

Accountability and External Advice

The commitment to clear lines of accountability and delivery is welcomed by the HBF.  The removal of the Boards and replacement with Advisory Panels must not weaken the role the private sector currently plays.  Indeed the HBF sees this as opportunity to widen the remit and ensure that the house building industry is represented on these panels.  This would enable the investment of the house building industry to be fully utilised for the benefit of the economy.  Their expertise would be of particular value to the proposed Strategic Advisory Panel for the Department of Economic Development and Transport; and for the proposed Panel to advise on Commercial Investment.

Improving Customer and Stakeholder service

The HBF is fully supportive of the idea of improving customer satisfaction through the delivery of high quality services.  The house building industry, mainly interact with the WDA through the sale of land for housing and Housing Land Availability Studies.  The HBF would be supportive of improvement in services in these areas but have serious concerns that the merger is likely to change the situation for the worse.  The more bureaucratic context that is embodied within a “civil service” approach would be to the detriment of the service currently provided.

The main concern the HBF has is with the former role of the Land Authority for Wales and whether or nor this sits comfortably within the Welsh Assembly Government.  The promotion of sites through the development planning system would not be appropriate for the Welsh Assembly Government.   

Demonstrating results and Applying Best Practice

Again no organisation could disagree with the need to demonstrate results and apply best practice the problem lies in ensuring that this is delivered.  The HBF would support the use of KPIs and customer feedback and stakeholder views on performance.  Individuals need to be made responsible and fully accountable for delivery within set time frames.  

Streamlined Delivery

Streamlined delivery is again something that the HBF would support.  The main issue here is to ensure that staff, are empowered to make decisions and the speed of the decisions is not compromised but improved.  The accessibility to staff must be retained, as should the culture of the WDA.

Organising to Deliver

The structure needs to be responsive to the needs of the private sector and the business community.  If a typical civil service approach were taken this would hinder delivery.  A structure needs to be put in place that enables officers to take quick decisions that are clear and customer focussed.  The delegation of power and responsibilities to officers in the field is vital otherwise the new system will slow down decisions not speed them up. 

The proposal for the establishment of four regional offices to facilitate service delivery is supported provided it does not slow things down.  This would be a far more practical and efficient level for the private sector to interact especially in housing where markets tend to operate at this level.   There is however no legal basis for operation at this level and this would need to be fully investigated.

The regional offices could only work if there is buy in from local government and the regional offices are empowered with decision-making responsibilities. The delivery of even more services at this level would be supported, as 22 different ways of delivering the same thing appears ludicrous.  The Welsh Assembly could be more responsive to regional differences whilst still providing direction and clear strategy that is derived from National Strategies and Plans.   

The HBF is concerned to see that the Economic Fora is proposed as a vehicle for taking forward some of the proposals at the regional level.  HBF experience of Regional Fora is that they are totally inadequate for their proposed role.  The Economic Foras are heavily public sector orientated and do not include a broad selection of industry members.  Representation must be weighted more fairly between local authorities and the private sector.  The HBF is keen to ensure that the house building industry has a voice on the newly formed Economic Fora to reflect the importance of the industry to the economy.

Whilst the document acknowledges that the remit of the group needs to be revisited in light of the Wales Spatial Plan it fails to refer to the other major difference that is between the four regional offices and the six Spatial Plan areas.  This issue also needs to be properly dealt with.

Thank you for consulting the House Builders Federation.  We look forward to working with you to ensure the best results for the economy and the people of Wales.

Yours sincerely,


[image: image1.png]Lo Keety




Lynda Healy

Regional Planner - Wales
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