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1 December 2006

Dear Mr Marlow

Rother District Council Local Development Framework Core Strategy Issues and Options discussion document consultation

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above document. HBF has a number of comments to make in response to this consultation; these are set out below in the order in which they arise in the document. We note that Rother DC are working closely with Hastings BC to develop a major strategic housing development opportunity. Seeing that you are both currently consulting on your core strategy issues and options documents, I have taken a joined up approach to responding to you both, and as such many of my comments overlap in respect of the partnership between the two Councils. I hope you find the enclosed 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)

Theme 1: Balanced, Safe and Inclusive Communities

Question 4

The HBF consider that the principle of ‘Plan, Monitor, manage’ should be central to the core strategy.  As such the core strategy should plan for growth, and specifically address the needs of the whole community, and identified groups where necessary. The driving principle for housing policies should be that of PPS3 paragraph 9, which states; 

“The Government’s key objective is to ensure that everyone has the opportunity of living in a decent home, in a community, which they can afford, in a community where they want to live”.  

The HBF consider that the Core Strategy needs to plan for housing delivery this is a requirement of new PPS3, which makes many references to this regard. Specifically the requirement to deliver;

“A mix of housing, both market and affordable, particularly in terms of tenure and price, to support a wide variety of households in all areas, both urban and rural” (PPS3, paragraph 10). 

The Council should bear in mind that the Core Strategy should conform to the governments overarching ambitions to improve affordability and increase the supply of housing. This is of utmost importance in relation to the South East as a whole. In addition the HBF object to the application of Lifetime Homes standards through planning policy as mentioned in paragraph 5.6. The HBF consider that this is a matter for the continued and progressive upgrading of building regulations.

Theme 3: Communications and Accessibility

Question 6.

The HBF consider that infrastructure is a necessary component, which is essential to support growth in housing. We believe that the allowance of further housing development especially in the form of a strategic development which is currently being considered between Rother DC and Hastings BC, could be a catalyst to the delivery of infrastructure improvements. Both through the appropriate and reasonable application of development contributions and through the provision of state financing for large infrastructure projects, which the HBF hope would be more readily forthcoming in any case given a consideration for the provision of housing in this way.

Theme 4: Quality in the Built and Natural Environment

Question 7.

In response to point 4 of this question, the HBF wish to make several points:

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 practical and flexible way possible, given the range of technologies currently available to them and the needs and constraints of the development site in question.

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, as long as the contributions are proportionate to the development. We believe this is a very important point, as much of the existing housing stock in England is significantly 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 development, particularly commercial. 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 local development framework 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 energy efficiency 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 differing percentages of on-site renewables 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 in this area. Through encouraging the market conditions required to deliver further 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. 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.

Area Strategy Principles

Question 10.

The HBF consider that the range of principles listed does not go far enough and their needs to be a better balance of development objectives, which currently we consider focus more extensively upon environmental concerns. We suggest that the objectives also include:

· To enable the delivery of a wide choice of high quality housing development, which seeks to take into account both need and market demand.

· To allow the timely delivery of housing development which is instep with the sub regional housing market.

· To provide a flexible and responsive supply of available land, with site allocations preferably over the whole period of the plan, to provide certainty for house builders. This is now a requirement of PPS3.
How Much Development to Plan For?
Question 10

The HBF appreciate the hierarchical relationships between settlements and sub regions in the South East, and therefore note that Rother will in no way see housing expansion on the same scale as say Ashford. However it is the case that the growth areas will only account for 20% of housing growth in the region (SEERA figure). In the circumstances, and considering the historic undersupply of housing in the South East as a whole, Rother like all Councils should plan to include the highest growth scenario in the core strategy as this is robust and will mean that the Council is prepared for all eventualities should the housing numbers in the South East Plan be revised upwards, the HBF anticipate that this will be so.

Area Strategy (A): Bexhill and the Fringes

Question 15

The HBF support option 3 for coordinated development at Bexhill and on the edge of Hastings. We have given the same support for this option to Hastings Borough Council. In accordance with Draft South East Plan recommendations, the HBF consider that greenfield development is an option which would afford the Hastings and Bexhill areas the greatest opportunities to improve service provision, education provision and transport infrastructure, improving the areas competitiveness with the rest of East Sussex and Kent.

Area Strategy (D) Rural Needs

Question 20

The HBF consider that it is appropriate and necessary to have an overall spatial vision for the rural areas of Rother. The guiding objective we believe is to ensure the sustainability of rural communities through providing for their needs, in the form of housing provision. This is essential if communities are not to see further decline in service provision and vitality. The balance should be to focus rural housing growth in service centres, but where there is a need to act to support a struggling community, development should be allowed to take place at an appropriate scale.

Question 21

The HBF consider that options 1 and 2 are most appropriate. Both of these options contain principles, which we believe would provide the best policy outcomes in planning terms.

