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HBF Response to the West Cheshire/North East Wales Sub-Regional Spatial Strategy (February 2006)

The Home Builders Federation is a representative organisation that acts on behalf of house builders and developers throughout England and Wales. Its members build approximately 80% of the nations new homes.  

Opening Remarks

Overall, the HBF welcomes the cross-border approach but is disappointed with the lack of private sector involvement at both the steering group level and in the consultation process.  This is a major omission as engaging the private sector is key to the new planning system.  The HBF considers this lack of involvement has led to a housing strategy that is likely to be unacceptable to the house building industry.  The approach suggested in the strategy needs to be tested by the private sector.

I EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The introductory paragraph refers to the Strategy informing the draft North-West of England Regional Spatial Strategy yet this has already been prepared and the formal consultation period of the Draft RSS begins in March (page 1).

The suggestion that the review will input into future reviews of the Wales Spatial Plan also appears to be misleading as the Wales Spatial Plan requires private sector input into the preparation of any work that is to be included in the Plan (page 1).

In terms of housing the extent to which this document can inform the Local Development Plan process is questionable (page 1).

Key principles

Although the third bullet point is supported, the HBF is concerned that the reality of the strategy means that it only appears to address future growth where as there may be opportunities to limit current unsustainable travel patterns (page 3). 

The Spatial Strategy

Although the main principle of the strategy is to support the sustainable growth of the four centres of Chester, Wrexham, the Deeside conurbation and Ellesmere Port this is not supported by specific plans to secure housing at these locations (page 3).

The ‘Focus on Regeneration Areas’ detracts from the earlier principle of sustainable growth in the four main centres, as the areas do not always correspond with the identified centres.  Whilst the HBF supports a policy of spreading prosperity the strategy risks loosing its focus and thus risks damaging the economic well being of the area (page 4).

There is no doubt that the links between areas of opportunity and areas of need will need to be improved if this strategy is to succeed (page 4).

II Introduction

The scope for intervention of the strategy is acknowledged to be medium to long-term (2011-post 2016) as the policies at both regional and local levels are already set. This means that the Plan is concentrating on a 10-year period between 2011-2021 a relatively short period that will be heavily influenced by what happens between 2004 and 2011.  By this time this strategy would need to be revised hence it appears to have little impact (page 9).

III The Policy and Strategic Context

The document should refer to the North West Draft Regional Spatial Strategy, which was submitted to the Secretary of State in January 2001, and is due to be published for formal consultation in March 2006.  For the purposes of consistency and monitoring, it would be helpful if the periods of the strategies were the same.  The base date of the North West RSS is 2003 (page 10).

Strategic Context

The GVA Grimley study identified the central economic importance of Chester and Wrexham and the insufficient supply of residential land to meet projected demand. This was also, considered to be compounded by a lack of affordable housing in these areas.  Yet the strategy focuses the largest increase in housing growth in the Ellesmere Port & Neston area.  The housing strategy appears to be led by the availability of brownfield land rather than being based on the different strands of the sub-regional spatial strategy.  Whilst the HBF understands the need to re-use brownfield land the extent to which housing figures are proportioned to an area should not be governed by this alone.  The strategy needs to demonstrate that, the housing growth is supported by an equivalent level of employment opportunities (pages 13 & 14).

SWOT analysis of the sub-region

The HBF is concerned to see one of the Governments policy objectives listed as a weakness.  The Government supports an 80% owner-occupation target (page 14).

Housing

The HBF supports the statement that journeys to work need to be a key consideration in the location of future developments but is unsure the extent to which firstly only new employment opportunities will be considered and secondly the extent to which new service jobs in town centres will be taken into consideration.  The HBF is supportive of the market demand approach but does not believe that the strategy accords with it (page 22).

V THE SUB-REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY

 Focusing on areas in need of regeneration

The document recognises that it will take some considerable time to improve the developer and investor proposition in the regeneration areas and goes on to explain that success can be achieved in regeneration areas if a highly focused and targeted strategy is adopted.  In essence this is considered to be about careful selection of a relatively small number of locations considered to compete effectively in the non-local marketplaces.  However, the reality is, although there may be some focus to the strategy in the two English authorities, in Wales the regeneration strategy is too dispersed with ten different settlements being identified.  Such an approach is acknowledged by the strategy as likely to fail (page 31).  

Enhancing links between areas of opportunity and areas of need

The HBF is supportive of plans to enhance transport links but finds the different roles of the links confusing.  It would be helpful if a plan was included to identify the routes and what roles they are to play.

It is not clear if the Flintshire corridor is simply about improvement of the regeneration areas – or if it is also about improved public transport – if it is only about regeneration why identify it here?

The Wrexham-Bidston railway corridor appears to simply relate to improvements in services – if this is the case it should be identified as a railway corridor.  The strategy may be suggesting that there is a possibility of housing developments near stations along the route but again this is not clear (page 33).

Housing

The first sentence of the housing section is very revealing and explains the driving force behind the housing strategy and this does not appear to be aligned with the preceding strategy strands or the employment strategy.

The significant brownfield land resources at Ellesmere Port can be seen as driving the housing strategy.  However, the supply of brownfield land alone is not justification for increasing the housing figures in an area.  Any such increase must be linked to employment generation but doe to the lack of figures on this it is not clear if this is the case.  The housing provision figure also needs to be realistic and deliverable, and looking at past trends the figures are far higher than the current plan rate (206) and past build rates (141).  Market testing of the proposals throughout the drafting process would have been invaluable, and given this did not happen, the HBF question the validity of the strategy.  Private sector involvement is particularly important in assessing the assumptions made regarding the housing provision at district level, within the sub-region (page 38).  

The HBF supports the recognition of the housing/employment relationship but is uncertain if the strategy is successful in achieving this – we suspect it is not.  It is not clear to what extent the housing provision will align with new employment sites or transport links and improvements.  Whilst mixed-use sites are supported there is also a need to address employment opportunities within town centres and existing unsustainable transport patterns and it is not clear to what extent this will happen (page 38).

What does the Sub-Regional Spatial Strategy mean for the strategic centres and other settlements within the sub-region

Chester

The ability to ensure a sufficient supply of affordable housing is linked to the overall supply of housing in the market area – the supply of affordable housing cannot be isolated from general housing (page 39). 

The Plans to reinforce Chester’s role as a key centre in terms of financial and business services, and as a location for prestigious employment cannot be achieved if there is an insufficient supply of housing.  Constraint policies in high-growth areas run the risk of driving economic activity into other prosperous regions of the UK or to other countries.  If planning policies keep the housing supply in an area below demand, house prices will rise, employers will face skill shortages and wages and salaries will be driven up in order to attract employees, with damaging consequences for competitiveness, productivity and prosperity.  Also, housing shortages and high house prices have most impact on households on middle and lower incomes, including most first-time buyers.  Many “key workers” fall into this group, people who play an essential role in any community.  

The bullet points suggest that only housing land take needs to be balanced against the protection of the environment this ignores the concept of sustainable development which also requires the maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and prudent use of resources.  Housing the environment and employment are all linked not simply housing and the environment.  It is growth generally that needs to be balanced against the protection of the environment not only housing (page 39).

Wrexham

The only reference to housing is the increased pressure for housing development.   Yet again there appears to be plans to improve the employment offer of Wrexham without any plans to ensure that the housing supply meets demand with the possible results as explained above.  Reference must be made to meeting housing demands (page 40).

Ellesmere Port

The only area where ‘significant areas for housing’ is mentioned is within Ellesmere Port.  Whilst there are plans to improve the employment offer it is not clear to what extent this matches the increased housing provision.  The employment and residential relationship does not appear to be as strong as it should if sustainable growth in the area is to be achieved.  This concern may be overcome if figures on new employment provision were available.

Deeside

There appears to be no plans to link housing provision to the promotion of strategic sites or the Deeside Regional Park.  Again the employment and residential relationship does not appear to be linked or addressed.  A reference needs to be made to the provision of housing to meet demand (page 41).

Flintshire coastal towns

The housing growth of Flintshire appears to be focused on the coastal towns and the identification of a few strategic mixed-use sites.  Here there appears to be an imbalanced relationship between housing and employment thus possibly encouraging unsustainable travel patterns.  Without an idea of the extent of the employment offer it is difficult to judge (page 41).

The rural hinterlands of the sub-region

The HBF is concerned with the use of the term ‘local needs only’ given the move towards housing market assessments rather than housing needs studies.  Perhaps the term ‘local requirements’ should be used (page 42).

VI THE SUPPORTING POLICY FRAMEWORK

H1 Scale and Distribution of New Homes

The HBF has major concerns with the way the housing supply figures have been developed in particular with the lack of private sector involvement in the process.  There is also an issue with the different ways that housing figures are dealt with in England and Wales and thus the weight that can be given to the figures in this document.  In England there is a top down approach where as in Wales there is a bottom up approach to setting housing figures and therefore the extent to which these figures can be taken into account is therefore limited. 

Without access to the information that has been used to derive the figures the HBF cannot make detailed comments on the methodology or the accuracy of the information.

The HBF does however raise some major concerns with the process and some of the results.

Chester

The broad range of 6,500-7,500, is higher than the current plan rate or completion rate and is welcomed, as this appears to recognise the positive investment market and attraction of investment into Chester.  This will build upon the existing success of the area.  We welcome the higher figures and consider it a sensible approach to securing more affordable housing.  However, in order to deliver the numbers suggested there is a need to release larger strategic sites, including Greenfield sites in appropriate sustainable locations.   

The figures are in accordance with the Draft RSS and research into housing need and demand in the North West.  The figure is, however, lower than the North West household Growth Estimate Study figure which revealed a range of between 665 and 876 per annum in Chester.  The examination into the RSS could well increase the figure in Chester.  The extent to which this study can influence the outcome of the RSS and the allocation of housing figures to the Local Authorities is questionable.

Ellesmere Port and Neston

The HBF recognises that the draft RSS rate is within the suggested range and the rate also falls within the North West household Growth Estimate Study range.  The 6,500-7,500 range for Ellesmere and Neston however, is higher than previous plan figures and housing completions.  Whilst we support housing growth linked to employment growth and regeneration of brownfield land we are concerned with the lack of market testing and market analysis.  

Wrexham

The current plan rate of 370 is within the broad range suggested, however, completions are running ahead of this figure and the range provided for Wrexham.  In our view there is a risk of the housing market overheating in Wrexham, as housing demand in this area is unlikely to be met by an increase in provision elsewhere.  This figure needs to be increased.

Flintshire

Although the current build rate is within the broad range, completions in Flintshire have been constrained by a lack of supply of housing land for a number of years.  The broad range is lower than the current structure plan rate of 555 and the UDP rate of 493.  Given the very high affordable housing requirement figure the planned rate is considered to be too low and risks the overheating of the economy and increased affordability problems.  This figure needs to be increased.

Denbighshire

Although the current plan rate and past completions fall within the broad range the proposed LDP figure (Issues Paper Dec 2005) is set at 534 this is much higher than the figure in this strategy.  The HBF questions the ability of this strategy to influence the Denbighshire LDP.  This figure needs to be increased to allow Denbighshire to meet their-own policy objectives.

Overall there is a shift in provision from the Welsh side of the border to the English side.  Whilst the border area is likely to form a market area the extent to which it forms one market area is not clear.  For example, the extent to which the housing market area of Wrexham overlaps with Ellesmere Port is questioned.  There is also a risk that the strategy will not be able to deliver the housing requirements for the area thus constraining the success of the whole area due to overheating. 

Whilst the greater provision of housing is supported in England there is a risk that under provision in Wrexham and Flintshire will have a detrimental effect on the economy of these areas.  The Wales Spatial Plan does not rule out migration rather it sees in-migration as being needed to sustain the vitality of its communities and economy.  The draft Wales Economic Development Strategy (WAVE) recognises the strength of this area as being the size of the market and the associated agglomeration benefits. Yet the strategy will cause a shift in the weighting of the agglomeration away from Wales towards England.  This will minimise the opportunity to spread the prosperity of the region further into Wales.

The following table identifies the planned growth for the sub-region in comparison with its existing household base.

	
	Number of households (2001 census)
	Percentage increase

	Chester
	50,128
	12.9-14.9

	Ellesmere Port and Neston
	33,168
	19-22

	Wrexham
	53,227
	11.2-13.1

	Flinthsire
	60,542
	10.7-12

	Denbighshire
	39,891
	11.2-13.7


Flintshire has the lowest growth even though the strategy recognised that it was under great housing pressure and it had the highest housing need requirement.

This would not be an issue if the housing growth matched planned economic growth or was addressing unsustainable travel patterns but this is not made clear in the document and is unlikely to be the case. 

H2 Priority for affordable housing
The HBF supports the inclusion of low cost market housing within the definition of affordable housing.  However, the housing need figures are above the broad range of houses to be provided most notably in the case of Flinthisre.  This means that the affordable housing problem is likely to increase over the strategy period unless earnings rise significantly or house prices fall dramatically.

Reference should be made to Draft PPS3, given its significance, and shift from current PPG3 and Circular 6/98 approach.

H3 Support for housing in the regeneration areas

Housing alone cannot regenerate disadvantaged areas what is needed is a far more concentrated and holistic approach - there must primarily be a focus on the economy and job creation.  Although the strategy suggests a mixed-use approach it is not clear how intertwined housing and employment is, particularly in the Flintshire coastal settlements.

The acknowledgement that some areas particularly in Wrexham do not have significant opportunities for development confuses the situation further.  Greater clarity is required about the extent of what might happen and where.

Employment 

The employment approach is very different from housing as no forecast is made or broad indications given as to how much employment provision will take place and where.  This confuses the of where growth will happen and to what extent it will overlap with housing provision.

ECON 1 Review of Existing Employment Sites

The HBF supports the review of the Employment sites and the policy approach set out.

ECON 2 Strategic Sites

The HBF is concerned that Mostyn/Ffynningryw Gronant, Holywell, and Flint do not appear to have any strategic employment or mixed-use sites identified yet all are regeneration areas.  This is not the entwined or focused strategy that the document recommends for successful regeneration.

ECON 3 Special Employment Land Allocations

The strategy appears to concentrate heavily on employment even though housing issues are far greater a problem for the area.  A positive approach to housing land, as set out within this policy would be greatly welcomed by the housing industry.

T1 promoting links between homes and jobs

The HBF is supportive of the strengthening and promotion of public transport routes along the stated links.  We are however, concerned with the reference to service provision being operational from occupation of the development as this is very difficult to achieve particularly on large sites where the service requirement isn’t sufficient until towards the end of the completion of the site.

ENV 4 Existing greenbelt designation

We welcome the recommendation to review the Greenbelt to the south east of Chester and suggest that this takes place no later than 2011.  However, we do not agree that the review is solely dependant on the need to locate the premier business park.
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