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27th July 2007

Dear Mr Dyer, 

SPELTHORNE CORE STRATEGY SUBMISSION DOCUMENT

Thank you for informing the Home Builders Federation (HBF) of the publication of the above document for consultation. HBF has a number of comments to make on the soundness of the policy approach advocated in several areas in the document and concerns about the robustness of the evidence under-pinning those policy approaches. 

These comments and concerns are set out on the attached sheets in the order in which they appear in the document. 

We are also extremely concerned about the way in which the council has gone about the production of this strategy in terms of saved greenbelt policy. It makes a mockery of the process to seek to address issues related to housing supply when it is obvious there will need to be changes to the greenbelt boundary to address those strategy failures but then for the greenbelt policy not to be up for discussion at the EIP. Whilst there is no point HBF raising formal objection to the greenbelt policy as it would be declared non-valid, this is something we will be taking up with GOSE and PINS, especially since the Government has not yet issued confirmation of which adopted policies your Council can save.

HBF wishes to be kept informed of progress on this document, particularly in relation to the public examination into this document as we will wish to participate fully in that process.

Yours sincerely,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)

Table 2 – Housing Supply / Policy SP1

PPS3 makes it clear that, windfalls are not to be taken into account in calculating 5 and 10 year land availability yet over 50% of the council’s anticipated supply of housing is made up of windfalls. PPS3 is very clear as to the reasons why windfalls should not be counted and that is because it forces authorities to identify sufficient sites for development to facilitate the delivery of the housing requirement via the proper operation of the Plan Monitor Manage (PMM) process. 

The approach to housing trajectory planning is therefore fundamentally unsound and contrary to PPS12 tests of soundness iv, vii, viii & ix.

Furthermore, the council claims to have undertaken a housing land availability assessment to inform it’s housing trajectory. It is clear from a cursory glance through this document that it is little more than a glorified urban capacity study and does not meet government’s requirements for a strategic housing land availability assessment. Not least in that it has been prepared with minimal, if any, input from the housebuilding industry which is one of the key requirements in carrying out such an assessment. Having buy-in from landowners and a surveyor’s view of viability is not the same as engaging with the industry who will be responsible for actually bringing these sites forward and who may have very different views of the attractiveness of sites and their viability to the landowner. Furthermore, although claiming to have been informed by a commercial assessment of viability, there is no indication given in the land availability assessment of how these viability and market considerations were factored in to the housing trajectory nor what factors they did and did not take into account in assumptions made about individual sites. This is most unhelpful.

HBF is concerned, therefore, that the council’s housing land availability assessment is not fit for purpose and does not provide the robust and credible evidence required to support policy formulation and so is contrary to PPS12 test of soundness vii.

It is HBF’s view that, in order to be found sound, the council will need to actually identify much more land for development and that land must be suitable, deliverable and available and all the other “..ables” set out in PPS3. Without this additional land, when windfalls are taken out of the trajectory, the strategy falls way short of meeting its housing requirement, never mind exceeding it as Policy SP2 aspires to.

Simply relying on old arguments that the borough is constrained by green belt and has always had a large proportion of development come forward from windfalls is no excuse and is obviously an inevitable consequence of the council never identifying sufficient sites for development. The aim is to bring certainty into the development process and for the council to take control of what sites do and do not come forward (something I would assume most councils would want to do) rather than merely be reactive and simply wait and see what sites the market turns up. 

This will obviously require changes to the greenbelt boundary and the council cannot assume that the existing policy is saved when this has not yet been confirmed by the Government. It makes the whole core strategy and examination process pointless if, should the Inspector find there are severe failings with the council’s housing trajectory, he is unable to make any recommendations to address this fundamental failure.

Policy SP2 – Housing Provision

HBF objects to the 40% affordable housing target proposed in this policy for the reasons set out in our objections to Policy HO3 below.

Policy HO1 – Providing for new housing development

HBF objects to this policy because it is unclear (PPS12 test of soundness viii). How exactly will the council encourage new housing development on suitable sites ? What action will it take to encourage the inclusion of housing in mixed use scheme ? How will it encourage the reuse for housing of poorly related employment land ? What provision is being made for poorly located employment uses to relocate to ? How will it encourage the redevelopment of existing areas of poor quality housing ? What finance is available to facilitate such a policy.

What powers or influence will it have over any of these issues ?

This is little more than a statement of aspiration and does not provide clear, specific, localised or direct policy guidance. HBF suggests that it is useful to have a policy in the core strategy setting out how the council will provide for new housing development. Especially given Government’s emphasis on delivery. However, this policy as it is currently worded is so vague and non-committal that it does not serve any real purpose.

Policy HO2 Contingency for Meeting Housing Provision

This policy does not do what it says on the tin. It does not provide any contingency should delivery rates fall below the annual target.  A review of the housing land availability assessment is not a proper contingency. Nor is reviewing the allocations DPD. This is Plan-Review; not Plan Monitor Manage.

The only proper contingency can be provided by the identification of sufficient sites to meet the requirements in PPS3 rather than relying on windfalls (see our objections to Table 2 / Policy SP1 above) so that they can be released through a PMM policy mechanism should they be needed. The council’s fixation with not considering any alteration to the green belt boundary under any circumstances is clouding its planning judgement in this matter and preventing the proper consideration of the full range of housing policy options open to it.

PPS12 tests of soundness iv, vi, viii & ix apply.

Policy HO3 – Affordable Housing

HBF objects to this policy on the basis that it is contrary to Government policy advice set out in PPS3 and PPS12.

Local authorities are required to evidence their affordable housing policies by way of a housing market assessment which must be carried out with the full involvement and co-operation of key stakeholders including the house building industry. The council has not carried out a housing market assessment. Instead it has undertaken an old-style housing needs survey. Housing policies in LDFs are required to take on board both the need and demand for new housing. Not just need alone. 

Had the council carried out a housing market assessment it would have no doubt come to the conclusion that the level of housing proposed in this core strategy is woefully inadequate to meet the demand which exists. While it is likely in a borough such as Spelthorne that unfettered demand could never be met, the council in setting its strategic policies has completely ignored demand and instead, taken as a proxy the politically driven and wholly inadequate housing target set out in the submitted South East Plan. It will soon become clear whether or not the independent panel who conducted the examination into the South East Plan see through this SEERA-led farce and recommend changes to the housing provision at the regional level. Either way, if the council is clearly not even beginning to address demand then it cannot expect to fully address housing need.

PPS3 sets a national target site size of 15 dwellings above which affordable housing should be sought. It makes it clear that thresholds below this should only be sought where it can be demonstrated that setting lower thresholds will not adversely affect the financial viability of sites to the detriment of overall housing delivery. Having not carried out a housing market assessment in the proper way, the council has no such conclusive evidence. The same applies to the 40% target. This needs to be based on local evidence rather than merely carrying forward existing structure plan targets.

The 40% target should be removed from the policy and the site threshold increased to 15 dwellings in order to comply with Government policy.

PPS12 tests of soundness iv & vi apply.

Policy HO4 – Housing Size & Type

As described above, having not carried out a full housing market assessment the council does not have the necessary evidence to justify such an onerous and excessive policy requirement as that set out in Policy HO4. HBF considers it wholly unreasonable for local authorities to seek to dictate the nature of product that housebuilders are allowed to provide. It is house builders who are taking the financial risk of bringing forward development and it is they who know their markets and so it is they who should be allowed to bring forward schemes in the general context of creating mixed and balanced communities rather than having this dictated to them on a site by site by local authorities with no proper understanding of the financial, demand, market or operational mechanisms involved in bringing forward sites for development.

The regional assembly and development agency jointly recently conducted research on the size and type of new housing and one of the main conclusions of that study was that local authorities should not seek to control the size and type of dwellings built by the private sector (see paragraph 6.44 and recommendation 14 of South East Housing Size & Type by DTZ on behalf of SEEDA & SEERA, February 2007).

This policy should be deleted from the core strategy.

PPS12 tests of soundness  iv, vi, vii, viii & ix apply

Policy CC1 – Renewable Energy etc

HBF objects to criteria ii and iii of this policy as the council does not have either the power or authority to enforce such requirements.

The Code for Sustainable Homes is currently a voluntary code which may or may not become mandatory in 2008. If it does not become mandatory the council cannot require it through planning policy. If it does become mandatory it is likely to be administered through the building control process rather than planning control. PPS12 is clear that planning policy should not seek to duplicate or cut across the provisions of other legislative regimes (paragraph 1.8).

Furthermore, even if the Code does become mandatory it sets out a progressive timescale with interim targets which move towards achieving all homes as zero carbon by 2016. This is a challenging enough target as it is and authorities seeking to accelerate the timescale by which the various national targets are to be met are actually being counter productive. Particularly since there is no evidence provided to demonstrate that they are reasonable, achievable, appropriate, necessary or financially viable. 

HBF and its Members are not against requirements for new homes to be energy efficient. New homes built now are 40% more energy efficient than homes built only 5 years ago and are many times more efficient than the existing stock. We are signed up, as an industry, to delivering the Code for Sustainable Homes which will mean zero carbon homes by 2016. However, the very reason the Code is being introduced in stages is to allow time for the technology to advance and the supply chain to increase and improve production of new technologies in order deliver the Code targets. Given that context, Spelthorne unilaterally and arbitrarily bringing forward the timescale for achieving Code level 3 will actually be counter productive given the broader objectives of sustainable development.

Criteria ii and iii of this policy should be deleted and replaced with a general policy reference to compliance with the Code should it become mandatory in 2008.

PPS12 tests of soundness iv, vi, vii, viii & ix apply.

