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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.
This statement needs to be read in conjunction with the HBF’s earlier written objections made in respect of the Core Strategy Submission document.

AM
HOUSING (Strategic)
[Soundness Tests: 4A/B/C; 5, 6: 7 & 9]

Key issues:

i. What housing numbers does extant and emerging RSS expect the area to deliver?

The Proposed Changes to the East of England Plan (December 2006) show a requirement for a minimum of 8,000 dwellings by 2021. of which, 1,610 dwellings had been delivered (averaging 320 dwellings per annum), leaving a residual requirement for at least 6,390 dwellings (averaging 430 dwellings per annum).

There is also a need to make provision for at least 15 year’s land supply from the date of the Plan’s eventual adoption.

ii. Are there outstanding queries re this?

iii. How does the strategy aim to ensure sufficient dwellings are provided?

It is not at all clear that the strategy will do this, particularly given the extremely onerous requirements being proposed by the Council.

It is now clearly apparent that Government policy now requires local authorities to have a detailed evidence base demonstrating that sufficient housing sites are capable of actual delivery. Too often in the past assumptions have been based upon unreal expectations. 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. 

The recent Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead LDF – Core Strategy – Inspector’s Report (October 2007) contains conclusions that the HBF considers many of which are highly pertinent in relation to the North Norfolk Core Strategy content: 

“…2.24 To my mind the Core Strategy’s heavy reliance on an unidentified and uncertain supply of previously developed land within existing settlement boundaries is a major failing. Of itself it renders the Core Strategy unsound. I have given careful consideration to mechanisms that might introduce additional flexibility and more certainty that development requirements will be met over the plan period but I am not convinced that they could be introduced within the constraints imposed by the 2004 Regulations. It must follow, it seems to me, that soundness test 7 is not met… 

2.30 Under test 7 I mentioned that the Core Strategy needs to be more flexible. As submitted it anticipates that the Royal Borough’s longer term development needs can be met largely from an unidentified supply of previously developed land. If this land does not materialise in the quantities and locations expected, the Council’s vision for the Royal Borough will not be achieved. It seems to me that the Core Strategy should pay more attention to this possibility. If it did it would help the subsequent Site Allocations and Policies DPD to consider where land could best be brought forward to satisfy development requirements. Rather than simply respond to developer initiatives, the Council should identify where development might suitably be located to best satisfy sustainability criteria and wider community needs. 

2.31 Accordingly, I am not convinced that soundness test 9 is met. Moreover I am not convinced that the raft of changes that would be needed to ensure that the Core Strategy has the ability to respond to changing circumstances can be brought forward given the constraints imposed by the 2004 Regulations. Significant changes are required to introduce additional flexibility and these need to be exposed to a full sustainability appraisal and effective public consultation…”.
iv. Will there be sufficient land to provide a 5, 10 (and 15) year supply?

The Council has not yet undertaken a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment in conjunction with key stakeholders. It’s assumptions concerning future land supply seem to be based to some extent on hope rather than actual realism. PPS3 states that:

“…54. Drawing on information from the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment and or other relevant evidence, Local Planning Authorities should identify sufficient specific deliverable sites to deliver housing in the first five years. To be considered deliverable, sites should, at the point of adoption of the relevant Local Development Document:

· Be Available – the site is available now.

· Be Suitable – the site offers a suitable location for development now and would contribute to the creation of sustainable, mixed communities.

–  Be Achievable – there is a reasonable prospect that housing will be delivered on the site within five years.

55. Local Planning Authorities should also:

– Identify a further supply of specific, developable sites for years 6-10 and, where possible, for years 11-15.Where it is not possible to identify specific sites for years 11-15, broad locations for future growth should be indicated.

– Linked to above, identify those strategic sites which are critical to the delivery of the housing strategy over the plan period.

– Show broad locations on a key diagram and locations of specific sites on a proposals map.

– Illustrate the expected rate of housing delivery through a housing trajectory for the plan period.

56. To be considered developable, sites should be in a suitable location for housing development and there should be a reasonable prospect that the site is available for, and could be developed at the point envisaged..”.

Background Document F18 (Statement of five year land supply of Housing Land – September 2007) fully acknowledges in paragraph 3.1 that the Council does not have a 5-year land supply of identified sites for housing.

Paragraph 3.2 states that the Core Strategy expects some 2,056 completions between 2007-2011 (514 per annum), and that this figure is based on an expectation that around 600 dwellings will be built on new allocated development sites by 2012. The HBF is concerned that the expectation is based largely upon hope, rather than any firm evidence. It does not appear to be the case that the Council has directly liaised with the landowners and developers of the identified capacity sites in order to see if it’s assumptions are at all realistic.

Paragraph 3.3 refers to there being little evidence to suggest that previous high levels of windfall developments will not come forward in the future. Paragraph 5.1 refers to high levels of extant planning permissions. The HBF’s response in relation to these potential sources is to point out that the Council has never previously had in place such draconian policy requirements upon developers as those set out in the Core Strategy.

However, not all of the components of the aforementioned sources can realistically be expected to come forward for development, as PPS3 makes clear. Accordingly, these have to be looked at in more detail to see what likelihood there is of them actually being delivered. Having potential, or having planning permission does not accord with the more rigid assessment set out in PPS3. The Council does not seem to have done this. It is also seemingly somewhat optimistic in terms of how quick developments will come forward within the next 5 years.

It is fully evident when checking through Appendix 1: Schedule of Sites that considerable uncertainties exist with regard to the likelihood of many of these sites actually coming forward for development within the next 5 years.

v. Is the distribution of new dwellings consistent with the Spatial Strategy and sustainable travel options?

PM

vi. Have the risks of overshoot and undershoot of housing delivery been considered and how will this be managed?

The rigid nature of the Council’s policies unfortunately means that there is a considerable danger of undersupply occurring. Furthermore, the Council does not appear to be putting the means in place by which such an undersupply could be rectified.

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. 
Given the current backlog in housing delivery there is concern at the ability of the Council to respond quickly enough, if sufficient housing is not delivered in high enough numbers to rectify the deficit. As the Plan period carries on the numbers needed to deliver the overall housing requirement will get bigger each year, making it more and more difficult to meet. That is why it is so important that sufficient sites and numbers are identified for delivery early on in the process.

vii. Is the intended delivery of housing over-reliant on windfall sites and what assumptions underlie this approach?  Would it harm the ability to deliver affordable housing?*

The Council seem to be assuming that strong windfall provision will continue. However, the policies set out in the Core Strategy are highly likely to ensure that this source diminishes.

viii. How has the distribution of the housing yet to be delivered (ie uncommitted) been done?

ix. How were distributional options considered in arriving at the final proposals?

x. How was the housing mix between different sectors/user groups (eg Affordable housing*, elderly) arrived at and is it too prescriptive?

Yes, it is far too prescriptive and inflexible, and is thus contrary to national policy. Furthermore, it lacks any proper evidence base as a justification. Nor seemingly has any proper consideration been given to the commercial viability of such a rigid housing mix requirement.

xi. Is there sufficient focus on the housing needs of the elderly?

xii. What does the Affordable Housing strategy aim to achieve and does it fit with the overall strategy?

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.

The affordable housing strategy is completely unrealistic and demonstrates a complete lack of understanding of both national planning policy, and the development industry (particularly in relation to land economics). The HBF has set out its concern in more detail in its separate written response submitted in respect of the Affordable Housing Examination Session. 

xiii. Is the proposed density figure of 40 dwelling per hectare for main settlements (HO7) too rigid and inflexible, and if so, what implications are there for the estimated land supply?

It is evident that in recent years completions generally have been increasingly made up by more high-density flat developments. It is unclear as to the density assumptions behind the Council’s Housing Trajectory numbers. However, it is unrealistic to assume that a minimum density of 40 dwellings will always be either desirable or practical, without resulting in harm to the surrounding area.

Furthermore, the Council also needs to take on board growing emphasis upon the delivery of family sized housing provision.
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