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24th February 2006

Dear Sir / Madam, 

BRACKNELL FOREST BOROUGH LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK CORE STRATEGY: REGULATION 26 CONSULTATION

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation on the above preferred options document. HBF has a number of comments to make as set out on the attached sheets.

I trust these matters can be taken on board and the document amended as suggested prior to its submission for examination to the Secretary of State.
Yours faithfully,

Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South East)

Enc.

The Proposed Vision

HBF’s first comment relates to the proposed vision set out in the executive summary. Given emerging Government guidance set out in draft PPS3 HBF considers it somewhat dangerous for the council to proceed with a vision founded on the principle of a sequential approach to development allocation when that approach no longer forms part of emerging Government thinking. The sequential approach has been deliberately omitted from PPS3 (as clarified by the Government Office at the East of England RSS Public Examination) as a way of speeding up the delivery of and release of land for housing. Government acknowledges that the sequential approach has been mis-applied by many local authorities and has been used as a tool to avoid releasing sufficient land for housing rather than its intended purpose which was to ensure that sufficient land was released but that those releases should be the most sustainable. 

PPS3 still prioritises the use of previously developed land over greenfield and that would be an appropriate strand of the vision for this core strategy. However, that aspiration should be expressed in terms of the priority being given to previously developed sites. It should not be expressed using the terminology “sequential approach” as that approach has a very precise and specific meaning which is no longer appropriate. PPS12 test of soundness (paragraph 4.24) iv and vii apply.

Spatial Objectives

HBF objects to Spatial Objective D for the reasons set out above.

HBF also objects to Spatial Objective B on the basis that it is unsound when assessed against the tests of soundness set out at paragraph 4.24 of PPS12 (tests iv, vii, viii & ix apply).

Aiding the delivery of affordable and key worker housing does not accord with the definition of sustainable development given to the left of the Spatial Objectives box on page 16 of the document. Affordable and key worker housing are only part (and a relatively small part) of the housing equation in Bracknell Forest – or anywhere else for that matter. The vast majority of people in Bracknell Forest or who wish to move to Bracknell Forest to take up employment opportunities are more than capable of housing themselves through the operation of the private housing market. There will always be a minority who cannot. However, this spatial objective focuses exclusively on this minority and ignores completely the housing needs of the majority which is for market housing. While the council as local housing authority has as its exclusive concern, the housing needs of this minority, the council as local planning authority has to consider the housing needs of everyone (note the PPG3 and PPS3 objective of ensuring that everyone has the opportunity of a decent home etc). This objective therefore, should be reworded to ensure a focus on aiding the delivery of sufficient housing to meet identified needs and strategic requirements – including the need for affordable and key worker accommodation. 

The extent of these needs should be assessed through the process of a housing market assessment carried out in the appropriate manner as set out in the Government companion guide to PPS3. Crucially from HBF’s point of view this should be carried out with the full involvement of key local stakeholders, namely local house builder, developers, landowners and estate agents. Without such evidence any policy approach to housing supply or affordable housing will be unsound (test vii).

This is particularly important since, to a large degree, the achievement of the objective of providing affordable and key worker housing is very much dependent on the delivery of market housing as a large proportion of the annual supply of new affordable housing comes on the back of market housing and is funded and delivered by the house building industry.  

Policy Approach E1

Government policy on local landscape and gap designations is that they should be dealt with, preferably, by way of criteria based policies. The retention of existing gap designations and allocations on proposals map should only be pursued where it has been satisfactorily demonstrated that a criteria based policy approach will not be sufficient to achieve the same objectives. In this case it has not been satisfactorily demonstrated that this matter cannot be dealt with by way of a criteria based policy approach. Therefore HBF objects to this policy approach on the basis of tests of soundness iv, vii & ix (paragraph 4.24 of PPS12).

Policy Approach E2

Paragraph 1.8 of PPS12 makes it clear that planning policies should not seek to duplicate or cut across matters more appropriately within the scope of other legislative regimes. Energy efficiency in building use and construction is manifestly the responsibility of the building regulations Part L of which is just about to be reviewed yet again. The result of this review is that all new homes built after April 2006 when the new Part L comes in to force will be 40% more energy efficient than new homes built in 2002. That is a massive and extremely rapid improvement in performance and new homes are now many tens of times more energy efficient than the existing stock. There must come a point at which, if we are to make real efficiency gains, more attention is diverted to the real culprit, namely the existing stock, rather than constantly going for the easy option of further restrictions on new building. These requirements are making new homes ever more expensive at a time when affordability is a very serious concern and also at a time when these features are still not wanted by consumers. Efforts should be focussed on changing public perception of the issue if this is not to be a very costly mistake.

Achieving the EcoHomes very good standard adds a couple of thousand pounds to the cost of a home and achieving the excellent standard more than double this amount. Seeking such improvements in isolation from the measures raised above will simply worsen the affordability problem far more than it will solve any sustainable resource issue. 

There is certainly no justification for the requirement set down at paragraph 167 and this should be deleted as it is wholly unnecessary, excessive and counter-productive. PPS12 tests of soundness vii, vii & ix apply.

This policy approach should be worded flexibly in recognition of these concerns. There should not be hard and fast requirements for achieving non-statutory and unenforceable criteria. The policy approach should concern itself with the spatial implications of land use rather than involving itself in matters best left to other regulatory processes. 

Policy Approach E4

This whole policy area is fraught with difficulty. Any policy to address it should relate to the tests set out in Circular 5/2005 and what is sought by way of mitigation should be proportionate and reasonable and should consider mitigation in its broadest sense and not just the provision of alternative recreational space. The policy approach must also be accompanied by the identification of land which can be upgraded or made available in mitigation for the impact of development should the provision of land in mitigation be justified. In many cases it will not and the appropriate mitigation can be addressed by way of financial contributions which will enable access controls to be put in place and better management of the SPA. The policy approach should facilitate this three-pronged approach as was applied to the recent town centre regeneration proposal. 

Policy Approach E5

As stated in respect of Policy Area E2 above, the council should be aware of the financial implications of these requirements and should ensure that the final form of policy wording takes this into account. 

In terms of the 10% carbon emission requirement this is likely to be impossible to implement in the vast majority of cases. It will certainly be extremely difficult to enforce. It is unreasonable for the policy to specify such prescriptive requirements without any proper justification or testing of the feasibility of the requirements having been carried out. 

The paragraph 185 element of the policy approach should be deleted. PPS12 tests of soundness vii, vii & ix apply.

Policy Approach SL1

The policy should make it clear that this level of housing provision should be considered a minimum level of provision as there is an extremely high probability that housing numbers across the region will increase significantly before the South East Plan is finalised. The policy should make contingency provision for additional housing over and above the levels set out in paragraph 205 to be dealt with by way of a policy on Plan Monitor Manage which ties in with the housing trajectory and housing monitoring process. 

The housing target should be set as an annual housing target and the PMM policy should set out a process which allows existing sites to be held back or additional sites released as necessary in order to maintain the average annual rate of development. 

There should also be a separate policy dealing with the major strategic allocations as it will not be possible to phase these developments in the same way as smaller developments. Once the decision is made to commence a strategic development there must be a policy commitment to seeing this through as these developments require very costly decisions to be made about infrastructure provision. Once the commitment to provide infrastructure is given, the policy commitment must allow developers to recoup the cost of providing that infrastructure through a constant annual supply of housing regardless of progress against the annual target. 

This housing provision policy area, therefore, requires much further explanation and elaboration that is present at the moment. 

Policy Approach SL3

HBF is concerned that the council is suggesting “requiring” the provision of a mix of dwelling types in new developments in all cases. The “requirement” for affordable housing is qualified by the words “where appropriate” which is the correct approach as it will not be appropriate in all circumstances. The same should apply to housing mix. It will not be appropriate for the council to dictate this in all circumstances unless it is willing to provide guarantees to developers that, should any resulting mix prove unpopular it will compensate developers for unsold stock !

More seriously, this matter must be approached sensibly. Achieving mixed communities does not mean that all areas have to have the same mix of dwelling types. All areas are different, all housing markets are different and this needs to be considered on a sub-regional scale. Different areas perform different functions and this is often largely as a result of the housing mix in an area. The market assessment needs to consider the issue of complementarity between areas. It is certainly the case that the link between small households and them requiring small units of accommodation is a tenuous one to say the least. 

