Martin Stuart

Planning and Regeneration Department

Wigan Council

Civic Buildings

New Market Street

Wigan

WN1 1RP

3rd August 2005

Dear Mr Stuart

Supplementary Planning Document on Affordable Housing

Thank you for seeking the views of the Home Builders Federation on the provision of affordable housing through the planning system and the principal issues to be covered by the SPD. We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the drafting of the SPD prior to the formal consultation of the draft.

Affordability:

When looking at the present health of the Wigan housing market it is fair to say that whilst we accept that prices in the Borough will have increased in recent years Wigan remains one of the Boroughs with relatively low house prices in relation to the rest of the region. Indeed Table 4 of the North West Housing Markets 2004 update (ECOTEC Research and Consultation Limited) reveals that Wigan is the 32nd authority out of 44 in terms of the median dwelling price, with a median house price in 2004 of £90,000. 

Furthermore, the affordability ratio of Wigan is below the North West average according to the JRF Affordability Ratio 2003 update (North West = 3.30, Wigan = 2.90). We are therefore confident that Wigan remains an affordable and balanced housing market. 

Evidence of the balanced nature of the market is the fact that Wigan doesn’t match the higher levels of growth that other areas of the North West have experienced. The North West Housing Markets 2004 update provides details of the median prices by postcode sector across the southern half of the region. This information reveals … “how widespread the growth in median value has been across the region. Interestingly, the areas which have not shared in this general growth are strongly concentrated in the pathfinders, together with parts of Preston, Blackpool, Bolton, Wigan and Ellesmere Port.” (underlining my emphasis) This shows that Wigan hasn’t experienced extreme surges of growth as elsewhere in the North West, and this is further reflected by the relatively small spread of house price differentials (figure 7 North West Housing Markets Update 2004). 

Making Best use of Existing Stock:

Whilst the Housing Needs Survey indicates that the majority of the housing need in Wigan can be met by re-let of existing stock, we would also comment that according to the Empty Homes survey 2004, Wigan has a percentage of empty homes only marginally lower than the North West average (3.45% of homes empty, against a regional average of 4.21%) the actual figures in Wigan are 4,586 empty homes, and a further 6,545 low demand dwellings. We would therefore suggest that there is a significant number of existing housing to meet the housing need, and would comment that supplying further social housing stock in already low demand areas, and areas with vacancy rates of 3.45% may undermine the initiatives of regeneration schemes in the area.

Need for an Affordable Housing Policy:

With the above information in mind we question the need of an affordable housing requirement at all. 

Should however the Council chose to implement a policy we would caution against a high requirement/ percentage of affordable housing and the notion that a growing number of people on the social housing waiting list translates into higher requirements of affordable housing to be delivered through the planning system via S106. Indeed we are unclear as to the connection between the suggested 20% target and the need to deliver 48 units per annum, as stated in the Housing Needs Survey. We would caution against a 20% target. Higher targets don’t necessarily deliver more affordable housing, and bearing in mind the significant regeneration needs of Wigan MBC, an overly restrictive affordable housing requirement across the Borough could potentially render sites unviable, resulting in less sites coming forward and less overall affordable housing delivered.

Not withstanding our doubts over the need for an affordable housing policy, should the Council be minded to introduce such a policy we believe that the lack of any target requirement is unhelpful, as this creates uncertainty for developers when bidding for sites. 

In terms of the inclusion within the SPD of what sites are suitable for affordable housing provision we consider that in general any site above a policy threshold of 25 dwellings or more or above 1 hectare would be suitable to deliver an element of affordable housing provision. Obviously exceptional circumstances such as abnormal costs could prevent delivery on certain sites, but this would have to be assessed on a site-by-site basis. 

We would suggest an SPD defines affordable housing based on Circular 6/98 definitions, information in the Regional Housing Strategy and the Housing Needs Survey 2003, as well as the consideration of reference to affordable housing made in the recent ‘Planning for Housing’ ODPM document.

With reference to both the number and types of affordable housing provision required, an SPD must be based on a thorough intelligence-led understanding of the housing need in the Borough, which takes into account the changing market. It is important not to make snapshot decisions with regards to an affordable housing requirement in the SPD, based on data undertaken at a time of a peak in the market. Instead we would suggest that the SPD is flexible enough to cater for changing market conditions. This can only be achieved through robust monitoring of the housing need situation in Wigan. 

Monitoring:

With respect to monitoring, we recommend a strict quarterly process of monitoring applications once an affordable housing policy requirement is introduced. If the number of applications significantly reduces, due to a site no longer being viable due to affordable housing requirements, this level of understanding would then allow the Council to perhaps rethink and amend their policy.

We hope that the above comments are useful, and we look forward to seeing the Draft SPD consultation document.

Yours sincerely

Gen Berridge

Assistant Regional Planner, Northern Region

Home Builders Federation
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