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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.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING (Policies HO2 &3) [Soundness Tests: 4A/B/C; 5, 6: 7, 9] 

Key issues:

i.        What local factors led to the definition of Core Aim 1 and policies HO2 & 3?

ii.        What is the thrust of national policy & advice in PPS3 and elsewhere and what does extant and emerging RSS say about this topic?

National planning guidance quite clearly emphasises the importance of an innovative and flexible approach to affordable housing delivery. It is quite evident that North Norfolk’s strategy is completely at odds to this. It is a very outdated approach which completely over-emphasises the role of social-rented provision and sees it as the solution to all problems.

iii. What is the evidence base for Policy HO2 and how robust and up to date is it, including the analysis in Core Document H3? Should the up-to-date evidence have been part of the CS Sustainability Appraisal?

The Council seems to have completely misunderstood the role and purpose of Housing Needs Studies. These are documents that should be used to inform the evidence base for spatial planning policies, alongside many other important evidence sources (such as Strategic Housing Market Assessments). However, the Council seems to instead, sought to use the Study as the entire basis for its affordable housing planning policies. This is clearly wrong. Such policies have to look at the wider picture, taking on board the full implications of any policy approach.

Indeed, many recent Housing Needs Studies have suggested that their affordable housing requirements exceed the total housing allocation figures for their local authority areas. Consequently, clearly they cannot be used as the sole basis for planning policy content.  They have also tended to over-emphasise the importance of social-rented provision. Indeed, for this reason they have tended in recent years to fall somewhat into disrepute. It also seems to be one of the reasons why Strategic Housing Market Assessments have been introduced, which are expected to look at much wider data sources and information. It is regrettable that the North Norfolk Strategic Housing Market Assessment failed to embrace this new approach, and really is little more than an expanded Housing Needs Study.

Clearly, if the Council is seeking to use the Housing Needs Study as the basis for its planning policies the dire economic consequences of such an approach should have been picked up in the Sustainability Appraisal. Too often, local authorities carefully identify the possible environmental impact of proposals, but fail to properly examine possible economic (or to a lesser extent social) impacts.  It must be remembered that these are equally important.

iv. Is Policy HO2’s site size threshold and the 45% target for AH dwellings underpinned and fully justified by the evidence having regard to emerging RSS policy?

No.

v.        Will the allocated sites be large enough to enable provision of AH at this level; should site development viability be factored in, and if so, how?

PPS3 requires that viability considerations are fully taken on board. However, given the nature and inflexibility of the policy, it is difficult to see how these can now be properly factored in.

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: 

“…5.1 Policy CS18 and its supporting text sets out the Council’s expectations in respect of affordable housing. Amongst other things it mentions that the policy applies to sites and buildings capable of providing 5 or more units gross and that the expected minimum level of provision should be 40% of habitable rooms unless it is independently validated that such provision would not be economically viable. …

5.2 A Housing Needs Survey undertaken in 2005 and the more recent 2007 Berkshire Strategic Housing Market Assessment both identify a very high need for affordable housing in the Royal Borough. The latter document is still in draft form but the Council has had access to it and so far as I can see it is consistent with the guidance in Annex C of PPS3 and generally supports the wider evidence base. Against this background it is hardly surprising that the Council seeks to maximise affordable housing provision at suitable sites. In principle I see no objection to this, indeed I welcome it, but I am concerned that the Policy CS18 thresholds could be inappropriate and counter-productive. More precisely I consider that if the affordable housing requirements are unduly onerous, sites allocated for development in subsequent DPDs, and/or potential windfall sites suitable for housing (or indeed business purposes), may not be developed. Not only would this diminish the supply of affordable housing but it could also undermine the Council’s ability to satisfy other global housing (and employment) objectives. It is a particular concern in this instance due to the heavy reliance on small windfall sites within the main settlements. In my view these are more likely to be held back because of the affordable housing requirements than larger scale developments on previously developed land or elsewhere. 

5.3 So far as the 40% threshold for qualifying sites is concerned, I understand that this broadly equates with the overall 35% target set out in the South-East Plan. In support of the CS18 requirements the Council commissioned a detailed study that looked at the ability of property development proposals to deliver affordable housing and planning obligations within the Royal Borough - an “Affordable Housing Financial Viability Assessment”. 

5.4 Amongst other things this concluded that there is scope for 30% affordable housing, and in some circumstances 40% with, where necessary, some level of cross subsidy provided by the developer. Whilst the study contains useful insight into the ability of schemes to provide affordable housing, I am not convinced that the findings of the study actually support a 40% minimum affordable housing requirement. And even if the summary conclusion in the report had been framed in more supportive terms, it seems to me that the assumed 15% profit figure used in the assessment may be rather low and the assumed exceptional costs often will be somewhat higher than anticipated. 

5.5 My understanding of the study together with the discussion on this matter at the examination hearings persuades me that a 40% minimum requirement could be a disincentive to the development of many potential sites. If CS18 is to include the 40% threshold I consider that it should be expressed as an aspiration or aim rather than as a minimum requirement. To my mind this more properly reflects the evidence base. While the fact that a lower contribution might be accepted if a 40% contribution would make a scheme unviable introduces a measure of flexibility, it does not overcome my concern on this point. 

5.6 So far as the 5 unit threshold is concerned, I note that this is well below the PPS3’s indicative minimum site size figure of 15 dwellings. On the other hand ¶29 of PPS3 does not rule out affordable housing provision from smaller developments in certain circumstances. I have no doubts that some schemes providing less than 15 dwellings could reasonably make a contribution to the supply of affordable housing. Expressing the 40% figure as an aspiration rather than as a minimum requirement should help to encourage developers to bring some smaller schemes forward. Even so I consider that the 5 unit threshold is excessive. If the bar is set at that level many sites that might otherwise be usefully re-developed for housing or other purposes will not come forward. It follows that I consider this element of the policy to be unsound. While a threshold of 10 has been suggested as being more reasonable (and seems to me to be about the right order) there is no robust evidence to support that number or any other alternative figure. 

5.7 I have also considered the suggestion that different locations within the Royal Borough might be subject to different requirements. This notion has some appeal but it is not supported by the recent viability assessment and, on balance, I do not favour it… 

5.9 Notwithstanding my conclusion that some elements of Policy CS18 are unsound and accordingly fail to satisfy soundness test 7, I accept that the policy probably would increase the supply of much needed affordable housing in accordance with national policy aims. It might allow the Council to meet the 35% regional target for affordable dwellings though that is unlikely given that small sites (of which many fall below even the Council’s 5 unit threshold) will make little or no contribution…”. 

In the case of Windsor & Maidenhead the inquiry Inspector found that its Core Strategy affordable housing policy and thresholds were too onerous and inflexible, and likely to adversely impact on the ability to deliver the Council’s overall housing requirement. It is the HBF’s very strong contention that the North Norfolk Core Strategy affordable housing policies are both more onerous and inflexible than the Windsor & Maidenhead affordable housing policy rejected by the Inquiry Inspector as being unsound. 

vi. Is Policy HO2 sufficiently flexible to take account of changing circumstances?

Quite evidently the affordable housing policy is not sufficiently flexible to take account of changing circumstances. It requires at least 45% affordable housing provision. The precise requirement could presumably be anywhere between 45-100%? Furthermore, it expects this without any regard to public subsidy. This is very unrealistic.

It also seeks compliance with latest housing needs information in terms of demand for different types of social housing, and refers to the Council’s target of providing 80% of affordable housing as social rented accommodation. This is again unrealistic, inflexible, and also contrary to the findings of the Strategic Housing Market Area and national guidance.

The Council’s approach is considered contrary to PPS3:

“…29. In Local Development Documents, Local Planning Authorities should:

– Set an overall (ie plan-wide) target for the amount of affordable housing to be provided. The target should reflect the new definition of affordable housing in this PPS. It should also reflect an assessment of the likely economic viability of land for housing within the area, taking account of risks to delivery and drawing on informed assessments of the likely levels of finance available for affordable housing, including public subsidy and the level of developer contribution that can reasonably be secured. Local Planning Authorities should aim to ensure that provision of affordable housing meets the needs of both current and future occupiers, taking into account information from the Strategic Housing Market Assessment…”

It is also contrary to the supporting document to PPS3 entitled ‘Delivering Affordable Housing’. It refers in paragraph 7 to there being “..now far more areas where local authorities need, through the planning system, to be thinking about provision of intermediate housing..”. The document goes on in paragraph 12 to say “finally, there needs to be a good mix of tenures on new developments. For too long we have lived with the consequences of rigid monotenure development; and today no one would promote significant scale development that included nothing but social rented housing…”. It would appear that no one apart from North Norfolk Council would seek to prescribe such a rigid mix.  Paragraph 16 ends by stating “…It is important that affordable housing provision should not be seen as the only possible solution for those who cannot afford to buy a home in the market”. Paragraph 19 goes on to state that Local Authorities should consider..”the availability of both public and private investment in the delivery of affordable housing, and its impact on the viability of sites and the level of affordable housing targets (overall and site specific) and thresholds. The targets should reflect the new definition of affordable housing and an assessment of the economic viability (PPS3, paragraph 29). Adopting flexible practices when considering choice of provider…”.

‘Cascades: Improving Certainty in the Delivery of Affordable Housing for Large-Scale Development (September 2007) has recently been produced by the Housing Corporation, ATLAS and English Partnerships.. It too emphasises the importance of a flexible approach in terms of affordable housing tenure, taking full account of the availability, or not, of grant funding. 

It is quite evident that the policy is completely inflexible, contrary to national planning policy, and cannot be capable of taking account of the changing circumstances that exist out in the real world.

vii. How realistic and deliverable is the application of the 50% target in Service Villages?

It is completely unrealistic. It will obviously act as a strong deterrent to landowners and developers to bring forward sites for developing, thus reducing the overall land supply.

Furthermore, the requirement must also be doubtful for practical reasons given that most housing associations will probably find it both difficult and costly to manage single affordable housing units scattered all over the place.

viii. Is the overall policy likely to be deliverable if market conditions change materially?

The Federation believes that the policy is completely undeliverable now given its rigidity and failure to embrace the flexible and innovative affordable housing solutions set out in PPS3 and its accompanying documents.

Obviously any downturn in the market will only exacerbate problems. It will also mean that in all likelihood the policy will completely jeopardise the required delivery of the Council’s overall housing allocation.

ix. Are resources likely to be available to RSLs to help meet the 80% social rented target?

It is highly unlikely that sufficient resources would be available.

x. Is there a local role for intermediate affordable housing and if so where does it fit into the policy framework?

Clearly the Council has completely failed to grasp the importance of intermediate housing provision, or take on board the messages that have been coming out of Government in terms of the importance that should be given to this type of tenure provision.

xi. Is there a need for SPD on “in lieu” contributions and control mechanisms?

The HBF considers that any important requirements upon developers are identified and clearly set out in a DPD document, rather than delegated to an SPD document that will not be subjected to the same level of scrutiny.

xii. Are the control mechanisms spelt out and fit for purpose?

No.

xiii. Would HO3 permit AH in unsustainable locations poorly related to key services?

xiv     Should the need for AH override other planning considerations in smaller villages?
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