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29 November 2006

Dear Mr Aldis

Shaping Hastings – Core Strategy Issues and Options

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above document. HBF has a number of comments to make in response to the above document; these are set out below in the order in which they arise in the document. I hope you find these comments helpful and I look forward to being kept informed of future stages in the preparation of the LDF. I would also welcome receipt of a copy of the council’s response to these comments in due course.

Yours sincerely
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Bartholomew Wren
Regional Planner (Southern Region)

Housing and Scenarios for Growth

Meeting the Housing Requirement

6.11
In relation the above paragraph which states the requirement to increase development density in order to meet the level of housing provision required in Hastings. The HBF suggest that a density range approach should be adopted across the plan area, a requirement of new PPS3, paragraph 47, and should be supported by a robust evidence base. The Council should be mindful that the density of development should be sympathetic to surrounding dwelling and building densities in any given location. The Council also needs to deliver a range of new housing tenures and unit sizes through its policies. It is the case that high-density developments are not suitable for families and may not serve to broaden the housing stock available in Hastings. PPS3 makes it clear that Local Planning Authorities should have regard to “Ensuring developments achieve a good mix of housing reflecting the accommodation requirements of specific groups, in particular families and older people” (PPS3, paragraph 69). The HBF are mindful of the need to incorporate high quality design within schemes, however it is the case that very high-density schemes will not suit families and older people and as such a blanket density approach cannot be adopted in the core strategy policies.  

6.13 

The HBF agrees with and supports all of the points of this paragraph, and as such considers that a more flexible approach is chosen. One which includes a greenfield option which will provide the certainty of housing delivery which is required by the industry as well as existing and future households in the Hastings area. With current undersupply in Hastings as noted in paragraph 6.19, the HBF doubtfully consider if all remaining brownfield sites will be built out fast enough / offer viability for development at present. The HBF also question whether all brownfield sites are suitable to provide the range of family housing required in Hastings, as well as a suitable range of affordable options. We note PPS3 now requires Local Planning Authorities to “identify strategic sites which are critical to the delivery of the housing strategy over the plan period” (PPS3, paragraph 55).  

Scenarios for Housing Growth

6.15
The HBF are pleased that the Council is open to the prospect of increasing the housing stock in Hastings to support growth in employment as well as address housing affordability issues for local people. To this extent the HBF support scenario 2 as we consider that this option has the flexibility required to viably deliver new market housing as well as affordable housing. The HBF support the Councils decision to work with Rother DC on this matter. The greenfield development opportunity will offer Hastings BC and Rother DC the opportunity to meet any increases in the housing targets which will be confirmed as a result of the South East plan enquiry in a strategic way. Thus avoiding the uncertainty of housing delivery on restricted brownfield as well as windfall sites, which should not be included in the first 10 years supply of land in local planning policies according to PPS3 paragraph 59. These of course have a role to play in housing delivery, but the HBF consider that a balanced and managed approach should be adopted, and the provision of a large strategic greenfield site affords this opportunity. Narrow focus upon brownfield land can have many limiting factors, including site viability issues and the delivery of smaller housing unit types, which do not always meet needs. In addition focus on brownfield housing development can lead to issues of town cramming, as well as limiting alternative uses for brownfield sites, for example urban green space or employment uses where appropriate.  

6.20 

In response to this paragraph the HBF would like to suggest that in order to overcome problems of the sub regional housing market, housing delivery should be appropriately and robustly phased over the core strategy period. Housing delivery should be in step with the market. If the Council is to deliver more difficult sites then these will have to be heavily subsidized, or the burden of planning obligations which may be required on these sites reviewed.   

6.21

In relation to the requirement to provide for the housing needs for older residents. The HBF suggest that the provision of specialist accommodation should be seen as the most suitable way forward to provide for their needs. The HBF object to the application of Lifetime Homes requirements through planning policies. As the HBF consider that this should fall within the remit of building regulations and their progressive upgrading.  

Affordable Housing

6.44

The HBF suggest that the affordable housing thresholds are not revised upwards in respect of the lower than average house prices in Hastings. As such any increases in the on-site percentages of affordable housing have a greater risk or limiting the viability of development. To this extent the HBF again reiterate that more sites should be identified for phased housing development. In any case affordable housing targets should not exceed those set out in PPS3 and the future South East Plan. 

6.45

The HBF supports the notion of a more flexible policy to provide greater choice and mix of affordable housing types and sizes in Hastings. The focus we believe should be on housing choice, which should preclude low cost market discounted housing amongst other tenures. Choice of tenures, especially those, which allow opportunity for people to get on to the housing ladder are preferable. The Council’s housing policies should have balance and reflect people’s aspirations for home ownership, which is a government policy objective. 

6.46 

The focus should be upon achieving mixed and balanced communities, and as such the HBF believe that additional rented accommodation in areas where there is a proliferation of rented accommodation does not achieve this aim.  

6.47

The HBF are concerned about the assumption of this paragraph that states;

“Most people who can afford shared ownership can probably afford to buy without subsidy in the Hastings market currently”

The HBF consider that the Council appears to have a preference for rented accommodation at the expense of other tenures that add to the residential and social opportunities of an area. We consider that the above statement is an opinion and is not supported by any evidence. It is difficult for young individuals and couples to get a first step on the housing ladder, even those who earn moderate incomes. As the document states in a previous sub section, local people are being priced out of the market by incomers who are moving form relatively more expensive areas of Kent and Sussex. It is our opinion that the Council should not place the target for delivering numbers of dwellings ahead of delivering the right types of residential accommodation in Hastings. This means delivering aspirational developments that offer tenure choices, and meet the needs of local people, in consultation with developers.  

6.48

The HBF consider that unless the affordable housing viability study along with an up to date housing needs survey and housing market assessment, provides a robust evidence base to support lowering the affordable housing site thresholds. Then they should remain the same or be in conformity with PPS3.  

6.50 

The HBF would like market-discounted housing to be included in the definition. 

6.51 

Part of the paragraph stated that;

“Conversely there is a need to maximize social rented housing in areas where there are higher than average concentrations of owner occupied or privately rented homes”

The HBF again are concerned that the Council has an obsession with delivering social rented housing. The above statement we consider to be nonsense. Yes potentially additional social rented accommodation may provide for a need in an area where there is a shortage of this type of tenure. However the need to maximize social rented housing in areas with the greatest proportions of owner-occupiers for the sake of it is unnecessary. This could potentially alienate the people that Hastings most desperately wants to attract, upwardly mobile families. Out of principle the HBF consider in circumstances such as this that the prescription of mix and tenure by Councils to any extent can often have negative consequences. The Council needs to consider the implications of their housing policies carefully, and have a robust monitoring framework in place. The HBF believe that in any case the mix of tenures and unit sizes should be determined on a site-by-site basis in consultation with developers. 

6.53

The HBF consider that either one of the 4 options given is a perfectly reasonable approach to the delivery of affordable housing. The HBF have a preference for option d). However where it is mutually agreed that affordable housing provision is necessary it should be the case the individual sites are considered on their own merits to determine the distribution of provision, either on-site, off-site or through commuted payments of equivalent value.

Housing Types, Sizes and Tenures

6.54

As previously stated the HBF do not believe that the application of a Lifetime Homes policy through planning is the way forward. Considering that the majority of the Housing stock in Hastings already exists, a the way forward could be for the Council to provide funding for existing residential properties to be retrofitted on a needs basis, as a workable compromise.

The further options presented in this paragraph may well all be valid as long as they can be substantiated by a robust evidence base and are implemented as flexible policy approaches.

Housing Densities

6.58 

The HBF would support a more flexible approach that takes account of the surrounding townscape and dwelling mix to determine a desirable dwelling mix policy, which should not be universal across the whole of the Borough. In any case a dwelling density policy should only be an indicator for developers and the density of residential development should be determined in negotiation on a sit-by-site basis. 

The Local Economy

Employment Sites – The Options

8.20
The HBF appreciate the necessity to strengthen employment uses within Hastings. We have one general point in relation any future policies on employment sites. This is that where it is considered that an existing employment use has declined or ceased on any given site, that an objective view is taken as to the sites future employment use. The focus should be upon increasing the viability of the site and Hastings as a whole. If preserving the site for employment is proving problematic, i.e. no new use can be found, and the site no longer fits within patterns of employment within the town or borough then alternative site uses should be considered. To this extent the HBF would support a more flexible approach that includes the consideration of mixed-use schemes, which include a residential element where appropriate. As well as giving a site where appropriate over to housing development, as long as provision for employment is made elsewhere as necessary. Protection of major existing employment uses beyond their realistic lifespan can be negative for any place or region. PPS 3 includes the option to re-use “vacant and derelict sites or industrial and commercial sites for providing housing as part of mixed-use urban development” (PPS3, paragraph 38).
Environmental and Sustainability Issues

Sustainable Design

12.13  

The HBF are concerned about the assumption which this paragraph states. For developers to reach significantly higher levels of energy efficiency in relation to building design, it does involve additional costs. There may well be some benefits for occupants such as better thermal efficiency, however there are negatives. For example the maintenance of photo voltaic cells, limits their appeal to homeowners at present. It is the case that for the mass of the home buying market, the costs of energy efficient design do not readily transfer to increased sale prices in most cases. This will hopefully change with time as consumers wake up to their environmental responsibilities as the cost of utilities rise. In any case the introduction of Energy Performance Certificates next year will help to focus homebuyers minds on the efficiency of the homes they buy and help to influence the new build market to some extent. The HBF consider that the efficiency of new development should be directed by the industry and through other arms of government policy. In any case most leading developers already build to at least the minimum levels of the BRE EcoHomes assessment, and the industry is progressing further in this regard.  

Renewable energy

12.14 / 15

The HBF wish to make several points here: 

The HBF consider that there needs to be a flexible approach to the inclusion of renewables on a site-by-site basis. It will be the case that some housing sites will not lend themselves to the economic or practical inclusion of for example wind turbines due to the relief of the site or surrounding tree cover. There will also be sound justification in some locations not to pursue some forms of on-site renewable energy as opposed to others. If a policy for 10% on-site renewables were to be introduced, developers should have the opportunity to meet the requirements in the most affordable and practical way as possible, given the range of technologies currently available to them. 

The HBF are concerned that any planning policy in this area will view new housing sites in isolation from their surrounding communities and existing housing in terms of energy requirements. The use of community based renewable energy schemes may in cases be the most appropriate and economical way forward, for example larger community wind turbine(s). There could be the potential for developers where appropriate to make commuted payments towards community schemes, which have the potential to benefit existing housing as well as new build homes. We believe this is very important, as much of the existing housing stock in England is much less efficient than new housing (an issue which Councils need to address). The HBF believe it is the responsibility of the planning authority to identify all potential opportunities available in a given location for the inclusion of community based renewable energy schemes. As well as the incorporation of combined heat and power schemes within larger schemes, particularly commercial developments. This will require a significant level of planning foresight to deliver.  

These arguments aside the HBF still strongly believes that the matter of improving the energy efficiency of new dwellings is the concern of building regulations, and for their progressive upgrading over time. It is the case that PPS1, paragraph 30 clearly states that “planning policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements, such as those set out in Building Regulations”. LDF energy efficiency policies will duplicate and inappropriately circumvent Building Regs, which are constantly under review and builders are required to comply with whatever regulations are currently in force. It will be confusing to have different sets of requirements in the development plan to those required under building regulations, we are yet to realise the full consequences of this policy conflict, and resolution of it. It remains that building regulations set the minimum standards for energy efficiency in new dwellings, and Draft South East Plan (SEP) paragraph 11.20 acknowledges this. 

The HBF however acknowledge that the tide of planning policy is increasingly favoring the inclusion of policies in both the SEP and Local Development Frameworks (LDF’s), which are attempting to exceed the requirements of building regulations. As well as seek to incorporate energy efficiency and renewable energy provision at the earliest stages of the development process to allow for design considerations to be addressed. We do not object to the fundamental thrust of a renewable energy policies however there are several negative implications of local planning policies, which are prescriptive to this extent. Firstly there is the problem of inconsistency between Councils, with some authorities in the South East requiring different percentages of on-site renewable energy at present. This is creating divergence at the sub regional level, and hinders the delivery of improved energy efficiency and renewable energy within developments. As there is currently no sound and geographically universal policy basis, which would help facilitate the delivery of innovation through encouraging the market conditions required to deliver innovation in new housing and associated technologies. A level policy playing field is required to stimulate a developing market and achieve economies of scale for the development industry. This adds weight to the need to adopt a nationally and regionally universal policy approach, something the HBF consider the Council should keep in mind.    

We call for any renewable energy policy to not prescribe a blanket application or arbitrary target for renewable energy, over and above the requirement at present in principle outlined in the SEP. Which aspires to 10% renewable energy on schemes of 10 houses or more (policy EN1). The LDF should aspire to the widely held principle of achieving energy efficiency in development, but fundamentally the HBF believe that the supply of renewable energy is an issue for the energy industry to grapple with, in preference to on-site and community provision.  

