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25th April 2007

Dear Cath, 

REGIONAL HOUSING STRATEGY REVIEW 2007

Introduction

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation on the above draft regional housing strategy. HBF does not wish to comment in detail on the allocation of funds or geographical distribution of development across the region. However, we do have a number of comments of general principle and approach which set the context for others to debate these more detailed matters.

Overall Housing Delivery

In particular HBF is disappointed that the draft strategy has been prepared in the policy context set by the submission draft South East Plan. If, as is suggested in the draft strategy and is clearly the case, housing supply is a key issue (paragraph 9.1) and if there is a need for more affordable housing in the region than is likely to be delivered (paragraph 7.2), then constraining consideration of the issue to the levels of housing provision set out in the draft South East Plan can only exacerbate the affordability problem. 

It is claimed, at paragraph 7.2 of the draft strategy that the board will continue to use the evidence base to present the strongest possible argument in support of additional funding to the region. Yet a key element of the evidence base – namely the overall supply of housing of all kinds – is largely ignored. The South East Plan proposes to make provision for the delivery of only 28,900 new dwellings per year across the region of which a proportion will be affordable. In terms of ‘evidence base’ the Government’s most recent household projections make it abundantly clear that such a low level of new house building will fall well short of meeting the anticipated need and demand for new housing in the region. The annual household formation rate for the South East set out in the recently issued 2004-based household projections is 34,400 new households per year likely to form on average over the next 22 years (2004-2026). This is a new dwelling / household mis-match of 5,500 per year or 16,500 over the three-year life of this strategy. 

Looked at another way it equates to an annual shortfall of 20% over what is being planned for compared to what the projections suggest is likely to be required. And this is to take no account of past under-delivery or the backlog of affordable housing which need to be addressed on top of this.

To devise any strategy whilst ignoring such a glaring and fundamental policy inconsistency is more or less guaranteeing the failure of the strategy. It may well be that there is little the strategy can do to tackle the issue at this stage. But there should, at the very least, be some recognition of the problem as it may make the difference between whether or not some 5,500 affordable dwellings are delivered in the region during the three-year strategy period (5,500 being approximately equivalent to the SE Plan 35% target from 16,500 additional completions). In the context of the programmed funding of 6,622 affordable units last year (paragraph 4.2.2) this is not an inconsiderable figure.

I would hope, therefore, that the final version of the strategy will recognise, as concluded SEERA’s own housing review group a couple of years ago (see Affordable Housing in the South East June 2004), that the supply of market housing and affordable housing are inextricably linked. Trying to address affordable housing problems whilst ignoring the overall under-supply of housing is largely futile. 

Type & Tenure of Affordable Housing

Turning to a couple of other matters specifically related to affordable housing HBF is also concerned that the strategy is founded on the seemingly immovable split (25% social rent and 10% other) between the types of affordable housing sought that is set out in the SE Plan. The South East region is not a uniform or homogenous area. Different parts of the region have very different needs due to their inherent make up and characteristics. While it is acknowledged that there is the potential for sub-regional policy variation, in reality, there is little, if any, policy variation. What variation there is is upwards and merely takes the SE Plan standards as minima ! and this standardised approach fails to take into account the needs of the economy which is an important driver for all change in the region. This will no doubt be raised in more detail by other stakeholders. However, the fact is that the economy of the region is being constrained not by the lack of provision of social housing. Rather it is constrained by the lack of housing provision overall and, in particular, a lack of intermediate housing for rent for key workers and the like. The strategy should recommend a flexible application of policy to better reflect these needs rather than focussing on the need for social rented accommodation.

Definition of Key Worker

Related to the above point, HBF is concerned that the approach to providing key worker housing is resulting in some unintended and perverse consequences because of the very strict definition of “key worker” used. This is not a matter addressed in the strategy but it is an issue that should be raised. Building key worker housing schemes which then lay in full or in part empty due to the lack of people able to qualify under the strict definition of ‘key worker’ used is almost scandalous given the severe need for affordable homes for essential workers of all kinds – not just key workers who comply with the Government’s definition. The strategy should address the particular needs for low cost accommodation for a wide range of public and lower order service sector employees as the need for such accommodation is no less acute for these people than it is for nurses, teachers or firefighters.

Put simply, the housing strategy should be about much more than just funding new social housing for rent which appears to be the current focus and  I hope these matters can be taken on board prior to the strategy being finalised.

Yours sincerely,

Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South East)

