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1.     INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Home Builders Federation (HBF) is the voice of the house building industry in England and Wales. The industry is highly diverse and HBF’s members range from large multi-national companies to small, locally based businesses. Together they build approximately 85% of new homes in England and Wales every year. 

1.2 This statement is submitted on behalf of the Home Builders Federation by Paul Cronk, BA (Hons), Dip TP, MRTPI who is the HBF’s Regional Planner for the Eastern and East Midlands Regions. 

1.3 The HBF submitted very detailed comments in relation to the Mid Suffolk Local Plan Alterations at the Deposit Draft stages. This further brief statement does not seek to repeat these. Instead, it primarily seeks to address further issues raised since the time of the Federation’s earlier representations. It, therefore, needs to be read in conjunction with these earlier representations, which it supplements rather than replaces. 

2.     BACKGROUND

2.1
HBF believes that it is regrettable that the Council is proceeding with the Plan Alteration at this point in time, instead of dealing this issue within the over-arching Core Strategy, which will need to seek to address all relevant policy issues together. Mid Suffolk is not especially a problem area in so far as the affordability of housing is concerned – not in the context of other authorities in the Eastern Region. 

2.2
The Local Plan was adopted some 8 years ago in 1998, and is now very out of date, more so than for many other authorities who are currently in the process of producing core strategies, and it is vital that this important issue of affordable housing is considered in the context of the Core Strategy rather than in isolation. 

2.3
Furthermore, almost every other authority in the region not still involved in the old development plan system is now concentrating efforts on preparing a draft Core Strategy, and an accompanying Sustainability Appraisal. 

2.4
The Federation considers that the provision of affordable housing is inextricably linked to the delivery of an adequate supply of housing overall and the two must be considered together. 

2.5
Turning to the more detailed matters, in view of our fundamental objection to the principle of the Council’s approach at this very late point in time, these are only briefly addressed, as the Federation’s position was set out in detail in my earlier objections to the proposed Local Plan Alterations.

3.     CIRCULAR 6/98
3.1
Government policy on affordable housing is set out in Circular 6/98. Whilst that has been supplemented by various draft revisions to PPG3 it has not yet been superseded, as those draft changes have not been adopted, Until such a time as Government finally decides what its new policy on affordable housing is, existing policy in Circular 6/98 applies. These policy requirement go beyond what is arising out of emerging policy in that there is no evidence that the council has assessed any effects of these requirements on the viability of development sites and so the effect on overall housing supply. 

4.     PPS 3 – CONSULTATION DRAFT

4.1  Draft 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.

5.     PPS12

5.1    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. 

5.2
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 the proposed new affordable housing requirement on developers, neither in terms of the need for affordable housing nor the financial implications of the policy requirement on development viability. This will particularly introduce uncertainty in relation to local plan allocation sites, whereby much higher affordable housing requirements might be sought now than when they were first allocated. Thus having significant cost implications for landowners and developers, which might threaten overall housing delivery. 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. 

6.     EVIDENCE BASE

6.1
HBF is concerned that there is not a sufficiently robust evidence base to justify the approach adopted. 

6.2
The council’s approach is founded largely on the basis of housing need. Yet this is only part of the story. Affordable housing policy is supposed to be informed by far more than just housing need as is clear from Circular 6/98 (paragraph 10) as well as the draft changes to PPG3. Also, local authorities are now required to carry out full local housing market assessments to provide a ‘robust and credible’ evidence base for their policies, not just a traditional housing needs survey. 

6.3
These must be carried out in full consultation with stakeholders. Their use in developing affordable housing policies should be clear and transparent. However, no such survey has been carried out and it is not clear precisely how the results of the needs assessment that has been carried out has informed the policy approach now put forward other than establishing there is a supposedly high need for affordable housing. This also fails the tests of soundness.

Housing Needs Survey

6.4
A housing needs survey carried out in 2003 does not constitute such evidence, as it is not up to date. Even if it was, this only forms part of the justification for any policy approach, as local authorities are now required to carry out local housing market assessments in order to inform policy formulation. These should investigate the need and demand for all forms of housing of all tenures, type, size, price and location. Not just the need for traditional forms of social rented accommodation typically provided in association with an RSL. These studies should inform the setting not just of affordable housing policy but should provide information on the demand for housing overall and so should inform the setting of housing targets at the regional level. 

Housing Market Assessment 

6.5
The studies should also assess the nature of the market and viability considerations and implications of the policy requirements flowing from them. 

6.6
In this case, what is the impact of setting a target of up to 35% for affordable housing on all development sites of 5 dwellings or more on the economic viability of development sites and what is the knock on effect of this impact on the delivery of sufficient housing overall to meet housing requirements? 

6.7
All of these matters must be address by a full and proper local housing market assessment which looks at the need for all forms of housing (not primarily just social rented) before any policy approach can be considered robust. 

6.8
These assessments should be carried out in full consultation and with the full involvement of key local stakeholders such as developers, landowners and their agents. The fact that the council has not carried out such an assessment means that the approach cannot be considered sound.

7.     ALTERATION POLICY H4

7.1
The Council has failed to consider a vital matter that, the very fact that thresholds are lowered is likely to reduce the supply of smaller sites coming to the market. There appears to have been no attempt to take this viability / supply matter into account anywhere in the justification for this proposed approach. 

7.2
Turning to the percentage target, Circular 6/98 allows authorities to set targets in plans for the number of affordable homes to be provided throughout an area and to set indicative targets for specific suitable sites. The latter may be expressed as a number or a percentage of units to be accommodated on the site. However, the former should only be expressed as a number. This is because Government is keen to ensure that the provision of affordable housing is needs based and those needs vary from settlement to settlement and site to site.

7.3
The latest Government guidance also re-echoes the fact that there should be no arbitrary district wide target based heavily around one particular type of housing tenure (usually social rented accommodation provided by RSL’s). Instead, policies should aim to meet the housing needs of all, based upon the findings of Housing Market Assessments. This may well mean different target percentages or numbers being identified for different types of housing tenure.

7.4
There will be a whole host of reasons why it will not be possible to achieve the same affordable housing solution on two sites, not least of which is the availability of funding. Therefore the policy should aim to meet a variety of housing need and should be responsive to the particular needs of each individual site. 

7.5
To this end, HBF strongly welcomes and advocates the cascade mechanism approach to affordable housing provision advocated in ODPM Consultation Paper: Planning for Mixed Communities – January 2005 paragraph 16 refers).

7.6
Test vii of the tests of soundness set out at paragraph 4.24 of PPS12 requires strategies and policies in development plan documents to be founded on a robust and credible evidence base. There is nothing that provides a robust and credible up to date evidence base for this policy. 

8.
SUMMARY & CONCLUSIONS

8.1 
The provision of affordable housing is needs based and takes into account site specific considerations and those needs and site characteristics vary from settlement to settlement and site to site. Insufficient regard is given to the financial viability of allocated sites, and to other financial requirements sought from them by other policy requirements in the Local Plan.

8.2    The Plan fails to link the affordable housing requirements in any way to the availability of public grant funding for affordable housing provision. Reference should be made to the cascade mechanism approach.

8.3    The Plan gives no inkling of how the 35% affordable housing policy percentage target was arrived at (as opposed to any other percentage figure). Nor does it seek to properly justify it in the context of Footnote 9 to 6/98.

8.4    The Council’s approach is too inflexible, and it is not clear how the changes in policy will be capable of delivering the affordable housing levels sought given the constraints on the scope for implementing them, and the absence of additional housing numbers.

8.5     The policy should be amended as indicated within the Federation’s written representations. 
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