North Norfolk LDF: Independent examination of Single Policy Review HO 9
Matters and Issues, and Inspector’s main questions

Further Written Statement from CPRE Norfolk (ID number 150345)

Summary

CPRE Norfolk considers that the submission of the draft policy HO 9 is sound in principle, but needs modification in the light of PPS 4 (29th December 2009) and PPS 5 (March 2010). The change required is to make the re-use of rural buildings in general assume a greater presumption in favour of economic development.

PPS 5 however sets a high priority on ‘heritage assets’, and residential conversion may be permitted. We raise a proposal which might facilitate the provision of affordable housing in sustainable locations.
We set out our reasoning by responding to the Inspector’s questions, taken in the order in which they are presented.

Q i) Is the DPD legally compliant?
The DPD is legally compliant.

Q ii) Does the draft policy comply with recent national policy in PPS 4 and PPS 5?

The principal change brought about by PPS 4 is the application of a strengthened impact test for all types of development in EC10 (with additional tests for retail and leisure/main town centre uses in EC16). EC10 looks for a favourable view to be taken of sustainable development.
More specifically, the plan making Policy EC6c supports the conversion and re-use of appropriately located and suitably constructed existing buildings in the countryside (particularly those adjacent or closely related to towns and villages) for economic development. The planning management Policy EC12 states that the re-use of buildings in the countryside for economic development purposes will usually be preferably, but residential conversions may be more appropriate in some locations and for some types of building. Adopting a recommendation in the Matthew Taylor Report, there is for economic development a more permissive approach than previously to accessing remote rural sites by car (EC12.1b).
The objectives of PPS 5 provide strong support for ‘historic assets’. It recognises that they are a non-renewable resource, and wherever possible they should be put to an appropriate and viable use that is consistent with their conservation. Building and setting should be valued for their contribution to local character and sense of place.

Q iii) Given PPS 4’s “preference” for the re-use of rural buildings for “economic development” purposes, will the draft policy militate against such non-residential uses?
The thrust towards favouring economic development over residential conversion has been strengthened by the new PPS 4. For residential conversion the key issue becomes the interpretation of ‘appropriate in some locations for some types of building’. A ‘historic asset’ building and its setting that would be best served by residential conversion, and is in a remote location, would be qualify on this score in our view. 
We raise for consideration that the criteria for Policy HO9 might then be modified along the following lines:
The conversion and re-use of suitably constructed buildings in the countryside for permanent residential purposes will only be permitted provided that:

1. it has been established that the building or location is not suited for economic development, and

2. the building is of exceptional historic, architectural or landscape value and it is demonstrated that a residential use would best secure the future of the building, and a contribution will be made for affordable housing, or

3. the building is to be converted for use wholly to affordable housing and is located within an area identified on the Proposals Map
4. the building is structurally sound and suitable for conversion to a residential use and the alterations would protect or enhance the character of the building and its setting, and

5. the scheme is of an appropriate scale in terms of the number of dwellings proposed for its location

Q iv) Is the draft policy consistent with other Core Strategy Policies?

Yes, but they require revision to reflect the changes due to PPS 4 and PPS 5.
Q v) Are the draft policy criteria both “justified” and “effective”? (with respect to criteria numbers 1-5).

The methodology and rationale behind the Map is justified and effective but the definition of areas on the Map is not precise, nor can it be. An element of judgement on the specific sites might need to be applied. The other criteria meet these tests, apart from the provision of affordable housing, criterion 5 (the 50% target is not deliverable).
Q vi) In criterion 5, how will viability/non-viability be established, and by whom?
For buildings of exceptional value, the viability will depend on the costs of restoration and ongoing maintenance costs. Independent advice could be sought on this point, and enable the council and developer to come to an agreement. By nature of the building, and perhaps also the location, it is most likely to be in the form of a financial contribution (possibly a lump sum followed by annual payments for a period of years).  
Q vii) Is the draft policy’s greater flexibility/permissiveness towards the conversion of high value buildings (historic, architectural, landscape) in more remote countryside locations justified?
PPS 4 provides greater permissiveness to the re-use of buildings in the countryside for economic development, for example if access can not be made by public transport and must be done by car. We would argue that the same can apply to historic assets for residential use, if this is the best or only way to conserve them, and this receives support from PPS 5. The difficulty might lie in deciding whether a building is of exceptional or high value, and do both merit the same treatment (and see below).

Q viii) (Re effectiveness) Are the draft policy criteria sufficiently clear and unambiguous for everyday development management purposes?
We have commented on criteria 1 and 5 above. There is inevitably a degree of subjectivity in deciding whether or not a building is ‘worthy of retention due to its historic, architectural or landscape value’. An applicant can make their case on this point, and the Council design and conservation team provide an informed opinion to the planning management committee upon which they can decide.

Q ix) Will the draft policy help to conserve good quality rural buildings, and deliver both sustainable affordable housing, or will it lead to inappropriate and unsustainable residential development in the countryside?

The policy achieved a good balance by restricting residential conversion to the Proposals Map areas, unless the building was exceptional in historic interest and quality and as such could qualify in any location in the countryside. The greater risk with PPS 4 is that there might be some inappropriate and unsustainable economic development in the wider countryside through the re-use of existing buildings, not all of which are of merit or enhance local character. 
The effectiveness of the delivery of affordable housing through planning gain has limitations as set out in our General Matters submission; the pattern of delivery, even at the time of an unsustainable peak economic boom, falls short of target figures for the proportion of affordable housing received from total housing provision.
Ian Shepherd,

CPRE Norfolk, 28th June 2010.
