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                                                    27/02/2007
Dear Mr Roughan

Reading Borough Council Local Development Framework – Core Strategy Document Submission Draft 
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. We trust our representations will be clearly understood and submitted to the planning inspectorate prior to the examination in public. The HBF will wish to attend the examination and we look forward to receiving the detailed schedule of the proceedings in due course.   

Yours sincerely


Bartholomew Wren
Regional Planner (Southern Region)

Consultation on a Regional Housing Distribution

Paragraph 2.10

The HBF are concerned about the assumption in the paragraph that a continuation of the existing structure plan rate of housing provision can continue until 2026 under the new core strategy. Considering that Reading has been identified as a growth point the HBF consider that this fact should be reflected in a step change in delivery of new housing in the core strategy, not just increased delivery to 572 units per annum until 2016. Only then to return to the delivery of 512 units until 2026, the HBF question whether this assumption reflects the evidence of the shortly to be published Berkshire HMA as well as the clear outcomes of the 2006 annual monitoring report, which demonstrates the need to deliver more housing to meet needs. 

Reflecting on the Reading AMR 2006, we note from the context to section C2 Housing, the strong conclusions, which indicate a need for more housing which the HBF believe both the vision and housing policies of this core strategy fail to respond effectively to. Specifically we draw attention to the following:

“The housing market in Reading continues to boom, with rapidly rising house prices being well above the national average. The average house price increased by approximately 44% between 2000 and 2005, thus making it increasingly difficult for low wage earners to find affordable accommodation (HM Land Registry, 2005) The Housing Needs and Aspirations Survey (carried out in 2002) indicates that over each of the next five years, Reading will require some 6,660 annual housing “transactions” (i.e. sales/ purchases and lettings/relettings) across its entire housing market, to meet both the demand for open market housing and the need for affordable housing. This equates to a shortfall in housing supply of some 1,056 units in each of the five years” (Reading AMR 2006, 21).
Undersupply is especially concerning given the strong local economy in Reading. The HBF is concerned that the housing requirement is in no way responsive to continued economic growth. As a result constrained housing supply in our opinion will have continued negative economic consequences in Reading, adding to the number of people on housing needs registers and those excluded from market sectors. In any case there is still opportunity of the housing target for Reading to be revised upwards in the adopted version of the South East Plan, the HBF trust this will be so. 

Test of soundness, which apply: ix

Change sought

The core strategy needs to take a new approach in relation to delivering increased housing numbers, instead of dodging the difficult issues surrounding increased delivery. 

Meeting Economic and Social Needs for Development

Paragraph 2.18

Following on from our comments above, the HBF note that the above paragraph states the following:

“The [Reading] area also suffers form a very tight labour market, traffic congestion and a shortage of housing. The South East Plan requires that the economy be enabled to grow in a sustainable way that minimises the pressure on limited resources and maintains an environment that remains attractive to future investment in the area”

In light of the admission by the council above that Reading suffers from a shortage of housing, we again question the logic of maintaining current levels of supply. This core strategy in principle appears to avoid the issue of addressing existing housing undersupply as well as future housing supply requirements. If economic growth is expected to continue, and understanding the context of previous undersupply in relation to needs and aspiration, the HBF considers that the policy aspirations of this core strategy pull in an opposing direction to the understood housing needs in Reading. 

Test of soundness, which apply: ix 

Change Sought

Please see our response to paragraph 2.10

The Spatial Strategy for Reading

Core Strategy Vision

In the context of our existing concerns the HBF raise concern of the impact of the 2020 vision and it’s implications for the core strategy vision. The 2020 vision states that Reading will be “a city for all”, and the core strategy vision reflects this aspiration stating; “Everyone will have an opportunity to benefit from all that Reading can offer” (paragraph 3.2). The HBF doubt that this will be so especially if housing supply does not keep pace with intended economic growth and associated house price inflation. The reality is that in Reading more people are and will become marginalized and excluded from the opportunities of gaining their own home irrespective of tenure. The HBF will address our individual policy concerns subsequently in this representation, but as a general point we believe the core strategy approach and housing policies are insufficiently flexible to meet the social and economic challenges which the borough faces.  

Tests of soundness, which apply: ix

Change Sought

There is nothing particularly wrong with the vision and its aspirations in themselves. However given the context of the housing policy aspirations, the HBF consider that the policies will fail to deliver the vision and as such there is a divide between the two. The HBF consider that the policies should be revised in favour of the Vision to make it sound; which at present it is an aspirational statement that lacks certain foundation.  

Sustainable Construction and Design

Objection to policy CS1

The HBF consider that the council’s aspirations in relation to sustainable construction and design should be aligned to the Code for Sustainable Homes. The document titled ‘Code for sustainable Homes – A step change in sustainable home building practice’ states that; “The Code is intended to be a single national standard” (p4). As such we believe firstly that the production of any policy, which is based upon Eco-Homes requirements is foolish at this stage, because this standard is going to be superseded in the very near future with the Code. Secondly the Code has been produced in consultation with the industry, resulting in the production of a framework for its delivery. Provisionally this is to achieve Code level 3 by 2010, stepping up to Code level 6 by 2016. In light of this the HBF believe as do CLG that local government should adhere to this time scale for implementation, as opposed to producing anything locally based and onerous as this could actually harm the delivery of what the HBF consider to be a common objective. 

The HBF are particularly concerned about the requirement for 20% renewables on top of other requirements for developments of more than 10 dwellings or 1000m2. This requirement is blind to the implementation barriers, which currently exist in achieving this. Such as the constraints of cost and market barriers in the new homes market, which may change in time with the introduction of initiatives such as HIPS. As well as availability of proven and sufficient supply levels of renewable technologies, which would be necessary on an industry wide scale to deliver reliable sources of on-site renewable energy generation. It remains that at present the renewable technologies market in the UK is highly undeveloped. 

The HBF object to the application of energy efficiency and renewable energy policies, which are specifically enforced through the planning system, especially at local level. Especially policies, which aim to implement locally determined standards upon new development, whilst exceeding national requirements. We consider the issue of sustainable construction and design to be a matter for building regulations and the Code. The HBF request that this policy be deleted. We note that 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 of the Code for Sustainable Homes” (Consultation on PPS: Planning and Climate Change, paragraph 32).

The HBF is concerned that Reading, like some other local planning authorities, are seeking to circumvent national planning guidance in the pursuit of highly onerous and inconsistent development standards. We are particularly concerned about the potential effects of this on the future delivery of new housing. In addition this policy approach does nothing to address the area where bigger carbon savings can be achieved, i.e. through the upgrading of existing stock. Again we would refer the council to ‘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).
It is more favorable that local aspirations are aligned with the delivery timescale of the Code for Sustainable Homes. This would ensure that any policy requirement here would to a greater extent fulfill the test of soundness iv. (PPS12). We would urge the Council to consider these matters very seriously here, as unrealistic local policy could have viability consequences not least resulting in both constrained housing delivery due to the effect policies like this have on land supply, as well as the possible effects on the price of new housing, worsening affordability. 

In the next two years developers will be working towards Code level 3. This will require a 25% reduction in carbon emissions from new housing. It will be down to the industry for the most part to deliver the timescale as quickly as possible in step with the housing market and with the understanding of consumer attitudes towards product change / innovation. It is to this common goal that we all should be moving. 
Tests of soundness, which apply: iv, vi, vii, viii

Change Sought

Abandon this policy for one, which is less onerous, a policy, which takes account of the national scale for delivering sustainable homes. Further to this we note the long-term target to increase the level of on-site renewable energy to 100% by 2012. The HBF consider that this is unnecessary as the production of renewable energy on a mass scale is in any case the responsibility of the energy industry to provide. This is an onerous target and the objective should be for zero carbon development by 2016, in line with the Code.

Settlement Boundary

Objection to policy CS6
The HBF consider that the core strategy should not have this as a policy objective. Given the understanding that the housing delivery target remains relatively unchanged from the existing local plan allocation and the consequences this has for local people. The HBF consider that the council should either consider further strategic greenfield allocations outside of the existing settlement boundary where necessary to deliver further housing. Or revise the settlement boundary to be able to deliver higher housing numbers, through other site allocation opportunities. Of course these will need careful master planning to ensure that they can be sustainably accommodated. Currently however the HBF consider that the policy is insufficiently flexible to meet the known housing needs and aspirations in Reading. This approach will of course have a consequence for the percentage of new development, which is built on brownfield land, however in any case the HBF consider that a concession can be made here as the borough currently and plans to significantly exceed the 60% brownfield land requirement, which is identified in PPS3.  

Tests of soundness that apply: ix
Change Sought

The policy should commit to reviewing the settlement boundary to take account of any increase in housing targets as required by the adopted South East Plan, as well as the local evidence base. In any case Reading should be able to clearly recognise the necessity to deliver housing numbers over and above the South East Plan requirement at present. Further to this the additional housing units, which will be delivered as a result of growth point status and funding, do not go far enough to meet the required supply needs in the borough.   

Design of the Public Realm

Objection to policy CS7

The HBF consider that this is a very positive and useful policy. However there are two minor issues that we wish to raise. 

Test of soundness, which apply: ix 
Amendment sought
In relation to the last bullet point on page 35, the HBF consider that the wording is unclear we wish to ask what is meant by the necessity for Developments to “Address the needs of all in society and are accessible, usable and easy to understand by them” This is ambiguous, how can a development be easily understood? We consider that the council wish to infer that development should create a sense of place that is clearly recognisable (legible) and allows easy orientation by all. The point should be omitted as this requirement is stated earlier in the policy wording. 

The HBF also wish for the wording of the last bullet point of the policy on page 36 to be amended. We wish for the bullet point to be revised stating that; developments will be assessed to ensure that they; 

‘Are visually attractive as a result of good high quality built forms and spaces, the use of public art where appropriate, as well as the appropriate selection of materials and landscaping’   

The HBF consider that public art should be used according to the context of a scheme. The requirement for public art on or for every development is unnecessary, as is the inappropriate and excessive use of sculptural artwork. The HBF can name examples where public art has in our opinion added little to the quality of the public realm in given examples, in fact we would go as far as say in cases public art had become an ugly addition. Art and sculpture can be valuable in key sites or views, as well as open spaces. However in many cases a sense of place can be gained form the built form itself and associated landscaping, and we believe that the inclusion of art for the sake of it can be a pointless exercise. Quality artwork can have considerable visual benefits, however done badly can clutter the streetscape and offers no lasting value. A positive policy that also offers an element of restraint is necessary here.  

Infrastructure, Services, Resources and Amenities

Objection to policy CS9

The HBF object to the following text in the policy.

“A supplementary planning document will be prepared that will detail:-

· The scale and form of the obligation;

· The financial contribution sought;

· The role of pooled payments;

· Maintenance payments; and

· Charges for preparing agreements”. 

The HBF of course understand the need for investment to ensure that further development will be sustainable and acceptable in planning terms. However it is also the case that development plan documents and their policies need to be “clear, succinct and easily understood by all” (PPS12, paragraph 2.2). As such the HBF consider that the above policy is too open and vague and relegates too much detail of the planning obligations to SPD. 

The HBF consider that the balance needs to be shifted in favour of testing more of the detail of the contributions, such as their specific cost requirements (and so the implications for development viability) through the statutory process. SPD documents should only be used to expand upon and supplement policies in development plans. The HBF are concerned that the supporting SPD will be used to introduce onerous requirements upon house builders, obligations that could be considered as excessive / unreasonable, and which lack due consideration of viability issues. Particularly in view of the Council’s past record in this regard. The policy needs to be much clearer about the intentions of the planning obligations, which will be sought. At present all stakeholders can be assured is that obligations will be required. We are not aware of which obligations will be considered applicable to housing development, and how in principle these will be formulated and changed as opposed to the existing planning obligations SPD. 

We also note that line 7 of the policy states that development contributions where sought “will be provided or re-provided at the appropriate time”. However we note a contradiction to this in the proceeding paragraph 4.57, which states, “The Council will therefore seek direct developer provision of necessary works and investment before development takes place”. The HBF consider that the policy wording should take precedence in any case, as we believe this is the correct approach for the council to adopt. As such the above wording in paragraph 4.57 should be deleted.   

Tests of soundness, which apply: vii, viii
Change Sought
The HBF consider that planning obligations should be outlined in a separate DPD document, which is subject to the rigor of independent examination, and the above policy should commit to this intention. 

Strategy for the provision of housing

Objection to policy CS14

In line with our previous objections to this core strategy and the approach it adopts, the HBF object to this policy as we consider the delivery target to be too low. We consider that the policy is inadequate to respond to local needs, a claim that the preceding paragraph 6.4 says the LDF is aiming to achieve. Not only does this policy and the core strategy fall short here, we also consider that the policy fails to take account of market demand sufficiently to potentially deliver the right volume and type of housing which is required in Reading. We wish to remind the council that the policy and supporting text needs to clearly demonstrate that the requirements of market demand have been fully considered, as this is a requirement of PPS3 paragraph 10.  

Specifically in relation to the policy itself, the HBF object to the assertion that housing provision will be made up of the following; completions since 2001, existing commitments with planning permission and large and small windfall sites. Considering each one of these in turn, the strategy should begin from the anticipated date of adoption and only take account of housing completions from that point onwards. Previous housing delivery is a consequence of the previous local plan, it is the view of the HBF that only shortfalls and surpluses can and should be carried forward between plans. Previous delivery is of complete irrelevance to the core strategy and future delivery, and as such should not be counted towards the delivery target of the core strategy. 

With regard to sites with existing planning permission, there is no guarantee that all of them will be built out over the plan period; as such they should not be included. This does not preclude them form being developed, where they do, and it is found that delivery runs ahead of the core strategy allocation, then an effective plan, monitor, manage policy will ensure that the council can control the release of strategic sites accordingly. The HBF are pleased that the supporting text states this will be included in the site allocations DPD. Outlining the actions the council would take where delivery falls short of the target, is crucial to give stakeholders certainty that the council can implement this policy and ensure that it is sufficiently flexible to deal with a change in circumstances. It would not be appropriate as is suggested in paragraph 6.18 that a change in market conditions may require a future revision in the LDF to change the rate of provision, this would be unacceptable. This assumption demonstrates to us the even the council is not confident of the robustness and flexibility of the policy and perhaps the document. 

The HBF also have serious concerns about the included housing trajectory. It is clear that the council have not taken on board the new requirements of PPS3, which state that windfall allocations should not be included in future delivery projections. We note that allowance for both large and small windfall sites have been included for the period up to 2026, this is unacceptable. 

“Allowances for windfalls should not be included in the first 10 years of land supply unless Local Planning Authorities can provide robust evidence of genuine local circumstances that prevent specific sites being identified” (PPS12, paragraph 59). 

The strategy does in no instance state why there may be extenuating circumstances, which give stakeholders assurance as to why Reading has to rely on windfall sites. Housing land should be identified on the following basis;

“Drawing on information from the Strategic Housing land Availability Assessment and or other relevant evidence, Local Planning Authorities should identify sufficient specific deliverable sites to deliver housing for the first 5 years. To be considered deliverable, sites should, at the point of adoption of the relevant Local Development Document:

· Be Available – the site is available now.

· Be Suitable – the site offers a suitable location for development now and would contribute to the creation of sustainable mixed communities.

· Be Achievable – there is a reasonable prospect that housing will be delivered on the site within five years”. (PPS3, paragraph 54).   

We conclude, this policy lacks certainty with regard to delivery, and it needs to make clear to all, that sites will be allocated in accordance with the above, in subsequent site allocations DPD. This will have to include further greenfield release in our opinion, to be phased appropriately, in relation to ensuring that brownfield sites come forward first as and where necessary. The HBF are pleased that the site allocations in any case are intended to be based on an up to date evidence base. However we remind the council that this should take the form of more up to date housing land availability assessment, not an urban capacity study   

Tests of soundness, which apply: iv, vii, viii, ix.  

Change sought

The whole policy is so poor and unworkable it should be scrapped or seriously revised to ensure that it is robust and deliverable. And also take account of the revised guidance in PPS3 in relation to the concerns, which we have raised above. The following must not be included; windfall sites, existing completions and sites with existing planning permission. We note the requirements of PPS3 paragraphs 58 and 59, which local authorities must take account of when determining land allocations. 

“In determining how much land is required, Local Planning Authorities should not include sites for which they have granted planning permission unless they can demonstrate, based upon robust evidence, that the sites are developable and are likely to contribute to housing delivery at the point envisaged.

Allowances for windfalls31 should not be included in the first 10 years of land supply unless Local Planning Authorities can provide robust evidence of genuine local circumstances that prevent specific sites being identified. In these circumstances, an allowance should be included but should be realistic having regard to the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment, historic windfall delivery rates and expected future trends”.
Location, Accessibility, Density and Housing Mix
Objection to policy CS15

Recent residential development has seen an increase in the amount of high-density development in central Reading. PPS3 states that local planning authorities should provide for the needs of all groups. Higher density although having benefits in urban centres, should not be sought in all cases; this is a clear understanding, which has come out of the Berkshire HMA. There is a need to provide a range of dwelling types in urban centres, to build flexibility into the housing stock, at a range of densities, for a range of different people. To this extent the HBF consider that the policy meets the requirement to reflect the findings of the HMA, which should help to implement this objective.  

The HBF however disagree with the following wording of the policy: “The mix of dwellings should include an appropriate proportion designed to Lifetime Homes standards”. The HBF consider this to be onerous, what is an appropriate proportion? This could be interpreted by development control as any percentage of proposed units the council considers appropriate. The wording is vague / lacks clarity and certainty.   

Tests of soundness, which apply: iv, vii

Change Sought

Delete the requirement for Lifetime Homes standards, as this should be included in any future revision to building regulations where it is considered nationally significant. It is not the place of planning policy to impose onerous requirements which do not fall within the direct remit of LPA’s as land use issues. We note the requirement of PPS1, which states the following;

“Planning policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements” (PPS1, paragraph 30).

If adopted this policy would do exactly this, cut across the remit of part M of building regulations. 

Affordable Housing

Objection to policy CS16

The HBF disagree with paragraph 6.26 and the assumption that targets for the provision of affordable housing in the borough should relate to the provisional indicator of 46-49% provision for the South East indicated in RPG. We consider provision at in this percentage range would amount to an increased constraint upon aggregate levels of housing delivery, as it would severely limit viability. It is also a mis-application of the indicator and its use it to justify a policy approach for which it was never intended. The starting point for the provision of affordable housing should be local assessments of need identified in a robust housing market assessment. We appreciate that in 2004 the Council published results from a housing needs and aspirations survey, which highlighted the need for more affordable housing. A problem the HBF acknowledges has become increasingly critical in subsequent years. However focusing upon the key findings and conclusions which were presented at the recent Berkshire HMA stakeholder event, we note also the strong market for new housing which has become constrained and skewed in Berkshire due to restrictive planning policies. 

The HBF acknowledge that the Council’s existing SPG states a requirement for 50% affordable provision to be provided on sites over 15 units. We still believe that this is currently a procedurally unlawful requirement, in that it is a material change to the local plan policy HSG 2, and we maintain our previously submitted objection to this requirement. 

The HBF also object to the draft requirement of policy CS16 to seek to acquire 50% affordable housing for all sites below the 15 dwelling threshold. This is highly onerous and undeliverable, how can 50% affordable housing be sought for a site for 1 replacement dwelling for example. Where it can be robustly justified that it is necessary to secure affordable housing in this way, then at the very least the council should introduce a robust scaling mechanism, which is outlined in the planning obligations SPD. PPS3 requires that where Local Planning Authorities set the overall amount of affordable housing to be provided. The target should “reflect an assessment of the likely economic viability of land for housing within the area, taking account of the risks of delivery” (PPS3, paragraph 29). We are clearly concerned that this consideration has been over looked at present, in relation to the delivery of this policy. 

Tests of soundness, which apply: iv, vii
Change sought

The HBF consider that a far more straightforward and deliverable approach should be considered in relation to delivering more affordable housing. The HBF believe that the council should increase the overall housing target in relation to our representations above and thus delivery of affordable houses will increase in absolute numbers as a proportion of an aggregate increase in new housing completions.    

Trees, Hedges and Woodlands

Objection to policy CS38

The HBF disagree with the wording of the policy, which infers that any tree can be protected under this policy regardless of position or specimen quality. As such the policy lacks clarity and certainty. Of course it is highly important to as far as possible preserve existing trees, groups of trees, hedges and woodland, especially in urban areas where vegetation offers significant visual and environmental benefits. However it is rightly the case where trees are of significant merit either in their own right or as group of trees they will have or gain TPO designation to ensure that they are preserved in relation to any given development scheme. The TPO designation should in any case be subject to an independent examination of the tree stock by an arboroculturalist to determine the longer-term viability of specimens. The protection of tree stock, which can adequately be replaced by new landscaping, would in any case be unnecessary and could be used as a mechanism to stymie development. This argument also applies to trees that maybe diseased or are physically unsound to the extent that they should be removed in any case.  

Tests of soundness, which apply: vii

Change sought

In response to the above understanding the HBF consider that in addition to the policy wording the following sentence should be included to ensure the policy delivers certainty to the industry.  

“Where a development proposal will impede on existing trees, hedges and/or woodland. An independent arborocultural survey will be sought at cost to the council, to determine the viability of affected specimens” 

THE HOME BUILDERS FEDERATION








