THE GOVERNMENT’S HOUSING GREEN PAPER

Introduction

The Government published its Housing Green Paper – “Homes for the future: more Affordable, more sustainable” – on 23 July following a statement by the Housing Minister, Yvette Cooper, to Parliament.

This note summarises the main proposals. Further briefing and analysis will be provided on some of the specific areas once we have assessed the range of supporting documents issued with the Green Paper.

The Green Paper and all its supporting documents can be accessed via the CLG website using the link below:

http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1511923
Following discussion at the HBF Board and with members on Monday, we have also confirmed that HBF, as well as those member companies who wish to do so, will sign the “2016 Commitment” on working towards an increased supply of homes built to zero carbon standards. The Government wishes to announce the launch of the Commitment separately and we will therefore let you know further details about this as soon as we have them.

Housing Supply Targets

The Government has confirmed and elaborated the supply targets originally announced by the Prime Minister on 11 July:

· Increasing annual supply for England to 240,000 net additions by 2016

· With a trajectory delivering approximately 2 million homes by 2016 and 3 million homes by 2020

· 200,000 new homes on surplus public sector land by 2016

· Maintenance of the national target for over 60% of homes to be built on brownfield land

· The New Growth Points initiative to be extended to Northern regions

Affordable housing

Key points on a flagship area politically for the Government are:

· £8 billion of public money for the affordable housing programme for 2008-2011

· A target of at least 70,000 affordable homes a year by 2010-11, of which 45,000 would be for social rent and the remainder shared equity

· Proposals for 14 initial Local Housing Companies that councils can establish in partnership with the new homes agency (Communities England) and developers to deliver homes on council land

· Councils also to have more scope – where this is established as better value for money than other options – to undertake housing development directly by being able to keep income and capital receipts from such new homes.

· A new 17.5% government equity loan product, designed in part to increase the range of private sector organisations involved in shared equity

· English Partnerships’ standards for their sites to include a minimum of 50% of affordable homes and “defined development start and completion dates to prevent landbanking” as well as limits on the scale of buy to let sales

· A drive to release surplus public sector land with a stronger emphasis on affordable provision

· Support for a number of pilot Community Land Trusts

Regional planning and land supply

In addition to proposals in the recent Planning White Paper and last week’s Review of Sub National Economic Development and Regeneration, the Green Paper:

· Says the Government will set up “mini reviews” of the new or emerging Regional Spatial Strategies to ensure they are revised as necessary by 2011 to accommodate plans for 240,000 new homes a year by 2016

· Publishes guidance on drawing up Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments in line with PPS3 requirements (HBF is credited as having helped produce this guidance in partnership with CLG and others)

· Announces plans to replace the current Planning Delivery Grant from 2008 with a new Housing and Planning Delivery Grant to reward delivery of both housing on the ground and the identification of at least 5 years worth of sites ready for development and the related PPS3 land supply requirements. Further details of this proposal are awaited.

· States that if a local authority cannot demonstrate that it has an up to date 5 year supply, planning applications for development on other sites should be considered favourably.

· Publishes a consultation on draft guidance on the use of Planning Performance Agreements (proposed for housing developments of 200 or more units in the recent Planning White Paper

Home Builders and Developers

There are also a few significant statements relating to the industry and developers more generally:

· Chapter 12 on Implementation has a section (pages 111 and 112) on the industry’s role

· Anecdotal concerns about delays in build out rates are cited as a basis for the Government considering whether further measures are needed to incentivise quicker build out through the development control process

· Where the need to “increase housing is particularly urgent, it may be reasonable for a shorter period than three years to be imposed” [on planning consents].

· “We will also consider whether the definition of commencement of development…..should be made more rigorous for certain types of development such as major housing, for example requiring substantial development of the infrastructure for the site.”

· On page 113, the Green Paper also states that arising from an emerging finding from the Callcutt Review about inconsistent approaches to the disclosure of landholdings, the Government intends to work with the accounting profession to explore further “how developers [ie not just home builders] account for housing development land in accordance with relevant accounting standards.”

· The Government wants to do more to share data more systematically about publicly and privately owned land and its progress through the planning system into build out.

Planning-gain Supplement

In reiterating the Prime Minister’s announcement that the Government intends to proceed with a Planning-gain Supplement Bill if no better alternative solution for increasing the contribution from land value uplift for planning obligation purposes is brought forward by the time of this autumn’s Pre-Budget Report, the Green Paper sets out 4 possible alternative options to inform further discussion with stakeholders (see pages 55-6):

· A lower rate PGS with a reduced scale-back of planning obligations

· A PGS limited to greenfield sites

· A charging mechanism based on an expanded system of planning obligations – to make it easier fro local authorities to develop standard charges to be set out in Development Plan Documents

· A statutory planning charge – ie legislation to allow local authorities to require standard charges

The Green Paper states that “We are clear that the test of an effective approach to planning gain will be its ability to raise significant additional funds to support the infrastructure needed for development…”

Further announcements will be made in the Pre-Budget Report.

Zero carbon and environmental issues

The Government confirms, following the earlier consultation, a three step change in building regulations to achieve a zero carbon standard by 2016.

The interim steps remain to Code Level 3 standards for energy efficiency in 2010 and Code Level 4 in 2013.

In addition the Government has:

· Launched a consultation has been on how a mandatory Code for Sustainable Homes rating should be provided for all new homes from 2008, including how such ratings would build on Energy Performance Certificates

· Published a “Forward Look” setting out what the energy efficiency standards for 2010 and 2013 might look like. This will be followed by a full consultation on the proposed changes in due course.

· Promised to set up a task group of relevant Government Departments and stakeholders to look at the barriers to establishing decentralised energy systems needed for zero carbon solutions and how these can be tackled. (HBF would expect to be involved in this group.)

· Published a policy statement the proposed introduction of new building regulations on water efficiency. The aim is to introduce in 2008 “a whole building performance standard for new homes.” This will require all new homes to be built to a standard which supports a maximum daily usage of 125 litres per person per day.

· Said that as part of its 2007 floods review consider “whether there are any implications from the findings of this review for how the new policy on flooding and new development [ie PPS 25] is implemented.”

· Publish later this year the final PPS on Climate Change. (The supporting response document to the consultation on “Building a Greener Future” includes a descriptive passage that seeks to respond to the concerns HBF has raised over local standards and policies in this field, but also indicates that further discussions will be held with stakeholders prior to finalisation of the PPS).

· Published a prospectus for a competition to build at least 5 eco-towns each of between 5,000 and 20,000 homes by 2016.

Importantly, another supporting document – the Regulatory Impact Assessment for “Building a Greener Future” – indicates a current best estimate that the Government’s proposed zero carbon standard would add an average of 19% to Part L 2006 build costs. This is a very significant finding which strongly underlines the need for further discussions with Government and others on how to achieve the 2016 target – particularly with regard to energy supply issues.

Infrastructure

There is a range of commitments complementing the current Comprehensive Spending Review to making infrastructure provision for housing a cross-Government priority. CLG will have a role in following up bilaterally with other Departments.

In addition the Government has announced a further £300 million for transport projects in the Growth Areas, New Growth Points and eco-towns through the Community Infrastructure Fund.

Mortgage market

Chapter 10 of the Green Paper focuses on further changes to improve the mortgage market to assist consumers.

The key points are:

· A Treasury consultation has been launched on developing a new covered bonds regime (in line with the Mikes Report) to help create a deeper market in longer-term fixed rate mortgages. The new regime is expected to be in place by the end of this year.

· The Government is supporting a Private Member’s Bill currently before Parliament that will allow the limit on how much building societies can borrow in wholesale markets to be raised, again to make it easier for societies to offer longer-term fixed rate products

· A further Treasury review will be held to identify any other barriers to lenders wanting to raise funds in wholesale markets.

Design and Skills

Chapter 6 deals with Government’s wish to promote well-designed new developments and Chapter 11 with skills challenges.

There is relatively little that is new as opposed to a continuation and development of existing policies and initiatives. The most notable new points are:

· A proposal to reward good quality design through the speed of the planning process. The Government will “explore with local authorities, developers and industry bodies whether it is possible to develop an agreed design quality assurance scheme that could provide a meaningful concession for those who meet this benchmark.” Any decision to expand this pilot scheme would be subject to further consultation.

· Bringing together the construction industry, Industry Training Boards, Sector Skills Councils, the Sector Skills Development Agency, the Learning and Skills Council and local authorities in “a major drive to ensure that we have the skills to meet future demand”.

Conclusion

The Green Paper touches on a very wide range of issues and much important detail is contained in supporting documents.

The proposals in the Green Paper are open to consultation until 15 October – although Annex A only directs attention to a fairly small number of specific questions in Chapters 6 and 8 of the document.

We will provide additional briefing on the key issues in the supporting documents and seek your views on relevant consultation questions arising from these as well as the Green Paper itself.
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