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Background

The Home Builders Federation (HBF) is the voice of the house building industry in England and Wales. The industry is highly diverse and HBF’s members range from large multi-national companies to small, locally based businesses. Together they build approximately 85% of new homes in England and Wales every year. 

This statement is submitted on behalf of the Home Builders Federation by Paul Cronk, BA (Hons), Dip TP, MRTPI who is the HBF’s Regional Planner for the Eastern Region. It needs to be read in conjunction with the HBF’s earlier representations.
National Guidance

PPS’s

National guidance of most relevance is set out in Planning Policy Statements PPS3 and PPS12.

PPS3 introduces new requirements for Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments (SHLAA’s) and Strategic Housing Market Assessments (SHMA’s). Further more detailed guidance on their scope and content is set out in the ‘Strategic Housing Market Assessments – Practice Guidance (March 2007)’ and ‘Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments – Practice Guidance (March 2007)’. The PPS also introduces a requirement for the identification of a rolling 5-year housing land supply of sites that are ‘available, suitable and achievable’, and detailed housing and previously developed land trajectories. The Council has seemingly failed to comply with the aforementioned requirements. In the case of the SHMA, the work on producing this is still underway.

PPS3 refers on page 7 to the ‘Evidence-Based Policy Approach’ upon which LDD’s “should be informed by a robust, shared evidence base, in particular, of housing need and demand, through a Strategic Housing Market Assessment and land availability, through a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment”.

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. ….

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.

Frontloading

It is entirely evident from the above, that there has been a fundamental shift in Plan making requirements. Now, it is required that a full evidence base must be produced in order to inform Plans, rather than be constructed after submission has occurred. The HBF would point out that clearly the Council’s key evidence base has failed to be produced prior to decisions and options being decided upon. There are a number of important studies still outstanding, these include:

· Strategic Flood Risk Assessment for the districts of Chelmsford, Braintree, Colchester and Maldon (Scott Wilson) 

· Feasibility study of Flood Prevention Measures for Chelmsford (Environment Agency) 

· Strategic Housing Market Assessment – Braintree, Chelmsford and Colchester – (Fordham Research) 

· Chelmsford Affordable Housing Viability Analysis (Three Dragons) 

· Core Strategy Flood Risk Tests 

· Additional Flood Reports of allocated sites in Zone 3 (to supplement SFRA and sequential tests)

Whereas a number of other important study documents have only just been completed. Consequently, they cannot have directly influenced the content of the submission document.

The vision sets out a number of aspirations that the Council has, but is very weak in relation to how these will actually be achieved. This is particularly worrying given that it is described as a vision for growth, and that it is required in the new spatial strategy to deliver 800 dwellings per annum. A figure it is currently falling short of delivering. The Plan Strategy fails to identify risks and possible obstacles to actual delivery (and identify measures that might be undertaken in order to overcome these) as advocated in national planning guidance. Therefore, the Plan fails tests of soundness (4b), (7) & (9).
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