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21st December 2005

Dear Sir / Madam, 

LDF – ALTERNATIVES FOR THE DRAFT CORE STRATEGY

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above draft options paper. HBF has a number of comments to make on the individual draft core policies. These comments are set out individually on the attached sheets for ease of processing in the order in which they appear in the document. 

I hope you will find these comments helpful and that they can be taken on board prior to the publication of a draft core strategy next year.

Yours faithfully,

Pete Errington

HBF Regional Planner, Southern Region

CP3 – Infrastructure Requirements

HBF objects to the inclusion of the phrase “taking account of the cumulative impact of schemes” as it is unsound in the context of the tests set out in paragraph 4.24 of PPS12. Tests iv and viii apply. 

The policy is inconsistent with Government policy guidance on planning obligations set out in Circular 5/2005 which explains the circumstances under which it will be appropriate to seek planning obligations. These circumstances are set out in five tests which are reflected in paragraph 3.6 of the supporting text to this policy. The requirement for cumulative impact to be taken into account infers that obligations will be sought which do not meet these five tests. The policy therefore fails the tests of soundness. The offending phrase should be deleted from the policy. 

CP4 – Sequential Approach to Development

This policy does not do what its title suggests. It only deals with development within defined limits. It does not deal with development outside defined limits. The title is, therefore a misnomer. It does not provide policy guidance on the application of a sequential approach to development.

The policy should set out what the sequence is which is referred to, how it is defined and how it will be applied by the council in both the allocation of land for development and in the determination of planning applications. Both of these may involve land outside defined urban areas. 

PPS12 tests of soundness iv, vii and viii apply.

CP6 – Inclusive Communities

HBF is keen to ensure that this policy is applied in a manner consistent with the scale of the problem. The implication is that all development will be required to meet this full range of needs. Such a requirement would be totally inappropriate when those needs are present in only a small minority of the population. HBF wishes to ensure that this policy requirement is applied in a manner consistent with the scale of the issue being addressed and appropriate to the type of development under consideration. This will require the council providing robust and credible evidence to demonstrate what these needs are and how they should be factored in to development proposals. Without this it will not be possible for developers to demonstrate how they fulfil the requirements of the policy (para 3.13) as it will not be clear precisely what the policy actually requires. PPS12 tests of soundness vii and viii apply.

CP9 - Housing Mix Density & Affordability

PPS12 test of soundness vii requires DPD policies to represent the most appropriate in all the circumstances, having considered the relevant alternatives, and that they are founded on a robust and credible evidence base. There is no evidence that the council has approached the drafting of this policy in the required manner and there is no robust or credible evidence to substantiate this very onerous and inflexible requirement on developers. Neither in terms of the need for affordable housing nor the financial implications of the policy requirement on development viability. These are key omissions in the context of the policy guidance set out in PPG3 and the various draft revisions. It is therefore fundamentally unsound. 

In particular, PPS3 requires local authorities to balance the need to provide affordable housing in association with new development against the need to ensure that housing requirements are met. Wokingham has long been an authority which has under-delivered against its strategic housing requirements. This policy will have disastrous implications for the financial viability of development proposals and will adversely affect the supply of sites coming forward for development and so the meeting of strategic housing targets. It is therefore contrary to PPS3 and is also unsound in the context of thPPS12 test of soundness iv.

The policy should end at the end of the first sentence and the word “tenure” should be added after the word “dwelling” in order to achieve the same objective. 

CP11 – Gaps & Wedges

This policy is contrary to Government policy guidance in PPS7 which recommends against the use of local landscape and gap designations such as these and recommends they be replaced by a criteria based policy approach. This policy, which seeks to retain individual designations, is contrary to Government policy and so is unsound when assessed against test iv of the tests set out at paragraph 4.24 of PPS12.

The designations should be deleted and be replaced by a general criteria based policy approach. 

CP12 – Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area

The references in this policy to mitigation zones should be deleted as there is no evidence-based or technical basis for them. These zones are wholly arbitrary and based on dubious and flawed logic. English Nature’s proposals for the SPA in their delivery plan have been given short shrift by a number of recent appeal inspectors who have allowed proposals despite the existence (though it is not yet in the public domain) of the delivery plan. The plan is wholly unworkable on the basis of the confidential drafts that have been produced to date. Therefore, until such a time as the detail is finalised the policy should remain general in nature as is achieved by the first sentence. The issue of mitigation and zones within which this may or may not be appropriate has yet to be determined on any proper and reasonable basis. 

PPS12 tests of soundness vii, viii and ix apply.

CP15 – Housing Requirements

HBF objects to this policy as it is unsound when assessed against the tests of soundness set out at paragraph 4.24 of PPS12. Tests iv, vi, vii, viii and ix apply.

Firstly, it is not accepted that the technical and evidence base on which the housing numbers are founded are sufficiently robust or credible as required by test vii. In particular we are concerned that the urban capacity takes an over-optimistic view of the extent to which previously developed sites within built up areas will actually come forward for development over the term of the core strategy period. This in particular is due to the lack of discounting and lack of consultation with owners and occupiers of the sites identified in the study in order to ascertain a sites’ likely realistic availability. In terms of discounting, what the council refers to as discounting in the study is not actually discounting in the Tapping The Potential sense. It is removing categories of development which should not be included in the final assessment anyway so as to avoid overlaps and double-counting. The assumption is that all sites identified at the end of the process will definitely come forward. This is a wholly unrealistic and unreasonable assumption to make. 

In terms of ownership, clearly whether or not a site is realistically likely to be available for development will, in many cases, depend wholly on whether an owner is likely to sell (which in turn may be dependent on occupiers being willing to relocate which is then dependent on the availability of suitable alternative premises). It would appear there has been no consultation with individual landowners of sites identified in the study which is a major flaw and likely to seriously over-state the true picture of available and deliverable capacity.   

Finally on the UCS a major determinant of whether or not the capacity estimate is likely to be realised will be the impacts of policy CP9 and CP12 above. In terms of CP12, this is uncertain to say the least.

Secondly we do not consider the plan to comply with test ix of PPS12 in that it simply rolls forward the housing requirements set in the adopted structure plan when this is highly likely to be insufficient. Whilst it is right that the precise housing numbers to be derived from the South East Plan has yet to be determined, there is every indication that, when those numbers are finally set, they will require higher rates of development across the region than the levels set in adopted structure plans. Therefore, whilst HBF welcomes the fact that the council recognises that the 10,690 figure is a minimum figure, this is not sufficiently proactive an approach. This core strategy should address the issue of flexibility to respond to changing circumstances by identifying a “reserve” of land for development which can be called upon to be released should the need arise. Not to do so given Government’s comments on the adequacy or otherwise of the housing numbers set out in Part 1 of the South East Plan must result in the strategy being unsound. 

This will require an additional CP policy being included in the core strategy which deals with the issue of Plan Monitor Manage. It should explain what monitoring will be undertaken by when and by whom. And it should set out a process by which there will be consultation on the results of that monitoring and whereby decisions will ultimately be taken whether or not to release additional “reserve” sites for development. 

