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5th July 2007

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Huntingdonshire Development Control Policies DPD - Issues & Options

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the above. 

Background:

The Council must carefully consider the extent to which the objectives and content of the draft document are consistent with the latest national Government and other important policy guidance.

PPS1

There have been many recent substantive changes in government policy including the proposed supplement to PPS1 ‘Planning and Climate Change’.

PPS3 

PPS3 (November 2006) requires local authorities to balance the need to provide affordable housing in association with new development against the need to ensure that housing requirements are met. It advocates making provision for housing over at least a 15-year time period. 

It also emphasises the importance of the role of Strategic Housing Market Assessments in the evidence base for DPD policies. The Council will need to ensure that policies are underpinned by a sound and up to date evidence including such an Assessment. It will also need to have sound housing trajectories to show when the overall housing numbers are likely to be delivered. 

The Council will need to:

· have a flexible responsive supply of land managed in a way that makes efficient and effective use of land, including the re-use of previously developed land, where appropriate;

· be market responsive;

· work collaboratively with stakeholders (such as the HBF);

· take account of the need to deliver low-cost market housing as part of the housing mix;

· set separate targets for social-rented and intermediate housing;

· take into account any physical, environmental, land ownership, land-use, investment constraints or risks associated with broad locations or specific sites, such as physical access restrictions, contamination, stability, flood risk, the need to protect natural resources e.g. water and biodiversity and complex land ownership issues;

· undertake a Sustainability Appraisal to develop and test various options, considering, for each, the social, economic and environmental implications, including costs, benefits and risks;

· include housing and local previously-developed land targets and trajectories, and strategies for bringing previously-developed land into housing use;

· identify broad locations and specific sites that will enable continuous delivery of housing for at least 15 years from the date of adoption, taking account of the minimum level of housing provision stipulated in the RSS;

· identify deliverable sites to deliver at least 5 years supply that are – available, suitable and achievable;

· identify a further supply of specific, developable sites for years 6-10 and, where possible, for years 11-15;

· exclude sites granted planning permission unless it can be demonstrated that they are developable and likely to contribute to housing supply within the appropriate timescale;

· exclude allowances for windfalls in the first 10 years of land supply; and

· set out a housing implementation strategy.

The new Policy Statement heralds several new changes, these are:
   

· The requirement for a robust evidence base;

· A partnership between local authorities, developers, and other stakeholders to establish a more transparent assessment;

· An emphasis upon sustainable locations; rather than just the prioritisation of previously developed sites, or sequential test; and

· The identification of constraints (physical and housing market) on sites, and considering how these might be overcome during the plan period.

It will be necessary for both brownfield and greenfield sites to be released in good time if the overall housing requirement is to be met. 

The Council will need to demonstrate in its Development Control Policies DPD

that its assumptions with regard to the future housing supply in its new housing trajectories are accurate and realistic, and that identified sites are readily available for development. 

The Council will need to ensure that it provides a suitable range of housing localities to meet the needs of their current and future residents. It should make decisions based upon a sound evidence base. A SHMA (Strategic Housing Market Assessment) will be a very important source of information.

Annex C of PPS3 states, “a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment should:
· Assess the likely level of housing that could be provided if unimplemented planning permissions were brought into development.

· Assess land availability by identifying buildings or areas of land (including previously developed land and greenfield) that have development potential for housing, including within mixed-use developments.

· Assess the potential level of housing that can be provided on identified land.

· Where appropriate, evaluate past trends in windfall land coming forward for development and estimate the likely future implementation rate.

· Identify constraints that might make a particular site unavailable and/or unviable for development.

· Identify sustainability issues and physical constraints that might make a site unsuitable for development.

· Identify what action could be taken to overcome constraints on particular sites”.

PPS12

Regard will need to be had to PPS12 in terms of ensuring that planning documents produced fully comply with national planning policy statements in their content and preparation.

PPS12 test of soundness vii requires DPD policies to represent the most appropriate in all the circumstances, having considered the relevant alternatives, and that they are founded on a robust and credible evidence base. The Council will have to balance the need for any planning gains against the financial implications of any policy requirement on development viability. 

PPS25

PPS25 sets out policies for planning authorities to ensure flood risk is properly taken into account at all stages in the planning process; prevent inappropriate development in areas at high risk of flooding and direct development away from areas at highest risk. It is accompanied by Circular 04/2006.

The East of England Plan

The Proposed Changes to the Draft RSS make it clear that local authority housing requirements must be treated as an absolute floor, rather than ceiling figures. Therefore, the Council’s dwelling requirement must be fully recognised as being an absolute minimum housing provision figure.

PINS

The Planning Inspectorate published ‘Local Development Frameworks: Lessons Learnt Examining Development Plan Documents (June 2007)’. It makes a number of very important points that Local Authorities need to have very careful regard to, it states:

1.11 “…Evidence should be complete on submission. LPAs should be clear that evidence should inform the Plan and not be put together after submission to justify what is already in the submitted document.

1.12 PINS expectation is that the LPA will provide a full and comprehensive evidence base with the submitted DPD. Given that the options should also be informed by evidence, we would expect the evidence base to be substantially completed at preferred options stage. The “Evidence” boxes on pages 15-21 of the Planning Inspectorate’s guide “Development Plan Examinations – A Guide to the Process of Assessing the Soundness of Development Plan Documents”6 (PINS DPD guide) suggests the range of evidence which may be required, depending on the type of DPD and nature of the area. It will be difficult for an LPA to argue the plan is based on evidence which was not available when the plan was submitted – the implication will be that the evidence has not informed the content, but rather has been produced to retrospectively justify the content.

 1.13 All material to be relied upon by the LPA needs to be in the submission evidence base. …..As the LPA is expected to submit a “sound” document it is not appropriate for the plan making authority to provide additional unasked for material in this way…….

1.14 …..LPAs should recognise that the submitted plan should be the last word of the authority (Section 20(2)(b) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 Act and paragraph 4.15 of Planning Policy Statement 12). Post-submission changes should be the exception8 (box under paragraph 4.18 PPS12).

1.19 LPAs which rely on making considerable post-submission changes, even if relatively minor, should bear in mind that a document may be found to be unsound if it requires so many changes that the final document no longer closely resembles the submitted version……

3.10 From the material that we have seen it is clear that there remains some lack of appreciation of the need for a radically different approach to plan making. LDFs are not meant to be LP/UDPs in new clothes. Some LPAs seem to be finding it difficult to move from an approach which seeks to produce a document that will allow development control decisions to be taken (the negative regulatory approach) rather than starting with the concept of providing a picture of how the area will develop spatially over the plan period and providing a policy framework that will deliver it (the positive delivery approach). The aim of the Core Strategy should be to articulate what the area should be like in the future and how this is to be achieved.

3.11 Core Strategies should be focussed on spatial policies that are very specifically aimed at addressing the issues identified as relevant to that area. They should also, where appropriate, refer to specific ‘strategic’ sites (i.e. those which are key to the delivery of the overall strategy). DPDs are intended to be about delivery and hence need to be rooted in what can be achieved and how this is to occur. Many of the early Core Strategies are somewhat general and contain “policies” that are in reality aspirations. For example many Core Strategies contain general “good design policies” but are silent on how the LPA is going to implement and monitor this “policy”.

3.12 There is a widespread failure to appreciate that Core Strategy policies need to add a local dimension to national or regional guidance/policy. If there is no specific local dimension there is no need for the national/regional policy to be repeated. ….

3.14 ..The Inspector will not be able to recommend changes in a binding report unless he/she can be sure the plan as changed would not be vulnerable to challenge on the grounds that the proper procedures had not been followed [in particular the SA process and proper community involvement].

4.4 …Core strategies are where tough decisions need to be made: strategic decisions cannot be left to subsequent DPDs.

5.2 Taking housing as an example, the Core Strategy must not leave the question of the general allocation of the level of housing to settlements open on the grounds that this can only be done once housing sites have been identified in a housing or Site Allocation DPD. The strategy should be driving the allocation of sites not the other way around. In this way, where it is clear that there are certain sites, key to the delivery of the overall strategy, whose location is not open to extensive debate (either because of existence of barriers to growth elsewhere or because of overwhelming positive qualities of the site), then it is entirely appropriate for such sites to be mentioned in the Core Strategy.

5.4 …The Planning Advisory Service published “Core Strategy Guidance”14 in December 2006 which aims to assist LPAs by providing an idea of what parts of a Core Strategy might look and feel like….. 

5.7 Core Strategies should not contain bland general policies that are little more than public relations statements. For example “Housing development must contribute to the creation of sustainable and mixed communities. Proposals must provide housing types and tenures that address local housing needs”…..

5.8 ….Inspectors need to establish whether the plan will achieve what is intended by being able to measure the policies/proposals. Derivation of targets should be properly explained. There should also be a clear evidence base for specific numbers and percentages.

5.9 DPDs should be firmly focused on delivery. Thus the implementation and monitoring section of a DPD is of equal importance as the policies in the DPD. A number of Core Strategies seen to date have been particularly weak on implementation and monitoring. It is not adequate to deal with monitoring in a Core Strategy by simply saying that it will be dealt with in the Annual Monitoring Report (AMR). The Core Strategy needs to set the framework for the AMR by identifying key targets and indicators against which the LPA can measure the effectiveness of the strategy/policies and proposals.

5.12 For Core Strategies, Site Allocation DPDs and perhaps some Area Action Plans, this potential for change does make it more difficult to offer consultees certainty about the precise implications of developing plans. In these circumstances, it may be appropriate to set out how the DPD, once adopted, would be used to manage the changing circumstances. So a Core Strategy might describe the general approach to meeting need for additional housing provision based on current RSS requirements. It could also explain how the approach could be adjusted in practical terms if housing provision needed to change or be phased differently once the RSS review has concluded. In other words, that it is not constrained by one set of figures for housing development in the area or by political rather than planning considerations.

5.13 Flexibility is also about considering “what if” scenarios, e.g. if the strategy is heavily reliant on a specific type of infrastructure or a major site. The plan should address the issues that could arise if the chosen option cannot be delivered when required.

General:

Whilst there may well be local support for the re-use of brownfield sites, it is essential that where any such sites are identified and allocated, they are readily and realistically available for housing development. The over-riding objective must be to comply with the overall housing requirement. Consequently, in order to so do the Council will realistically need to ensure a range of both brownfield and Greenfield sites are available.

Furthermore, the Council must seek to ensure that a range of different types of housing are provided in different forms and in different localities in order to meet the various needs of its population. To this end a Strategic Housing Market Assessment is likely to be an essential tool and evidence base.    

It is crucial that any planning gain requirements are fully considered in relation to site viability. Whilst the public inevitably wants developers to fund all sorts of facilities and services in their areas, it must be remembered that developers can only be asked to fund these where need directly relates to new development. Furthermore, if planning gain requirements are unrealistic then landowners won’t sell their sites, and developers won’t find them profitable enough to develop. As a direct consequence, the Council would then be likely to struggle to meet its housing supply requirements. 

With regard to affordable housing provision, proper and full regard must be had to the overall viability of schemes in setting any requirements. It should be remembered that in order to make housing more affordable, there needs to be more housing built in total. There should also be a flexible approach to the delivery of any affordable housing requirement, taking on board whether or not public grant funding is available. If not, then an alternative approach/requirement has to be properly considered.

It must be remembered that affordable housing requirements must not be so onerous that they threaten the delivery of the Council’s overall housing requirement. 

The Council should also ensure that a proper Strategic Housing Market Assessment is undertaken with the full involvement of the property industry so as to underpin the evidence base for any policies and requirements. 

In order that the LDF is sound and consistent in approach as well as monitorable and deliverable, there will need to be a link between the housing policies in the Core Strategy and the individual housing allocations. In other words, the allocations must contain some indication of the numbers of dwellings the Council anticipates are capable and likely to be delivered from each site. Either that or there should be a table in the core strategy which summarises all the housing allocations giving their site name and reference and an indicative dwelling total. Or both.

Only with this information can the robustness of the Core Strategy’s approach to housing delivery be properly tested. 

Sustainability standards are already being set by Building Regulations, and are being supported in the new Code for Sustainable Homes, the Council’s planning policies should not seek to directly replicate or replace these (as PPS1 makes clear).

Options & Vision:

The various options identified seem somewhat simplistic, and don’t seem to cover the range of alternative and viable options normally found in a DPD Issues & Options Report. Often the Council fails to present any alternative options at all. 

Whereas in other instances when it does, the alternative options seem intended to lead respondents in only one direction. Furthermore, they are put forward without any proper up-to-date evidence base to back them up. The document has clearly not been prepared with any proper regard to national planning guidance in respect of the production of DPD documents.  

The Council is supposed to use its evidence base as a basis for proposing spatial policies. However, instead it is proposing vague policies about which readers are only told the subject matter. In other instances, it is proposing highly specific policies with very precise standards or policy wordings, rather than inviting opinions upon different potential options.

Nor does the document provide a series of clear visions on how the district might develop in the future. These are very serious deficiencies.

Specific matters:

Option 1 and Q.’s 2 & 3

With regard to housing opportunities, the Council refers to ‘ensuring that the type of dwellings built meet the requirements of local people’. It is unclear precisely what it means by this. It must be remembered that it also has to address its fair share of overall housing growth, and that not all people requiring new housing in the district can necessarily be defined as ‘local people’.

Statements 3 and 4, Issues 2 and 3, Options 3 & 4 & Q.’s 5 & 6

It is stated that an assessment could be required to accompany any proposal for major development to demonstrate how the proposal would minimise its impact on climate change. The HBF does not believe that such an approach is necessary. 

The relationship between the Code for Sustainable Homes and planning policies being interpreted in an inconsistent way throughout England (and, indeed, Wales) is becoming increasingly problematic for the house building industry. In their attempt to be seen to be rising to meet the challenges set by climate change many regions, sub regions and local authorities are taking it upon themselves to try to move faster than the timetable attached to the Code for carbon reduction.

It is similarly curious as to how, or why, regional or local planning bodies could, or should, set their own carbon emission targets for the performance of buildings. The national application of the Code for Sustainable Homes quite clearly sets targets and milestones that together are a national trajectory, culminating in zero carbon homes by 2016. 

Following on from the HBF summit on zero carbon homes, a Task Force was set up co-chaired by Yvette Cooper MP and Stewart Baseley (HBF Executive Chairman). It met for the first time on 31 January 2007.  Alongside the HBF and DCLG, membership includes the Construction Products Association, the DTI, John Callcutt (in respect of his new housing review), WWF, the UK Business Council for Sustainable Energy and the Local Government Association. 

Members of the Task Force will focus on work in relevant areas. HBF will lead on research issues, including those relating to housing and urban design. Our short-term objective is to reach agreement on a Concordat between the main parties, which can be published in the summer alongside the Government’s final policy proposals on the timeframe and approach to zero carbon homes. 

The HBF is extremely concerned that regions and local authorities are seeking to amend and shorten the agreed zero-carbon timeframe. It has written to Yvette Cooper MP reaffirming the point that multiple targets will critically undermine our prospects of achieving the Government’s overall objective. It is crucial that this fact is taken on board. The 2016 Taskforce will, inevitably, want to address this issue as well since it is considered to be unhelpful and unnecessary for each region to set its own targets for implementation of the Code. 

Fundamentally the Industry has signed up to a deal with the Government to achieve Carbon Neutrality within the next ten years. Local Authorities should also sign up to this objective in order for consistency and certainty with regard to long-term investment in new technologies and skills that will be essential in order to deliver Carbon Neutrality in the 10 year time-span envisaged. 

Furthermore, Carbon Neutrality is best achieved through Building Regulations and not via unsubstantiated planning policies.

 

Technological innovation is moving rapidly in the sector of energy generation. It is, therefore, the HBF’s view that planning policies should not try to “back winners” by specifying one type of technology over another in terms of types of energy generation or types of renewable energy generation.

Emerging practice is becoming confusing, in part due to a lack of sufficient clear guidance by central government in the context of energy policy. We have thus seen the emergence of myriad definitions used to calculate energy use of development proposals.

Planning policy should not be a tool to define and control what are essentially energy generation considerations. That is the role of national energy policy and regulation and the role of planning is to facilitate the delivery of the energy supply solutions that stem from national energy policy. 

The debate over the benefits (and pitfalls) of on site, local, regional or national energy generation is still ongoing, as are the issues surrounding the long-term costs/benefits of individual renewable energy technologies. We believe the key in this field is a national strategic vision of how we can achieve an efficient low carbon energy supply for the country. Local authorities should not seek to second guess such thinking through adopting prescriptive local policies on energy supply. We also consider that the expert capacity to determine such matters is, in any case, not something that currently exists, especially within LPA planning departments.

It is, therefore, considered that planning policy should be concerned solely with removing barriers to the siting or development of new innovations such as wind turbines, CHP plants and other energy generation development. It should not seek to control the use of power within dwellings (since this would, in any event, be unenforceable) or be concerned with the fabric of the building, which is covered adequately by the Code for Sustainable Homes as discussed above.

There are many examples of such confusion arising in attempts by local authorities seeking to set and implement “Merton Rule” style policies for a proportion of “on site” renewable energy. Indeed, even Merton Borough Council relies solely on independent consultants reports to assess energy use of dwellings to calculate compliance with their 10% target for on site renewable energy. It is quite obvious that this issue is not one that can be adequately controlled through planning measures and is an example of how planning is being used to inadequately address issues that are better dealt with through other legislation and controls.

The HBF notes that the Council offers an alternative option of a higher on-site renewable energy target than 10%. However, no lower alternative option is offered.

Planning does, of course, have a role to play in allocating sites suitable for the establishment of renewable technologies for energy generation, both in themselves (such as sites for large wind farms and district CHP plants) and in areas that may benefit from access to renewable sources for on site generation, such as sites near to biomass generation sites. 

However, the debate over whether wind turbines are more or less efficient than photo voltaic cells, whether ground source heat pumps are more effective than solar heat transfer technology or other similar discussions should not an issue for consideration under planning powers available to local authorities.

In such a fast moving field of technological innovation planners and the planning system should be open to discussion about the most appropriate issues and solutions on a site by site basis rendering any blanket proportional target unnecessary and, indeed, potentially restrictive on emerging new solutions.

The HBF has very strong views on this subject matter. The Code for Sustainable Homes sets clear standards, and dates by which they need to be reached. It is therefore clearly inappropriate for Councils to seek to set their own alternative standards and requirements. 

Planning and Climate Change (December 2006) has recently been published as a draft supplement to PPS1. The document supports the HBF’s viewpoint that the draft PPS should clearly recognise the need for planning policy not to duplicate the role of national building regulations. It states in paragraphs 27-39 that in determining planning applications LPA’s should ensure they are consistent with the PPS and avoid placing inconsistent requirements on applicants. Paragraph 30 says that with regard to the environmental performance of new development, planning authorities should “engage constructively and imaginatively with developers to encourage the delivery of sustainable buildings. They should be supportive of innovation”.

Paragraph 31 of the aforementioned draft document states that “LPA’s should not need to devise their own standards for the environmental performance of individual buildings as these are set out nationally through the Building Regulations”.

Furthermore, it must be recognised that if carbon emissions are to be properly tackled then there needs to be a concerted effort to reduce carbon emissions from the existing housing stock, which is far less environmentally friendly than any modern housing now being built.

The Council states that there are no alternatives because sustainable development is required by national legislation. This of course is true, however, it does not stop the Council from identifying different options for achieving this. Indeed, such an approach is expected by the Planning Inspectorate.

Issue 4

The HBF and its member companies are keen supporters of the concept of SUDS and seek to implement them wherever this is practicable. However the implementation of SUDS and their adoption are processes which involve separate bodies and consequently this is where the problem arises. 

Most Planning Authorities require the integration of SUDS into developments, however it is the adoption which is controlled under Building Regulations (and/or other relevant Construction/Public Health legislation).

If the Planning Authority imposes conditions which require developers to provide SUDS, and Local Building Control, Highway Authority and or the Water Company are reluctant to adopt SUDS. It is clear that this will leave developers in a situation where although Planning requirements have been satisfied, the SUDS will not be adopted by water companies and local authorities.

In view to the practical problem it is clear that to require provisions in all circumstances would frustrate development. Developers should not be expected to deal with the long-term management and administration systems involved in the successful operation of SUDS. Until such a time as a suitable mechanism for dealing with the adoption of SUDS schemes is established policies should require either to;

“encourage” the use of SUDS; or

“seek the implementation of sustainable drainage systems wherever practicable”

rather than require in all circumstances.

As such the HBF consider Authorities planning system should promote better communication channels, and early communication and liaison between all parties to aid the incorporation of SUDS. Any policy should encourage the use of SUDS but should not impose the use of SUDS until such time as other stakeholders, especially those agencies who will be responsible for their long-term maintenance, accept them.

Q. 13

Drawing settlement boundaries obviously provides much more certainty for everyone involved in the development process. Consequently, this is the best approach wherever possible. Obviously a thorough examination of suitable sites that might be included within such boundaries will need to be made in accordance with PPS3.

Options 13 and 14 & Q.14

Density policy must take full and proper account of both locality and the specific type of housing provision. Clearly family housing is highly unlikely to warrant a similar density to high-rise flat developments. These factors need to be given careful consideration.

Issue 16, Option 18 & Statement 22

I note with interest that a Strategic Housing Market Assessment is being undertaken. I am sure that you are aware that house builders are required by national guidance to be fully involved in its preparation. Therefore, I look forward to myself and HBF Members helping to set the parameters for the Assessment.

The Council states tin paragraph 4.3 that developers should have regard to the changing demographic composition of the district’s residents in determining an appropriate mix of dwellings. This seems to be suggesting that because of smaller household sizes, everyone needs small dwellings. However, this is nonsense. Evidence suggests that there is no such direct link, and the majority of new households are not seeking very small sized accommodation. A proper Housing Market Assessment should identify the range of new types of housing provision required. 

Statement 34, Issue 26 and Option 28

The Council refers to limiting car parking spaces in new developments. However, this does not adhere with Government policy, which seeks to provide and promote alternative transportation modes to the car, but fully acknowledges that adequate car parking provision will still be necessary to meet homeowners needs in respect of some journeys.

Latest Government guidance is also advocating a more flexible approach in terms of local parking standards. Again, the Council don’t seem to be in accordance with national policy.

Issue 30

The Council will need to ensure that it balances the protection of employment sites with the need to ensure that appropriate re-development takes place where required. It must be recognised that employers sometimes are forced to re-locate if their existing facilities are inadequate. In such circumstances, there might actually be more jobs gained than lost.

Consultation

I look forward to being consulted on all future relevant DPD and SPD consultation documents (and any relevant background documents and studies) in the future, and would appreciate being notified in writing wherever these documents are being either submitted to the Secretary of State, or being Adopted. 

I also look forward to the acknowledgement of these comments in due course.

Yours faithfully,

Paul Cronk

HBF Regional Planner 

(Eastern Region)
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