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8th February 2006

Dear Mrs Parkes, 

SURREY HEATH LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK

HOUSING NEEDS DPD INITIAL CONSULTATION

Thank you for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on the above initial consultation document. HBF has a number of comments and suggestions as set out below in response to some of the specific questions raised. 

Firstly, and most fundamentally, however, HBF would question whether it is appropriate for the council to be producing a Housing Needs DPD in the first place. PPS12 (paragraph 2.9) states that all key elements of the planning framework and strategic policy objectives should be set out in the core strategy (which should also be the first LDF document to be produced). A key priority of the vast majority of local authorities across the south east is improving the delivery of affordable housing. It is often the number one council priority set out in community strategies and sustainability appraisals.

Given the importance of the delivery of affordable housing as a strategic policy objective it is a matter which must be addressed alongside other strategic objectives in the core strategy. Separating out one strategic objective from all others weakens the core strategy and weakens the council’s ability to deliver all of its key strategic policy objectives. 

Furthermore, LDFs and their constituent parts are to be assessed in terms of their overall soundness. The concept of soundness is a new one and is a move away from considering issues in isolation and towards a more holistic approach to policy planning. Separating out affordable housing from a core strategy is actually a step backwards and is an approach based on the old style development plan rather than on the new concept of soundness. It will not be possible to declare a core strategy as sound when one of the key policy objectives is absent. 

Similarly, in considering the soundness of the core strategy and the way it deals with overall housing provision, the key consideration is deliverability. One of the main influences determining whether or not overall housing supply targets will be met is the impact on development site viability of local authority affordable housing policies. Therefore, in considering the soundness of the core strategy, which is founded on the basis of implementation and delivery, an Inspector must have regard to any matter which will influence delivery. In that regard it is not possible to separate issues related to the meeting of housing targets with other strategic policies (such as affordable housing and planning obligations) which could adversely affect the delivery of housing. 

On that basis it would be bad enough if the council was to be producing a housing needs DPD at all when this matter should be properly be incorporated in to the core strategy and tested on that basis. But to produce a separate housing needs DPD in advance of the preparation of the core strategy makes the situation even worse as there is no core strategy to which the DPD should conform. It is highly unlikely that the proposed housing needs DPD will be in conformity with the saved strategic policies in the adopted local plan as, no doubt, the proposed DPD will be seeking to materially alter those policies. All the more reason why this matter should be dealt with in the core strategy. Or at the very least, the DPD should not be prepared until after the core strategy has been subject to independent testing. Otherwise we may as well not bother with the new planning policy system if authorities are simply going to carry on under the old approach. This is, in effect a partial review of a local plan rather than a DPD. As such, HBF objects to its preparation as it is unsound (tests vi and vii of PPS12 – paragraph 4.24. apply).

That fundamental point of principle aside, turning to the questions poised in the consultation paper my brief answers are as follows:

Definition of affordable housing

1. To encompass the broad range of housing need of all types from social rented through intermediate to low cost market housing.

3. Yes the term affordable housing is misleading. All housing is affordable to someone or it would not sell (and so it would not be built). Maybe subsidised or sub-market housing are better terms but, again, it should encompass all types of housing to cater for all aspects of need as apparent from a Housing Market Assessment (not just a traditional housing needs survey).

Dwelling Mix

1. No the local authority should not specify a mix of different sized dwellings. Certainly not on the market component of a development. It may be appropriate on the subsidised element. But to specify mix is a very blunt tool to address a very complex issue which is best left to the market as it is the market which is taking the risk and best understands what consumers want. 

It may be acceptable for local authorities to seek to negotiate over mix with developers but they should not prescribe specific mixes across the board.

2. No there is no need to specify type. House builders have responded well to national policy on density which has had the effect of substantially altering the nature of the product delivered in a very short period of time. All sites and locations are different and specifying targets across districts can never reflect what is best for any given site at a particular point in time. Also, the market is rapidly changing such that the buoyant market for flats seen in the past few years is now decidedly less buoyant. There are many thousands of flats in flatted schemes currently in the pipeline across the region and it is doubtful whether many of those will  be built under current market conditions. Seeking to specify type for many years in the future is not something local authorities should concern themselves with.

Qualifying Sites for Affordable Housing

1. The threshold should be determined in negotiation with developers on a site by site basis taking into account the requirements of the site, financial and market considerations, the availability of grant funding / public subsidy and the type and extent of housing need in the locality as informed by a robust and up to date housing market assessment. Either way it should not be less than 15 dwellings.

2. Yes the threshold may need to be lower in rural settlements but the same factors need to be taken into account in negotiating what is required from a particular site.

Amount and Type of Affordable Housing on Qualifying Sites

1. As 1. above, There should be no specified target percentage. It should be a matter for negotiation taking in to account the factors set out above.

2. What is sought should be determined by the results of a comprehensive and robust housing market assessment which is carried out in the appropriate manner in full consultation with the industry.

3. It will vary from site to site and time to time. A cascade approach is a sensible way forward which can reflect the above considerations and ensure that sites remain viable which still providing some form of subsidised accommodation. 

4. Standard s106 clauses may be helpful and could speed up the planning process.

5. Again this will vary from site to site.

On Site Provision

1. For ease and simplicity, most developers would prefer commuted payments. However, if we are to build truly sustainable communities (or at the very least, mixed developments) then provision should be on-site in most cases.

Off-Site Provision

1. In the circumstances set out in Circular 6/98. In other words, it should only be sought where both the developer and authority agree that a site is suitable but, for some other practical or other reason, off-site provision would be preferable. It should not be sought if the site itself is inherently unsuitable as, in such a circumstance, it would not be appropriate to seek any provision.

Key Workers

1. The national definition is not working. A local definition is probably a sensible way forward. However, it should be set based on the results of a housing market assessment to address real local need rather than to force developers to provide social rented accommodation.

2. & 3.  There should be no hard and fast requirements as set out above. If there is to be a target the definition should encompass all forms of affordable housing. There should not be different targets for different types of accommodation.

Small Dwellings

This is another case of using a policy sledgehammer to crack a complex behavioural nut. Local authorities should not get involved in prescribing mix, type or tenure of accommodation in the market element of new developments. These are matters best left to the market as it is the market that will pay if it makes mistakes. The link between small households and small dwellings is a tenuous one as is the link between mix in the existing stock and dictating mix in new developments. Local authorities would be best advised that to remember that they exist not only to cater for the housing needs of the minority of the population but also the requirements of the majority. The local planning authority should be wearing a very different hat to that of the council’s, now very much diminished role, as local housing authority. This is so even under the broad spatial definition of planning. The council’s objective in so far as housing policy is concerned is to ensure that everyone has the opportunity of a decent home. Not just those unable to satisfy their needs through the operation of the private market.

I hope that you will find these comments helpful and that they will be taken on board prior to work commencing on this DPD in earnest. I would, of course, be happy to discuss any of these matters with you further should you so wish. Otherwise I look forward to being kept informed of progress on this and other aspects of the LDF in due course.

Yours sincerely,

Pete Errington
Regional Policy Manager (South East)
Home Builders Federation 
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