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                      22 January 2007

Dear Mr Richings

Rushmoor Plan 2006-26: Submitted Core Strategy DPD

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above document. HBF has a number of comments to make in response; 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. The HBF would wish to attend the public examination of the core strategy. 

We wish to say that on the whole the core strategy appears to be a realistic framework for development, and we support the commitment of Rushmoor Borough Council to the achievement of their development objectives and the regeneration of Aldershot town centre. 

Yours sincerely
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Bartholomew Wren
Regional Planner (Southern Region)

Policy KP1

Reason for objection: The HBF note that policy KP1 has not been amended sufficiently as a result of our previous representations in relation to the wording of the sustainability appraisal requirement (now point j). In any case we still consider that the point is vague. There is no description of what developers are supposed to submit in terms of a sustainability appraisal, especially concerning as this appears variable, dependent on the size of development proposed. The Council cannot require developers to submit a sustainability appraisal with a planning application, as this is not a mandatory requirement. As such we object to the inclusion of this requirement in the policy. As we have said previously there is also no indication of how the Council will take sustainability appraisals into account in arriving at a decision on any given planning application. The HBF are concerned that this requirement lacks certainty for applicants and has the potential to be highly onerous.  

The HBF also object to point b, the reasons for which we outline below. 

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: vii, viii, ix

Change sought: In relation to point J, replace the requirement for applicants to submit a sustainability appraisal with the requirement to complete and submit a sustainability checklist. May we strongly urge the Council to adopt and adapt if necessary the recently re-launched SEEDA Checklist. We believe that the industry is generally supportive of the checklist as a means of assessing in a holistic manner the sustainability of any given development within a universal framework. May we strongly urge the Council if they have not done so already to work with the BRE to implement the Checklist and ensure that both DC planners and members are familiar with it, so that the application process can be suitably refined. The key issue as I am sure you are aware is to have sufficient resources and understanding on the ground, for planners to be able to deal with this requirement, which at present is supplementary to sustainability appraisals and environmental impact assessments. 

In relation to our objection to point b, the HBF consider that the sentence should be reworded to say ‘where appropriate be located on previously-developed sites within the existing built up areas’. We appreciate the land constraints, which surround Rushmoor. However we consider that this aspect of the policy is too inflexible to take account of any greenfield sites that may be identified as part of future land supply or come forward as windfall. PPS 3 does not exclude the use of green field land for housing development, given the 60% indicative target for brownfield development.   

Policy KP3

Reason for support: The HBF note that what is the amended preferred option policy CP4, now contains further details as to what action the Council will take in the event that the level of housing completions falls below the annual average during the plan period. We acknowledge the Council’s positive attitude to the benefits which housing development can bring, as outlined in paragraph 6.13. 

Policy BE2

The HBF do not object to the policy, but wish to suggest how it can further be improved. 

Change sought: Under the sub-heading, ‘The Council will:’ in addition to point ii. “work with residents to improve the liveability of the Borough by increasing pride in local neighbourhoods”, it would be useful if the Council could briefly explain how this will be achieved, as they have done at point iv. The HBF consider suitable additional text could include: ‘Achieved through raising local aspiration as a result of education and community engagement in projects for the local built environment which inspire and excite them’. The HBF believe that pride in place, in part is created by exceptional developments, which make places distinctive and give communities social as well as economic benefits. It appears that Rushmoor has significant potential to achieve this aim.   

Policy GS1

Reason for support: The HBF trust that the Council are aware that we also objected to the Natural England Delivery Plan, and are pleased that the Council is not intending to adopt the document. We are supportive of the more flexible option that this policy represents. We would however like the text of the policy to be refined. In addition we note that point B. is unnecessary and as such does not need to be included in the policy because it is a legal requirement to consult Natural England on all residential applications in any case.  

Change Sought: In addition to A. ii. the HBF request that the sentence is revised to read the following: ‘demonstrate to the Council, following an Appropriate assessment, that it will not significantly adversely affect the integrity of the site(s) concerned, with or without the use of mitigation measures’. We note that point C. states that the Council will work with partners to develop mitigation strategies to plan for housing delivery as a result of the restriction presented by European designated sites. The HBF wish the Council to consider the potential for on-site mitigation strategies, something that Natural England has severely underplayed in their Delivery Plan. The HBF request that this requirement is acknowledged in the policy wording.    

Policy GS3

Reason for Support: The HBF consider that the policy takes a suitably balanced approach and allows for developers to mitigate against any adverse effects to biodiversity in relation to a development. Especially where the social and economic benefits of development are strong enough to commend the approval of any given application.

Policy ER2

Reason for Objection: Point A is excessive and vague. What exactly does the Council mean by the requirement for applicants to demonstrate to the Council how applications include appropriate measures to minimize pollutants including emissions to air, light and noise. As well as limit adverse affects on water quality and ground water. Do these requirements mean minimize during the construction process, or during the life of the building? Also to what extent? The text appears highly arbitrary   

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: vii

Change Sought: Delete point A as it is unnecessary and meaningless. In any case other aspects of statutory legislation such as Part II A of Environment Agency guidance and building regulations already cover the vague requirements, which it outlines. The HBF are concerned that the policy could be used as a further lever on which the Council may attempt to suspend further SPD or planning conditions, which seek to impose unreasonable requirements upon house builders. It remains 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” (PPS1 Paragraph 30).   
Policy ER3

Reason for objection: The HBF object to the application of energy efficiency and renewable energy policies, which are specifically enforced through the planning system. Policies, which aim to implement sometimes locally produced standards upon new development. In any case like policy EN1 of the Draft South East Plan on which this policy is based, it seeks to supersede building regulations and timescales for the Code for Sustainable Homes future mandatory requirements. Where this policy seeks to implement a requirement for 10% of energy consumed in new build or conversion to be provided by renewable energy equipment. Other development plan documents and supplementary planning documents, which are being produced by other local planning authorities in the region, seek to implement other standards such as % carbon reduction from new development, as well as higher levels of on-site renewable energy. Admittedly this policy is a local reproduction of policy EN1 of the South East Plan, so it conforms in that respect at present.  

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vi, vii, viii

Change sought: The HBF request that the Council refrain from implementing this policy, which requires the application of a renewable energy target upon new development. We firstly wish to refer to point 2, which requires that development including new build or conversion of 1000sqm or over, to incorporate at least 10% of renewable energy from incorporated equipment. We consider this to be vague, and would like the wording of the sentence at the very least to acknowledge the allowance for on-site or off-site renewable energy equipment where a developer seeks to bring this forward as part of a scheme. The HBF consider that in any case both should be plausible options. We consider the where renewables are appropriate it should be for developers to decide which ones they use to achieve a reduction in carbon emissions which is a more sensible goal than mere a percentage of energy produced. 

However the above arguments aside the HBF consider that this policy should not be adopted at the very least until the policy to which it relates, Policy EN1 of the Draft South East Plan is adopted. We however consider as a matter of principle that it is not the place of local planning authorities to produce their own policies on renewable energy issues. To this extent we wish to draw attention to the national policy requirements in relation to our claim that this policy is ahead of the Code for Sustainable Homes in relation to delivering on energy efficiency / renewable energy. The Draft PPS on Climate Change states that; 

“Planning authorities should not need, however, to devise their own standards for the environmental performance of individual buildings as these are set out nationally through Building Regulations. Higher standards for new homes are set out in the Code for Sustainable Homes. Where planning authorities wish to require higher levels of building performance, because of local development or site specific opportunities, the expected local approach should be set out in advance in a development plan document. For new homes, local standards should be based on the Code for Sustainable Homes” (Consultation on PPS: Planning and Climate Change, paragraph 31).

The document continues stating that local planning authorities should avoid setting out the broad application of specific construction techniques, particular building fabrics, fittings of finishes as well as performance measures. Where these are sought in relation to specific development opportunities, these should be secured early on in the development process according to nationally described standards;

 “for example by expecting identified development proposals to be delivered at higher levels for the Code for Sustainable Homes” (Consultation on PPS: Planning and Climate Change, paragraph 32).

The HBF is concerned that local planning authorities are seeking to supersede national planning frameworks in the pursuit of more unrealistic development standards. Of course it is desirable to seek higher standards of development especially in relation to energy efficiency. However the matter is being tackled at a higher level politically. The objectives of renewable energy and reducing carbon emissions from new development are the same the country over not just a desirable aim for Rushmoor or the South East. The HBF is concerned that the plethora of individual local authority guidance on sustainability issues, all seeking to achieve the same thing but often differently or to greater or lesser extents, only serves to confuse the picture and frustrate the achievements of broader objectives rather than constructively interpreting these at the local level. Certainty on renewable energy and sustainability issues is crucial for the house building industry, and to this extent we wish to draw the Council’s attention to a quote from ‘Building a Greener Future: Towards Zero Carbon Development’

“If we allowed every local planning authority to set different standards for building methods and materials, so that developers faced hundreds of varying standards across the country, we believe industry would find it extremely difficult to build the capacity it needs and to adapt its supply chains and practices so as to meet the challenging new national framework we are aiming for within the timetable we would like to see. And this could also jeopardise the economies of scale that can be realised by setting national environmental standards. So we might end up with a higher cost to meet our environmental goals, and greater difficulty in achieving them”. (Building a Greener Future: Towards Zero Carbon Development, Paragraph 2.52).
In relation to the above policy we ask that Rushmoor remove the requirement for 10% renewable energy to come from installed equipment at present, and we have objected to this requirement in the South East Plan. It is more favorable that local aspirations are aligned with the levels of the Code for Sustainable Homes, this would fulfill the test of soundness iv (PPS12). We would urge the Council to consider this requirement very seriously. In the next two years developers will be working towards Code level 3 that requires a 25% reduction in carbon emissions from new housing. It will be down to individual developers to seek the most suitable and viable option in achieving this national target either through the upgrading of the thermal envelope of new dwellings of through the application of on or off site renewable energy technologies. It is to this common goal that we all should be moving.  

Policy H1

Reason for Support: The HBF support the flexible approach of this policy. However we note in the supporting text at paragraph 6.66 that assumes the building rates proposed in the core strategy are realistic given the supposed local skills shortages in the borough. The HBF wish to assure the Council that despite the perception that there may be local shortages in some essential trades, in reality recent research and surveys have shown that the industry is well placed to adapt to the challenge of equipping itself with an adequate labour supply. Aware of the skills demand that will be required to deliver increased housing output in the South East region, the industry is continually looking to secure an adequate labor supply. As such the HBF are sure that if local labour cannot be found that house builders will look to other parts of Europe as they are doing at present to secure the resources to deliver. This in any case should not be something for the Council to directly concern themselves with. This is something the industry will work to ensure with central government. More importantly the Council should continue to focus on identifying an available and deliverable land supply. As required by PPS3 for at least 5 years ahead.      

Policy LE1

Reason for objection: Flexibility of point 1.c.

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: ix

Change Sought: In relation to point 1.c, the HBF would like the inclusion of a reference here if not in a further Housing and Employment Development Plan Document. That where employment sites which have been identified in the Employment Land Appraisal that also no longer perform a useful economic role, should be considered for alternative uses, specifically housing where this would be appropriate. 

