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Dear Sir/ Madam
WEST OXFORDSHIRE LOCAL PLAN – PREFERRED OPTIONS
1. Thank you for consulting with the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on the preferred options for the West Oxfordshire Local Plan.
1. HBF is the principal representative body of the house-building industry in England and Wales. Our representations reflect the views of our membership, which include multi-national PLC’s, regional developers and small, local builders. In any one year, our members account for over 80% of all new “for sale” market housing built in England and Wales as well as a large proportion of newly built affordable housing. 
The Local Plan Period
1. HBF supports the extension of the plan period to the 31st of March 2043. If the plan is submitted by September 2026, as suggested in the latest Local Development Scheme, the proposed end date of the plan should allow sufficient time for the plan to reach adoption with 15 years of the plan remaining. However, the Council must be aware that there are a significant number of plans looking to submit prior to December 2026, the deadline which plans must be submitted if they are being prepared under the current plan making process. If a significant number of plan are submitted next year this will place the Planning Inspectorate under significant pressure and could impact on the speed at which plans progress through their EIPs. As such if the Council wishes to adopt a plan in 2027, they will need to ensure that the deadlines set out in the Local Development Scheme are met.
Settlement Hierarchy
1. While HBF does not object to an additional tier being included in the settlement hierarchy, if there is robust evidence to justify a distinction being made between larger and medium sized villages. However, this should not, as is suggested by some of those responding to the previous consultation, mean that those settlements should only see minimal growth. In considering the spatial options for growth the Council must recognise that there can be clusters of smaller settlements that can meet a range of needs or that additional development can secure and grow the services in a settlement. The settlement hierarchy is a helpful guide as to where that settlement currently ranks alongside of towns and villages with regard to size, infrastructure and services but it should not be seen as fixed and that services cannot be expanded to support development.
Spatial Strategy
1. At paragraph 5.7 the Council propose to define four different scales of residential development that will then be used to consider the appropriate scale of development in each of the categories in the settlement hierarchy. HBF do not support this approach which seeks to place unnecessary and arbitrary limits on the scale of development that can be delivered in different settlements. By placing strict limits, it will prevent perfectly sustainable developments outside of these ranges from coming forward solely due to the settlement hierarchy. It limits consideration that there may be clusters of smaller settlements that can provide multiple services or recognise that there within each category there will be a range of settlements with different services.  It will also mean that decision makers and developers will be unable to ensure that the most efficient use of land is made – as is required by paragraph 129 of the NPPF. The approach taken by the Council will mean that sites that could deliver more homes will be restricted to fit in with the Council’s rigid approach to site size and the settlement hierarchy. 
1. HBF therefore consider the use of site size to be too blunt a tool to be effective. HBF recognises that the scale of development will be more limited in smaller settlements, but this can be established in policy without setting specific standards. For example, the statement with regard to Large Villages that “… in future development will be a combination of small and medium scale sized sites only …” could be removed allowing the decision maker the flexibility to be guided by the existing size and relative sustainability of both the settlement and the development being proposed. The size of a settlement, its infrastructure and character can all be taken into account when considering the merits of a development without placing strict limits as to the scale of development the Council considers to be appropriate. 
Meeting identified Housing needs 
Housing need
1. Using the latest standard method HBF would agree that assessed housing needs are 905 dwellings per annum (dpa) resulting in a housing requirement over the extended plan period of 16,920 homes. As we mentioned in our response to the previous consultation the Council will also need to consider whether there will be any unmet needs arising from the Oxford City Local Plan. The Oxford City Council (OC) published a regulation 18 consultation plan in July 2025 and while this stated that they had not finalised their land availability assessment it was accepted that Oxford will not be able to meet their own needs – the only question is how may homes the will fall short by. At present the only capacity constrained requirement in the previous local plan of 9,851 homes over the period 2020 to 2040. This results in a shortfall of 11,889 homes over the plan period against the locally assessed housing needs of 1,087 dpa standard method – 21,740.
1. As set out previously HBF estimates that based on the local plans either at examination or due to be submitted for SODC, VoWH and CBC there are a little under 8,000 homes identified to address Oxford’s unmet needs in the period 2025-2042, not including any supply from WODC. While there is still uncertainty as to the level of unmet needs there is a strong possibility that identified supply elsewhere in Oxfordshire will be insufficient to address Oxford’s unmet housing needs. 
1. As our comments to the last consultation outlined, the Council do not need to wait for an exact figure before seeking to plan for additional homes to meet Oxford’s needs. As was noted by the inspector examining the Tonbridge and Malling Local Plan “Whilst it was not clear then, or even later in the process, what the exact level of unmet need was or would be, as we set out in our previous letter, the fact that there was likely to be some unmet need should have led to constructive, active and ongoing engagement between the Council and SDC”. Given that there is a strong possibility that there will be unmet needs in Oxford that cannot be met in full by commitments elsewhere in Oxfordshire it will be necessary for WODC work with Oxford to agree how many additional homes need to be delivered through this local plan. Agreements must be reached to ensure Oxford City’s unmet needs will be met in full and that these commitments are included in the Council’s housing requirement to ensure that they are delivered. 
1. However, WODC position with regard to Oxford’s unmet housing remains vague with the Council continuing to state that the planned for 10% buffer to provide “flexibility and contingencies” is also there to address the needs of Oxford City if required. Our position remains unchanged, any supply above the minimum requirement cannot be considered as meeting any of Oxford’s unmet needs. It is either a buffer for flexibility to address unforeseen shortfalls in delivery, or it has been identified to meet Oxford’s unmet needs. If it is to meet Oxford’s unmet need it must be included in the Council’s housing requirement to provide the requisite certainty that these homes will be delivered. This would mean that any flexibility and contingencies required to ensure delivery would be in addition to the homes identified as contributing towards addressing the unmet housing needs of Oxford.
1. While on the basis of recent ministerial statements HBF do not expect the duty to co-operate to be in place much longer the need to co-operate on strategic matters, such as housing needs, remains a key part of the NPPF and the tests of soundness. If there are unmet needs arising from the Oxford Local Plan, a decision not to plan for any of Oxford’s unmet housing need would mean the plan being considered ineffective as it is would not be based on effective joint working. It would also have failed to take into account of the unmet needs of neighbouring area as set out in paragraphs 11 and 62 of the NPPF, meaning the plan would also be inconsistent with national policy.
1. To conclude, in taking this plan forward any unmet housing need arising in Oxford will need to be addressed in part through this local plan.  In order to ensure those needs are met in full they must be included within the housing requirement with a contingency in supply of at least 10%.
Housing supply
1. HBF does not comment on individual sites, other than to say the Plan should provide for a wide range of deliverable and developable sites across the area in order to provide competition and choice to ensure that housing needs are met in full. The soundness of strategic and non-strategic site allocations, whether brownfield or greenfield, will be tested in due course at the Local Plan Examination.  However, HBF are supportive of the inclusion of contingency in overall supply to ensure that housing needs are met in full. There is a significant degree of uncertainty when estimating when development will start and the number of homes that can be delivered each year. Most assessments, from both the developer and local planning authority, are more often than not optimistic and achievable only when circumstances are optimum. It therefore makes sense to have flexibility and contingency within the projected supply of new homes. But consideration will need t be given as to whether 10% is sufficient to give the necessary reassurance that the plan will deliver the required number of homes over the plan period
Housing supply on small sites of less than one hectare 
1. The Council will also need to ensure that 10% of its housing requirement, a minimum of 1,692 homes, is delivered on small sites of less than one hectare that have been identified in either the local plan or brownfield register, as required by paragraph 73a of the NPPF. The Council must also ensure that this delivery is on identified sites and does not include delivery on windfall sites within the 10% of homes on small sites. While the Council will need to have a positive approach to small windfall sites this relates to paragraph 73d of the NPPF and not 73a, which specifically requires the identification of small sites. This distinction is further clarified in the Glossary of the NPPF which defines windfall sites as being “sites not specifically identified in the development plan”. 
1. It is important to recognise that the allocation of small sites is a priority and stems from the need to support small house builders by ensuring that they benefit from having their sites identified for development either through the local plan or brownfield register. The effect of an allocation is to take some of the risk out of that development and provide greater certainty that those sites come forward. This in turn will allow the SME sector to grow, deliver homes that will increase the diversity of the new homes that are available as well as bring those homes forward earlier in the plan period.
1. The Council should also recognise that allocating small sites and supporting SME house builders not only ensures a stronger supply in the short term but also improves the diversity of choice within local housing markets, support local and regional supply chains and are often pivotal in bring forward innovation and supporting jobs growth locally, with 1 in 5 of the SME work force being comprised of apprentices. A failure to allocate small sites will contribute to the continued decline in small and medium sized house builders. Recent research by the HBF has found that there are 85% fewer small house builders today than there were 20 years ago and that of a survey of SME house builders 93% said that planning was a major barrier to SME growth. Whilst this decline is due to a range of factors, more allocations of small sites would ease the burden on many SME developers and provide more certainty that their scheme will be permitted, allowing them to secure the necessary finance that is often unavailable to SMEs until permission is granted.
1. Therefore, in order for the plan to be consistent with national policy the Council should not just seek to maximise delivery from the small sites through development management but to actively promote these through allocations in the local plan.
Future Engagement
1. I trust that the Council will find these comments useful as it continues to progress its Local Plan. I would be happy to discuss these issues in greater detail or assist in facilitating discussions with the wider housebuilding industry.
1. The HBF would like to be kept informed of all forthcoming consultations upon the Local Plan and associated documents. Please use the contact details provided below for future correspondence.
Yours sincerely,
[image: A signature on a white background
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Mark Behrendt
Regional Planning Manager – SE and E
Email: mark.behrendt@hbf.co.uk
Phone: 07867415547
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