A RESPONSE BY THE HOUSE BUILDERS FEDERATION TO:

PEOPLE, PLACES, FUTURES THE WALES SPATIAL PLAN

Introduction
The House Builders Federation (HBF) is the trade federation of the housebuilding industry in England and Wales.  It has over 400 members ranging from international companies, regional developers to small, local housebuilders.  Its members account for approximately 80% of all new dwellings built in any one year.

This response has been drawn up on the basis of discussions with members at planning meetings.  To that end it can be said to be representative of the industry.

Overview

HBF welcomes the Assembly’s consultation on the next step towards developing Wales’ first Spatial Plan and is supportive of its aims to:

· Help integrate the policies and actions of the Assembly and others to achieve our vision of a sustainable Wales 

· Establish an integrated framework for the social, economic and environmental development of Wales

· Provide a context for guiding public and private investment decisions

· Promote debate on the future role of places and regions within Wales

Whilst this document will help move the process forward the HBF questions the Assembly’s ability to deliver the first Wales Spatial Plan in 2004.  There is still much work to be undertaken before the plan can deliver appropriately detailed guidance in a spatial dimension.  Although the document sets out many of the spatial challenges it fails to provide the answers and providing these answers is key to delivering the spatial dimension of the Plan.

The HBF is disappointed that the Plan fails to recognise the importance of housing.  Housing has a huge impact on individual’s quality of life.  Being adequately housed, and living in a pleasant environment is fundamental to well-being.  In addition the housing market has a major effect on the economy.  An inadequate housing supply, or a poorly-functioning housing market, constrains economic growth.   The Wales Spatial Plan must address housing issues across Wales if it is to ensure individual’s quality of life and a successful economy.

The HBF considers it vital that the Spatial Plan considers housing issues at all levels and recognises the link with the economy. 

If Wales is to meet its ambitious economic targets then economic growth must be given priority and each zone or region should be enabled to maximise its economic potential.

The HBF welcomes the commitment for the various agencies and tiers of government to work more closely together.  This should enable greater coherence in decision making across policy areas and tiers of government.  We also welcome the opportunity for the private sector to play a part in this process.  The HBF is keen to be fully involved.

If the document is to play a meaningful role then it will be necessary for the Welsh Assembly Government to put in place very clear mechanisms to ensure the delivery of the provisions of the Plan.  The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Bill includes a statutory duty to prepare a Wales Spatial Plan and keep it under review.  However, it is not clear what status the Plan is to have and how other plans and strategies are to relate to it.  In terms of planning this is partly clarified by reference to Local Development Plans being required to ‘have regard to the Wales Spatial Plan’ but how this will operate in practice is unclear.  The HBF suggests the Assembly clarifies these issues in guidance.  The HBF considers that if the Wales Spatial Plan is to have any legitimacy it must be subject to an EIP as Spatial Strategies are in England. 

Questionnaire Response

The HBF response to the questions set out in the Wales Spatial Plan is set out below:

1. Are there any other strategic spatial challenges, which the Wales Spatial Plan should address?  Please offer supporting evidence.

Housing

Housing is a basic requirement for everyone and must be a fundamental plank of the Wales Spatial Plan.  The HBF is very disappointed at the lack of consideration given to housing issues as housing typically accounts for about seven tenths of land in urban uses (Bibby and Shepherd, 1995), and residential land use should be a major focus of a Spatial Strategy.  Although there are passing references to urban growth and occasional mention of housing pressures, housing does not receive anything like the prominence it should receive.

Whilst the Spatial Plan addresses population issues it fails to recognise that Wales has particular problems relating to housing.  A recent report on housing produced by the HBF shows that: 

· Wales has the oldest housing stock of any Western European nation

· A comparatively high proportion of the stock is in poor condition

· At current rates of demolition of unfit dwellings, today’s new homes will have to last 2,000 years before it is their turn to be replaced

· In numerical terms, 4% fewer homes are being built annually than are needed just to meet projected growth in the number of households

· There is a backlog of unmet demand for new housing of 33,000 homes

A central role of the Plan should be to provide population household projections for the next 20 years and target figures for strategy areas.  Without a strategic framework for the whole of Wales there is a risk that local decisions will not add up to a coherent national total.  Or that local decisions will fail to deliver the economic growth the assembly aims to achieve.

However, simply comparing the number of households and the number of dwellings fails to capture mismatches between the location of supply and demand or between the type of housing desired and that which is available.  The Spatial Plan must understand the location choices people - individuals and business makes across the whole of Wales. 

The Spatial Plan must also set out a strategy for the existing stock which fails to meet the needs and aspiration of today’s households.  Building rates in reality need to be higher to replace obsolete and unfit stock and to meet the demand for newer, better quality housing.

The Plan must also recognise the findings of the Barker Review which acknowledges that “housing has a major effect on the economy and an inadequate housing supply, or a poorly-functioning housing market, constrains economic growth” (Barker Review Interim Report page 5).

A thriving economy requires adequate numbers of the right homes in the right locations to meet changing economic and employment needs, and of the right type to meet the needs of the whole population.

The Barker Review found that “growth in the wider regional economy could be held back as a result of restrictions on development in areas where there is most potential fro growth” (Barker Review Interim Report page 32).

The crucial role new housing needs to play in helping the Assembly meet its ambitious economic objectives is not recognised by the Plan.

Infrastructure Capacity

Under the heading of ‘Valuing our Environment’ reference is made to ‘infrastructure capacity and sewage disposal’ without any explanation of the problems encountered.  Welsh Water recognises in its Draft Business Plan 2005-2010 that throughout Wales, lack of suitable sewage facilities is delaying the development of 23,550 homes and 1460 hectares of commercial development. This is a serious problem that needs to be addressed by the Assembly.  Simply stating that the capacity constraints need to be identified in the zone level frameworks is not sufficient.   The Assembly must act to resolve the issues rather than simply identifying the problem as a constraint. 

2. Do you think the proposed actions in the national Spatial Perspective (Wales & zone level) are the right ones to move sustainable development forward?

Wales

The Assembly should provide a strategy for where Wales should be heading and set out the priorities for the area.  Instead the Plan puts forward ‘mother and apple pie’ statements with no indication of priorities or growth areas.  The Assembly is missing out on an opportunity to make a difference to the Welsh economy, and its communities.  At present it could be argued that the framework presented is written in such a way that it is unlikely to influence policies or private investment decisions or plans.  It appears to cater to all without upsetting anybody.  The Plan must provide certainty regarding scales and direction of growth.

The basic premise of a Spatial Plan is to guide activity to the appropriate parts of an area and to identify major infrastructure proposals and set priorities for infrastructure closely related to the development strategy.  There are some basic elements the Plan must address.  What is to be provided? Where is growth being directed? Where is new investment being directed?  Is development being discouraged or encouraged?  What are the Assembly’s aspirations for each zone?  It is only when these questions have been answered and conflicts resolved that private sector investors will have the confidence to invest.  If the Spatial Plan is to underpin private sector growth, then the Plan must also take into account market demand for land in Wales.  It also has to be realistic about deliverability.

Pink Zone

Although this area is described as experiencing population growth with a strengthening housing and employment market only the provision of affordable housing is mentioned under ‘Building Sustainable Communities’.  At the same time under ‘Increasing and Spreading Prosperity’ encouragement is being given to retaining and attracting back skilled people.  Whilst affordable housing might have a role to play it must be recognised that a sufficient supply of good quality housing is also important if the area is to reduce affordability problems and attract back skilled people.

Yellow Zone

There is no recognition of the role that housing can play in either ‘Building Sustainable Communities’ or ‘Increasing and Spreading Prosperity’.  Although there may be a static or declining population that does not mean housing is not an issue.  The nature of the housing stock may be reducing the opportunity for the area to retain or attract new people and jobs.  The area framework may need to explore the functioning of the housing market as inadequate housing supply, or a poorly-functioning housing market, can constrain economic growth.  Sufficient and good quality housing provision is critical to securing inward investment in the area.

Orange Zone

This is the only time that the need to provide a range of housing opportunities is recognised.  The HBF considers that this should be included in each area as a thriving economy requires adequate numbers of the right homes in the right locations to meet changing economic and employment needs, and of the right type to meet the needs of the whole population.  Attempts to retain or attract skilled and highly qualified employees, managers and entrepreneurs must recognise the role of providing high quality housing.

The orange zone offers the greatest opportunity for achieving economic goals set out in ‘Winning Wales’ yet valuing our environment in this zone sets out more hurdles for development to overcome than other areas.

Green Zone

Housing is only mentioned in terms of locating new provision in small and medium sized towns.  No link is made between housing and the need to devise strategies to retain and attract back skilled people.   The provision of new modern housing to revitalise communities should form part of the strategy to retain and attract skilled people.

3. What do you think are the most important aspects the collaborative work in the areas should focus on?

Integration of Strategies

The collaborative work should focus on integrating the different thematic strategies in each area recognising where there are links and resolving issues where there are conflicts.  It is important that all the various agencies are fully involved in the collaborative work. Some of these conflicts will need to be resolved through strong leadership from the Assembly as collaborative arrangements are unlikely to be robust enough to deal with major issues. 

Spatial Planning is about the consideration of what should happen where. So the collaborative work should focus on the ‘what’ in terms of employment, housing, retail etc and ‘where’ new development should be located.  These plans need to be strategic and not unnecessarily stifle local decision-making.  However, there needs to be an adequate level of detail to address key issues that cross local authority boundaries.

Housing

As the Barker Review states “Unlike most other goods and services, housing market outcomes can have significant implications for the economic and social well-being of the UK economy” (Barker Interim Report, page 18).  The HBF suggests that housing considerations should be given much greater thought throughout the document but particularly as part of any collaborative work to be carried out in the areas.

The consequences of under-supply of housing are:

· Overcrowding, inability to leave home or move, homelessness

· Rising real house prices, affordability problems

· Macro-economic instability, fewer jobs

· Rising wages, loss of competitiveness

· Labour shortages: key workers and high value

· Inability to hold high-productivity employees

· Distributional impact – winners and losers

· Lower labour mobility, higher unemployment

· Adverse impact on health

· Damage to education  

The Wales Spatial Plan must play a part in ensuring that the environmental, social and economic costs and benefits of new housing are balanced.  It must ensure that adequate land with residential permission is delivered.  The Spatial Plan must also ensure that there is a clear link between housing and economic development in terms of both scale and location.

4. Do you agree with the suggested topics for future collaborative work in each area?  Are there others?  Please state why these are important.

Menai

New housing is seen as compromising cultural distinctiveness and environmental quality.  The area must recognise that if it is to be successful in strengthening and spreading the success of the Bangor area then housing will need to play its part.  Provision has to be made for sufficient and good quality housing as housing plays a major positive long-term role in any economy beyond its directly measured contribution to GDP.  Restraint policies have an economic cost and this cost must be avoided if the area is to increase prosperity.  Although the HBF agrees with the topics for future collaborative work it is concerned that the role housing must play is being ignored.

Pembrokeshire Haven

No mention is made of the contribution housing can make to regeneration and the economy.  An inadequate housing supply, or a poorly-functioning housing market, constrains economic growth.  The area should investigate the role housing can play in developing mechanisms to increase prosperity and housing’s links to economic opportunities.

Swansea Bay

It is surprising in an area where housing initiatives are playing a major role that no recognition is given to this sector.  The area appears to recognise the links between the housing market and the economy and have a number of large scale housing schemes underway.  The role housing is playing in the regeneration and economic plans for the area must be acknowledged.  Further collaborative work could look at the role housing has played and can ply in the regeneration of the area.

South East Wales

The HBF supports the need for collaborative work on establishing the potential requirements for housing and employment.  However, this should be carried out for the whole of Wales if the country is to be expected to plan properly for a thriving economy.  The HBF is concerned about the timing of this work and the co-ordination between the areas.  For example, a green belt should not be identified until the housing and employment development requirements have been established and the potential impact of climate change.

North East Wales

Actions to which the Assembly is already committed includes the provision of high quality housing through the Welsh Housing Quality Standard.  The HBF is unsure why this is included here and not in all other areas as this is an area the Assembly is committed to across Wales.  HBF have concerns regarding the timing and co-ordination between the work on climate change, identifying green belts and housing and employment needs. 

Cefn Gwlad

The introduction to the area fails to acknowledge the role that housing may play in the out-migration of young people.  No mention is made of the provision of housing as being a challenge even though the Assembly is currently investigating the issues of rural homes for local people.  Further collaborative work should look at the role housing plays in the out-migration of young people from the area.

East Powys

Although population growth is strong this does not appear to be an issue for the area.  Housing quality is mentioned as an issue in the introductory paragraphs but doesn’t appear to be an area for further work.  Given the strong population growth and issues of housing quality the HBF is surprised that housing is not an issue in the area.

Cardigan Bay

The first two challenges although worded in a positive manner appear to be suggesting a framework of constraint where the environment is given a greater weight than social or economic considerations.  Planning should be about balancing costs and benefits.  According to Kate Barker “The optimal supply of housing would balance the costs and benefits of housing in order to maximise the overall social welfare for the UK.  Achieving this is in essence the economic rationale for the planning system.” (Barker Interim Report, page 50).  Housing must play a part in the future challenges for the area.  Given that the provision of housing is a contentious issue in the area further collaborative work should focus on this.    

5. Are the proposed actions by the Welsh Assembly Government the right ones to turn the plan into reality and to firmly embed spatial considerations into our work?

Although the Assembly might be one step nearer the preparation of a Spatial Plan it would be misleading to call the document that is to be prepared in 2004 a Spatial Plan.  Spatial Planning is the consideration of what should happen where and the Assembly are not yet at this stage and are unlikely to reach this stage by the end of 2004.  This must be recognised and acknowledged as otherwise the document will be a disappointment, as it was to many in the planning arena this time.  

A fundamental flaw of the Plan is the absence of any scale and direction of growth.  This must form part of a spatial strategy if it is to guide public and private investment decisions or promote debate on the future role of places and regions.   The South East Regional Assembly describes Regional Spatial Strategies as being ‘to do with development and physical patterns of activity’. Their spatial strategy will address specific regional and sub-regional issues and help guide activity to appropriate parts of the region.  The RSS will also include major infrastructure proposals and set priorities for investment in infrastructure closely related to the development strategy.  This is what the Wales Spatial Plan should be attempting to achieve rather than setting up frameworks for the unknown.  Wales needs a strong guiding hand if it is to improve the economic well-being of its residents.

The Assembly must provide more guidance on the Wales Spatial Plan process, particularly the role that the Assembly is to play in the process.  It is unclear if this process is to be a bottom-up, top-down or a mix of both.   

Clarification is needed on how the document relates to other Assembly and Assembly Sponsored Bodies strategies.  The Assembly must also clarify the status of the Plan.

6. How can the work best be taken forward?
Should there be area strategies that cover a comprehensive range of topics, using the same framework in each area, or
Should the focus of the work be on individual spatial issues that are particularly relevant in an area, or
Should there be a combination of both, for example a broad strategic framework within which the focus could be on area specific issues?

The latter would be favoured by the HBF as this would enable all aspects to be considered which is more likely to lead to joined up thinking whilst at the same time enabling the key areas to be addressed more fully.

The HBF is shocked but not surprised to see that housing is not considered to be one of the fundamental considerations of the collaborative work.   This must be put right.

The HBF have significant concerns regarding the major role collaborative work that is not subject to any formal statutory or democratic process is to have in the preparation of the Wales Spatial Plan.  Collaborative work to date on sub-regional planning has involved token consultation with little in the way of inclusive partnership working.  Unless there is guidance set out for the operating of these groups then it is unlikely that they will deliver the type of collaborative working the Assembly is seeking.  There has to be a formal statutory process for this work to have any legitimacy.
The HBF is concerned that identification of zones and areas confuses some of the issues.  It is not clear if we are dealing with 4 zones or 8 area perspectives?  As most work will be carried out at the area level, focusing on the future challenges, it is unclear who takes forward issues such as identifying infrastructure capacity constraints included under the zones.  Although it is appreciated that the zone will inform the area work it is unclear how this will operate in practice.  It is also not clear if any collaborative work will happen at the zone level.  To overcome these issues the zones could be deleted and individual frameworks prepared for the 8 regions. 

7. What do you think is the best mechanism for collaborative working?
Is there a need to set up new groups to lead this work either on an area or a thematic basis or a combination of both, or
Can this be achieved through existing working groups / partnerships?
Should there be fixed or variable membership of these groups?  Who should be involved?

The best mechanism for collaborative working would be through new groups as thematic groups would not enable the integration of policy which is one of the main purposes of this work.  There must be an overarching group that involves key stakeholders who then manage sub-groups based on particular key issues.  

The HBF suggests that based on its knowledge of the Planning fora this cannot be achieved through existing working groups as these have not involved stakeholders.  It will only be through setting up new groups that the integration of working can be achieved and inclusive and partnership working facilitated.  

Whilst it may be possible to have variable membership of these groups there will be a number of interested parties that will need to sit on all groups, housing representatives being one such group.  Again guidance from the Assembly should set out how these groups should operate and who must be involved.

It will be important that each group contains representatives from across the full range of interested parties and represents a proper balance between the key spatial themes and private public sector interest.

The Assembly must ensure that sufficient resources are provided to ensure that the collaborative work can be carried out.  This will involve sufficient staff to both lead and support the area groups and sufficient finance to enable research to be carried out.  

8. Do you agree with the suggested approach for the sustainability appraisal of the Plan.

Yes.  The HBF notes the inclusion of housing as one of the suggested impact areas.

9. Are there any other comments you wish to make to the Wales Spatial Plan?

The HBF is concerned that there is not going to be a formal opportunity for scrutiny through an EIP as in England.  When the document moves closer towards becoming a Spatial Plan there must be a formal opportunity for scrutiny to give legitimacy to the Plan.  

Whilst the HBF supports strategic decision-making, at the end of the day it is Local development Plans that will determine local provision and local authorities who determine planning decisions.  The Wales Spatial Plan will in this respect have to relate to local government boundaries.

It is not clear how the Spatial Challenges for Wales are to be taken forward and how the results of this work will feed into the area work.
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