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THE AFFORDABLE HOUSING TOOLKIT

Overview

The HBF have sought to address this consultation in a positive, constructive manner that will enable realisation of the Assembly’s overriding objective of delivering more affordable housing in a manner that does not constrain the overall housing supply, so that a win-win situation is achieved.

At the highest level the need is ultimately for more housing rather than just more “affordable” housing.  Seeking to provide more affordable housing through increasingly onerous affordable housing demands will simply result in housing projects not being implemented on viability grounds or because they do not offer landowners the returns that can be secured from alternative land uses.

It is only by consistently building enough homes that we can progressively reduce the under supply that is the underlying cause of current affordability problems.  We recognise, however, that this is a long-term objective.  In the shorter term we accept there is a need for policies to encourage the provision of housing that directly addresses affordability requirements.

There are several key processes that the HBF consider are vital to determine affordable housing needs and secure this positive outcome:

· An up-to-date assessment of the overall housing market.

· Flexible, tenure neutral affordable housing policies that are negotiated on a site-by-site basis to enable development opportunities to come forward.

· Flexibility in the delivery process to enable private developers to bring forward and promote the development of sustainable communities.

· Flexibility in the delivery process to enable private developers to bring forward innovative methods of delivery within this framework.  In particular this means putting a stop to local authority partnering arrangements.

· Sensible affordable housing site size thresholds that do not deter smaller sites from being developed thus maintaining the momentum of the housing supply.

In our view the proposed changes result in less flexibility and the opportunity to innovate the result of which will be less, rather than more provision of housing leading to a continuation of the current problem facing the housing market.  As a result house prices and affordability issues will increase and will only be solvable through public subsidy.

Foreword

The HBF are fully supportive of the Assembly’s vision for housing in Wales unfortunately we do not believe that the proposed changes to TAN 2 will achieve this for two reasons.  As set out above we consider the system to be less flexible and thus will result in less housing rather than more which in turn will lead to the need for continued support not only in the social sector but the intermediate market too.  The removal of low cost home ownership schemes from the definition of affordable housing is perverse as it creates the need for government subsidy in an area otherwise dealt with through the market.  The other major concern of ours is that ‘local only affordable housing policies’ will limit choice for those who can afford to buy as these people will not be able to access new houses in their own local area.  Trying to influence the market through the limited source of new build results in draconian measures that are unacceptable to the industry and a mixed economy of a 21st century Wales.

This section also refers to household projections, which were meant to be released at the same time as this document but have been delayed.  The HBF is very concerned that given the partnership approach extolled by the Assembly that there has been no private sector input into these projections.  This would not be an issue if they were simply trend projections but this is not the case and for the sake of openness and partnership working the HBF should have been involved in the process or at least be consulted.  

The new bidding arrangements have also chosen to ignore the contribution the private sector can make in developing social housing.  The ODPM consider that the most efficient methods of securing economies of scale and collaboration in the supply chain and the pooling of resources lies with the private sector.  This decision has been taken despite fierce opposition from RSLs.   In view of the move in planning policy for developers to provide dwellings ‘in kind and on site’ then it makes sense for them to have direct access to SHG.

The third paragraph from last suggests that authorities and their partners use all the powers and tools at their disposal to maximise the supply of affordable housing.  As suggested earlier we do not believe this will be the result of current policy proposals.  The HBF is also disappointed that no reference is made to the private sector in view of the massive input expected from them.

Introduction

Paragraph 1.1 refers to there being a balance between the rate of new house-building and household formation but that no room for improvement in stock through demolition and replacement or for re-housing of overcrowded households.  It is the re-housing of concealed households that will result in our view, for the need in greater provision of housing.  According to Alan Holmans (CML 2003) there is a reported backlog of unmet need of 33,000 dwellings as at 1998, made up of concealed families, private tenants that are sharing and crowded private/social tenants.  An increase in the provision of affordable housing is to a large extent to facilitate this need therefore housing completions need to raise overall to allow for these people.  Attempting to secure a greater share of market housing will result in greater affordability problems due to greater competition in the private sector which in turn will drive up prices.

The HBF does not have an issue with the increase in provision of the supply of affordable housing but it must not be at the expense of the private sector market, as this will increase affordability problems and the need for Government subsidy.

If the aim of the WAG is to improve affordability levels and save the need for Government subsidy then more houses are required. 

Paragraph 1.2 

This paragraph clearly portrays why affordability issues have arisen in Wales however the HBF is concerned that population projections seek to change these patterns without the knowledge of a housing market assessment or any private sector input.  

Our Vision for Housing in Wales 

As already stated the HBF does not consider the current proposed changes to planning policy will achieve the Assembly Government’s vision for housing in Wales.

Paragraph 2.4 refers to the partners needed to work together to maximise the supply of affordable housing and though this time housing associations are mentioned again no reference is made to the private sector.  This is totally unacceptable given the contribution expected from this sector.  This suggests that private sector land owners and house builders will play no part in the provision of these houses, if this were true we would not have an issue but this is clearly not the case.  According to planning policy private landowners and developers are expected to build and subsidise the majority of the affordable houses.  The HBF seeks clarification as either private sector house builders and private landowners are expected to play a part or not.  If they are then the document needs to refer to them as being a partner in the process.

National Policy Context

Wales Spatial Plan

The HBF and private sector house builders are not effectively involved in the framework of collaborative working despite assurances from the Minister that this would be the case.  

Planning Policy Wales

Paragraph 3.13 confirms that household projections will only be available at the sub-regional level and that LPAs will need to work collaboratively to apportion the Assembly Government’s figures.  The HBF objects to the lack of openness in this process and lack of involvement of the private sector.  There is also a more serious concern regarding the link to the housing market assessments.  The HBF understood that the idea of the housing market assessment was to determine the extent of and location of future housing need and demand yet this does not appear to be the case.  Therefore, the HBF cannot see the point in Housing Market Assessments other than simply to dictate the housing mix of developments, which is totally unacceptable.

Paragraph 3.15 fails to explain that in setting the affordable housing target in the development plan a number of considerations have to be taken into account.  The first stage is to ensure the figure takes into account whether or not the HMA overall requirement (need and demand) is being catered for if not then only the set percentage of that which is being catered for can be converted to an authority wide affordable housing target.   The fact that planning is not the only mechanism for providing affordable housing means those other sources should be investigated first; this will include homebuy, homefinder schemes and RSL schemes.  Any contribution from these sources should be deducted before it is translated into a LDP requirement figure.  Then an assessment must take place as to the viability of sites to accommodate the requirement.  

This toolkit and planning policy needs to be much clearer on this aspect.

TAN 2: Steps to support the delivery of housing through the planning system

The definition of affordable housing must include private sector low cost home ownership schemes as to ignore such provision would be a perverse decision that requires government subsidy when there is no need.  The whole idea should be to enable the market to respond to problems in the intermediate market.  A news release from the ODPM today regarding the £60,000 competition claims that it has been a great success and will have a major influence across the industry.  The WAG should welcome such schemes rather than stop them happening in Wales.  The chosen developers, Barrratt, Wimpey and Crest Nicholson are all active in Wales and will be able to build the same houses here if given the opportunity.  

“This competition set out to achieve major efficiencies in housing construction without sacrificing quality and design. What we've seen from everyone involved is proof that not only has this challenge been met, but that it has created ground-breaking improvements and efficiencies which could be adopted across the entire industry.

Innovative home design, cost efficiency and high quality standards are key factors in the proposals submitted by all the bidders at this final stage to the competition, with examples of landmark environmental efficiency, excellent use of sustainable products and maximum use of natural light.”
The HBF fails to see how local only policies sit together with Housing Market Assessments.  It appears that on the one hand WAG expect people to move across markets to meet their aspirations and on the other hand allow rural authorities to enable those who cannot afford to stay where they are.  There is no consistency between treatment of general market provision and affordable, which is unacceptable.

Supplementary Planning Guidance

The definition of affordable housing and how the policy is to be applied must be set out in the development plan and be open to scrutiny through the development plan process.  The evidence of need should also be subject to scrutiny through the development plan process.

The example provided on page 12 needs further clarification.  Who was the landowner and was the site sold for £25,000 per plot or for the whole site.  If it was the whole site then what was the size of the site.  Also was demolition works etc required, were there contamination issues and was the site within a settlement boundary or was it an exception site. 

Housing Market Assessment

The South East Housing Forum has no private sector input and therefore the HBF cannot see how its findings can be accepted given that guidance is quite clear that private sector involvement is required.  This type of collaborative working is not what should be encouraged throughout Wales and the Assembly should seek to correct this given they are funding the project.

Delivery Mechanisms

The HBF supports the changes made to the Social Housing Grant programme but requests that further changes are made to ensure that private house builders have direct access to SHG.  The HBF requested this in our consultation response to the proposed changes but at that time the Assembly did not take our views on board.  Given the new policy direction for affordable housing to be built ‘in kind and on site’ the HBF no longer find the Assembly’s position acceptable on this point.  The ODPM consider this to be the most efficient method of securing affordable housing there is no reason why the Assembly should take a different view.

Disposal of Property by Local Authorities for less than best price

The HBF supports the inclusion of this section as it clarifies the position for Local Authorities.  In our view authorities should lead by example if they cannot accept the need to do this in the public interest then they cannot expect private landowners or others to sell their land at less than best value.  

It is also totally unacceptable that Assembly owned assets are not used in this way.  The HBF believe the public sector should lead by example and if this is not the case then they should not expect private landowners to provide subsidy.

Conclusion

The HBF welcomes this document but feels there are a number of areas that need more work or need resolution:

· Private low cost home ownership schemes to be included in the definition of affordable housing

· SHG to be opened up to the private sector

· Public land owners to lead the way in providing a land subsidy

· Further guidance on how HMA information links with the household projections

· Clarity on setting the Affordable Housing Target in LDPs

· Developers to be seen as partners and part of the answer rather than the problem

· Greater flexibility for house builders and local authorities to respond with innovative mechanisms

Unless these issues are addressed the HBF can only see the situation deteriorating.  The result will be less, rather than more provision of housing leading to a continuation of the current problems facing the housing market of ever increasing house prices and an increase in affordability issues, solvable only through public subsidy.
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