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Introduction

The HBF submission to this sub-regional strategy, will be divided into the following sections to accord with the strategy content:

1. A Sub-Regional Strategy


Part A Statement

2. The Spatial framework

3. Sustainable Communities

4. Effective Delivery


Part B Statements

5. Statement for Bedfordshire and Luton

6. Statement for Northamptonshire

7. Statement for Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale


1.
A Sub-Regional Strategy

1.1
The HBF welcome the Government’s recognition that housing delivery across the South-East needs to be improved.  We support the principle of the Growth Areas concept and that the Milton Keynes South Midlands (MKSM) is an integral part of this strategy.  Para 8 states that the purpose of the strategy is to provide a clear, agreed long term spatial vision for the sub-region towards the year 2031.  However, the strategy does not indicate an overall quantum of housing or employment to be delivered during this period.  The only definitive figures are for housing numbers and the period of the provision varies between 2001-2016 (Milton Keynes) and 2001-2021 for Northamptonshire/Bedfordshire & Luton.  

1.2
This omission does not facilitate effective long term strategic sub-regional planning. In particular it would appear difficult to consider what infrastructure requirements will be required for this entire period.  Even if figures for the period beyond 2021 were indicative, this would at least indicate the overall levels of growth that the Government are seeking to achieve over the duration of the initiative.

1.3
Furthermore, in Creating Sustainable Communities (summary (iii)), it is stated that the development of 133,000 new homes in Milton Keynes/South Midlands will occur by 2016.  Since the housing targets for Bedfordshire & Luton and Northamptonshire have an end date of 2021 it is not clear how this objective will be delivered, as there are no defined targets to 2016 for these two sub-areas.  

1.4
The MKSM sub-regional strategy is in many ways a new direction in terms of regional planning in that the strategy incorporates three different regions (South-East, East of England and East Midlands) with the approved strategy to be subsequently incorporated into Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS).  Notably, the Bedfordshire and Luton sub-area is currently being considered in a strategic context in advance of the new RSS for the East of England.

1.5
This raises several fundamental issues.  Firstly, the purpose of the growth area in the regional context must be made clear.  The growth proposed must be additional to that already being provided to meet local and regional need and not be used to justify constraining new development in other parts of the sub-areas when future RSS are being prepared.   Secondly, it is not clear how this sub-regional spatial strategy will link in with other regional strategies. In particular, to what extent will this spatial strategy inform other related regional strategies, notably the regional transport strategy, the regional economic strategy and the other sub-regional strategies to support the additional 200,000 houses detailed in the Communities Plan.

1.6
Thirdly, there does not appear to be any reference to advice regarding the preparation of development plans whilst this sub-regional strategy is being considered.  We would certainly not want to see a situation whereby development plans are inconsistent with this strategy.  By way of illustration, the deposit draft review Buckinghamshire Structure Plan (excluding Milton Keynes) is out for consultation until 15th October 2003. The structure plan makes provision for 19,600 dwellings in the period 2001-2016. The RPG requirement for Buckinghamshire (including Milton Keynes) is 3,210 per year or 48,150 over the 15 years 2001-2016. This means Milton Keynes is providing for 28,600 homes, which does not correlate with the sub-regional strategy.

2.
The Spatial Framework

2.1
Para 1.3 of the strategy refers to a step change in growth and development.  This is fundamental to the successful delivery of the strategy.  The Roger Tym study Para 3.16 establishes that housing completions across the area between 1991-2001 amounted to 76,279 dwellings, which was 10 per cent less than the average annual structure plan requirement.  However, there is a more significant implication here.  The areas, which the strategy is seeking to become locally identified growth areas tend to be those where housing completions have fallen significantly below required rates. 

2.2 For example, at Wellingborough the adopted County Structure Plan 1983-2001 allocated 7,000 dwellings to Wellingborough in the period 1988-2006 at an annual rate of 390 per annum.  7,000 dwellings were also ascribed to Wellingborough for the period 1996-2016 in the adopted structure plan, March 2001, at an annual rate of 350 dwellings.  Wellingborough has achieved an average housing output of only 280 dwellings per annum from the period 1988-2002, a figure significantly below the structure plan requirement.  The Growth Strategy is now proposing an annual requirement of 540 dwellings per annum during the period 2001-11 and 960 dwellings for the period 2011-21.  This is a substantial increase over both the current planned rate of development but more importantly, much higher than the actual completion rate in these areas.  It should also be noted that, given that just 306 dwellings were completed in 01-02, housing provision within this part of the growth area is already substantially below the annual target.

2.3 There needs to be a comprehensive understanding as to why housing delivery rates have fallen below those structure plan targets if the strategy is to be achieved. In most cases, including Wellingborough , the HBF does not consider that this is a result of low demand.  Rather it has been a strategy of constraint employed by LPAs.  Notably, at Aylesbury, Bedford, Northampton, Kettering and Wellingborough the time lag of the development plan process has been a fundamental factor and this has prevented the release of land.  There are a substantial number of sites where HBF members are able to submit applications, but the planning system is preventing this.  At Milton Keynes, land supply has been constrained by English Partnerships to maximise disposal price.  It is therefore vital that restrictions on housing supply are understood and removed if the strategy is to be delivered.  

2.4 In some cases, the issue of low demand is a contributory factor to housing under supply and Corby is a prime example of this.  The HBF are concerned that although this strategy is being referred to as a growth strategy, it is also acting as a regeneration strategy.  Regeneration and growth are not necessarily re-enforcing.  Regeneration strategies take a significant amount of time to gain momentum on the basis that it is necessary to create market demand that does not currently exist.  This is in marked contrast to those areas where there is a strong market, but where housing supply is being constrained and growth can be facilitated quickly.  The strategy must be realistic about the level of growth to be delivered through regeneration objectives if this overall step change in housing supply is to be achieved.

2.5
 This process will require effective strategic planning that will facilitate delivery of new housing. The strategy is not wholly specific in prescribing where growth will take place within sub-areas, for example only a very general level of detail as to where sustainable urban extensions will be provided.  This suggests that a more detailed housing analysis will be required, in particular where this concerns cross-boundary issues.  The strategy does not address phasing.  This level of growth cannot be delivered if a rigid approach of utilising urban areas first then allowing urban extensions is employed.  The slippage in delivery targets that has already occurred demonstrates this.  It will also require appropriate monitoring frameworks and co-ordination between authorities who should be required to introduce appropriate trigger mechanisms for early greenfield releases that are necessitated by brownfield shortfalls.

2.6
The provision of infrastructure and the necessary funding to provide that infrastructure is also fundamental to delivery.  It is notable that one of the two main objectives is to build up east-west communications.  However, figure 3 –Strategic Communications Infrastructure Priorities indicates that the East-West Rail scheme is only currently under investigation.  Indeed, of the thirteen schemes listed in this table, only one is committed, and three part-committed.  A further six are under investigation and three have no current status.  This does not offer a sufficient degree of certainty regarding the implementation of what are referred to as Strategic Communications Infrastructure Priorities.  It is this certainty, which leads to effective long-term planning and the development of sustainable communities.

3.
Sustainable Communities

3.1
The HBF consider that the detail of this section is very general and does not provide an appropriate platform to underpin the successful development of this growth area.  In the first instance, the growth area is seeking to address housing supply shortages in the South-East and recognises that investment displaced from the South-East is likely to go abroad.  The strategy proposes to ensure completion of 133,000 new homes by 2016, which is 44,000 above planning targets.  

3.2
This suggests that there will be a significant degree of in-migration from other parts of the South-East to occupy the new homes and take-up the new employment opportunities.  Yet there is no indication of where these new residents will come from and how these movements will be facilitated.  If the goal is to achieve socially balanced communities, then there is inadequate detail to establish how this will be achieved.  It is inherently difficult to achieve absolute social balance on the basis that different income groups have different propensities to move.  The existing social-mix of communities must also be taken into consideration.  This has important implications on the tenure and type of housing to be provided.  

3.3
The strategy refers to a flourishing economy to provide jobs and wealth.  This is presumably to support the housing growth that is proposed.  However, although Para 1.1 refers to employment growth targets to 2031 defined in the Tym study, the strategy does not confirm any employment growth targets.  Rather, this is left to each regional economic strategy to operate as the means of building prosperity, with Para 2.6, referring to the preferred employment growth sectors.  This identifies that it will be difficult to build in quantitative rates of economic growth into the three RSS’s simply because the information is not given. 

3.4
This generates the concern that since each RSS will not know the scale of employment to deliver in the growth areas, too much land may be allocated for employment, thereby restricting new house building.  Also, local planning authorities may seek to constrain the level of housing growth on the basis that they do not consider that sufficient employment is being generated.  Any such approach should be expressly rejected as this would fundamentally undermine achievement of the core strategy objective, namely a step-change in house building rates. 


4.
Effective Delivery

4.1
The HBF support the principle behind a MKSM Management Board.  It is vital that this board has adequate private sector representation if it is to be effective.

4.2
The HBF acknowledge the role of the Regional Housing Boards.  It is essential that the strategies being prepared by the Boards are consistent with the Sub-Regional Strategy.  For example, the South-East RHS stipulates that funding for the growth areas will be linked to existing housing allocations and that new investment will be targeted on sites that have the necessary infrastructure and are capable of delivery in the allocated timescale.  This identifies a strategy that is not linked to infrastructure provision.  The Sub-Regional Strategy emphasises the need to establish the mechanisms and provide the resources to ensure that the necessary investment for infrastructure and services are in place to facilitate growth.  

4.3
The HBF fully supports the concept of Local Delivery Vehicles (LDV’s).  However, we are concerned that these vehicles have yet to be established and will not be operational until the end of 2004. Given that housing targets are effective from 2001 onwards, we are already well into the plan period of 2001-16/21.  The strategy recognises that the LDV’s are likely to have significant responsibilities, not least the ability to utilise returns from the uplift in the value of development land to provide further infrastructure.  It is therefore vital that the details of these vehicles be finalised at the earliest opportunity.

4.4
The strategy highlights where cross-boundary issues will prevail.  It is essential that local authorities are able and willing to work together to ensure satisfactory strategic planning to facilitate delivery.  We support the concept of Action Area Plans to enable this.  However, the strategy is not clear whether the Local Delivery Vehicles will co-ordinate this approach.  We are concerned that there may be delays if local authorities are left to their own devices in promoting joint working.  This is partly in recognition that this is essentially new territory.  Delay in preparation of Documents will simply delay development.  For example, a development brief that covers two authorities will need to go through twice the administrative procedures with significant potential for delay, in particular where political objectives differ.  

4.5 The HBF are concerned as to who will prepare the strategy and guidance for developer contributions referred to in Para 3.12.  Presumably this will be a responsibility of the LDV’s.  Furthermore, it is not clear over what period the strategy should concern.  Currently there is no information regarding the likely scale of infrastructure.  This is likely to be a complex matter and as housing targets are effective from 2001 we are concerned that it will be sometime into the planning period before developer contributions are clarified.  When contributions are clarified, these must operate within the parameters of Circular 1/97.  Under no circumstances should developers be required to address any existing deficiencies in infrastructure provision. 

4.6 It is not understood how investment decisions can be made prior to these requirements being defined and it is likely that local authorities will defer strategic development proposals until this guidance has been finalised.  This is undermining the likelihood for the housing targets to be reached and must be addressed as a priority issue.  

4.7
It is not clear what the national, regional and local agencies referred to in Para 3.15 actually concern.  If the issue is agencies that will be required to deliver the strategy, we do not understand why there is no reference to the private sector since the private sector will effectively deliver the strategy ‘on the ground’.  It is therefore vital that private developers have an appropriate input into the preparation of LDS and LDV Strategic Implementation Plans.  Again we are concerned that Strategic Implementation Plans will not be in place until the end of 2004.

5.
Part B Statement for Bedfordshire and Luton

5.1
This sub-region is heavily reliant upon cross-boundary working and this must be central to the functions of the LDV.  It is not clear from Para 2.4 when urban extensions should be implemented, other than towards the end of the plan period.  It is essential that sustainable urban extensions should be planned well in advance, including an understanding of the infrastructure requirements.  Traditionally South Bedfordshire has been very protective towards the Green Belt and we would expect the strategy to be more forthcoming about the proposed revision to the Green Belt boundary to facilitate this change. 

5.2
This sub-region is very dependent upon new infrastructure provision.  However, only 4 of the proposed 23 infrastructure projects are committed with a further 7 under appraisal.  It is important that decisions on these infrastructure projects are reached quickly to create a degree of certainty that will facilitate long term investment decisions and allow for proposed housing growth.  The HBF are concerned about the implications of the reference in Para 2.5 to remedying existing infrastructure deficit.  It is not the responsibility of developers to meet such deficits.  We expect this matter to be clarified.

5.3
With regard to affordable housing, we are not clear why the adopted District/Borough adopted targets need to be met.  This appears to be a very simplistic approach to meeting affordable housing needs generated by the growth.  This is an opportunity to undertake a more comprehensive approach to assessing affordable housing needs by considering the housing market as an entity.  We are particularly concerned that minimal attention has been given to the issue regarding people moving to the area to take up employment.  Whilst the aim is to create sustainable communities, it is important that a realistic approach is taken as to the social balance of communities.

5.4
The strategy relies heavily on regeneration strategies for Luton and Bedford despite previous policy initiatives seeking to achieve the same aims yet having failed to deliver in the past. The strategy must clearly demonstrate what is required to happen in the future that has not been implemented in the past when these earlier strategies have failed to deliver regeneration proposals.

5.5
Once again the growth at Bedford is obviously dependant on significant infrastructure being in place, in this case river crossings. If growth is to be achieved in the short term, or indeed, in the medium term, firm proposals for these critical infrastructure projects must be in place and supported by all agencies.

6.
Part B Statement for Northamptonshire

6.1
Firstly, we do not consider that the descriptive content of Para’s 1.4 -1.7 add anything to this strategy and should be deleted. 

6.2
It is notable that growth is to be concentrated in those areas (highlighted) that have not delivered the annual Structure Plan housing requirement.  This is illustrated in the table below: 

	District
	Annual Structure 

Plan Target 

1988-2006
	Annual Dwelling  

Completions

1988-2003
	Annual Target

2001-11


	Annual Target

2011-21



	Corby
	  330
	  263(88-99)
	  620
	  980

	Daventry
	  470
	  446
	  540
	  390

	East Northamptonshire
	  300
	  503
	  360
	  360

	Kettering
	  400
	  420(88-02)
	  812
	  708

	Northampton
	1110
	  870
	1255
	1385

	South Northamptonshire
	  345
	  475
	  480
	  330

	Wellingborough
	  390
	  280
	  540
	  960


6.3
As we discussed in Section 2 on the spatial framework, there needs to be a comprehensive understanding as to why housing delivery rates have fallen below those structure plan targets if the strategy is to be achieved.  The HBF does not consider that this is a result of low demand.  Rather it has been a strategy of constraint employed by LPAs. Corby is the exception to this analysis and it is clear that the objective for Corby is regeneration.  Regeneration strategies take a significant amount of time to gain momentum as markets need to be created.  This is in marked contrast to other parts of the sub-area where there is a strong market, but where housing supply is being constrained so that growth can be facilitated quickly.

6.4 With regard to the Northampton Principal Urban Areas (PUA) there is only a very general level of detail as to where sustainable urban extensions will be provided and no indication of how much housing is to be provided within each location.  This suggests that a more detailed housing analysis will be required, in particular where this concerns cross-boundary issues.  The approach is slightly more detailed for the Corby/Kettering/Wellingborough PUA where figures are given for the total number of dwellings to be provided through urban extensions.  Whilst we recognise the role and emphasis on urban regeneration within these urban areas, it is important that a balance between regeneration and housing delivery is secured.  This will require careful phasing that ensures delivery of a consistent level of housing per annum to ensure that the growth targets are met.  This should not mean delaying urban extension programmes.

6.5
A balanced approach of promoting re-development of brownfield sites and planned urban extensions must be achieved if housing targets are to be achieved.  It is not appropriate to rely upon urban areas and then seek to quickly implement urban extensions in the event that urban brownfield sites are not coming forward at required rates. This will also require appropriate monitoring frameworks and co-ordination between authorities who should be required to introduce appropriate trigger mechanisms for early greenfield releases that are necessitated by brownfield shortfalls.  

7.
Part B Statement for Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale

7.1
Whilst it is appreciated that the end date of RPG9 is 2016, we do not consider that this provides a rationale for ignoring growth targets to 2021 and in particular to the end date of 2031.  This creates an inconsistency within the sub-regional strategy whereby the other growth areas are considered to 2021.  Even if figures beyond 2016 were indicative, we believe it is necessary to ensure consistency.  Also, this will facilitate long-term infrastructure decisions.

7.2
It is not clear how the percentage requirement for affordable housing in Milton Keynes and Aylesbury have been derived.  This also applies to the tenure breakdown of these targets.  Again, this creates an inconsistent approach to housing delivery with the two other sub-regions where affordable housing targets are not prescribed. 

7.3
This forms the only sub-area where estimated infrastructure costs are provided.  Whilst this is welcomed, it is important that this information is taken forward quickly by the LDV.  Unfortunately, there is an extensive list of Local Transport Infrastructure Schemes in Annex A where delivery is far from certain on the basis that they are all either under investigation or proposed for investigation.

7.4
The table below compares growth targets with recent completion rates:

	District
	Annual Structure 

Plan Target 

1991-2011
	Annual Dwelling  

Completions

1991-2003
	Annual Target

2001-11


	Annual Target

2011-16



	Milton Keynes
	1835
	1600
	2410
	1700

	Aylesbury Vale
	780
	710
	850
	1580


7.5
This table indicates that at Milton Keynes a significant increase in completion rates is prescribed for the period 2001-2011.  Given that completions in 2001-02 were 1234 units and in 2002-03 1188 dwellings, this identifies a slippage of 2398 dwellings in the first two years of the plan period.  It is therefore essential that the LDV is quickly established and housing delivery accelerated.  The HBF would again re-iterate the need for the LDV to approach partnership working between LPAs with great expediency given that there will be a need for cross-boundary working in the sub-region.

8.
Conclusion

8.1
The HBF welcome this strategy to facilitate growth in this sub-region.  However, our submission has established that the strategy does not clearly define the scale of growth that is being sought by 2031, which is the end of the strategic planning period.  Growth figures are defined to 2016 for the south-east and 2021 in the remaining two sub-areas.  This does not facilitate long-term strategic planning, in particular with regard to the provision of infrastructure and makes monitoring and deliverability very difficult.  Although the sub-region is split into three areas, it is important that the sub-area is considered as a single growth area, so consistency is achieved throughout.  

8.2
Whilst the initiative is defined as a growth strategy, the HBF have identified that it is also very much a regeneration strategy.   This has implications in terms of delivery.  Growth has been focussed in those parts of the sub-region that have under-delivered against structure plan housing targets over the last decade.  Where there is evidence of constraint in the housing supply, mechanisms must be introduced that facilitate housing delivery above recent rates of development in order to achieve the specified targets.   At the same time, realistic targets for regeneration must be set.

8.3
The housing targets are effective from 2001 so two years of the planning period have passed and delivery rates have already fallen behind annual rates of growth.  Furthermore, the vehicles to facilitate growth will not be formed until 2004 and many infrastructure projects to support this growth are only at an investigative stage.

8.4
The issue of delivery is already becoming increasingly acute, even at this preliminary stage and we have highlighted the slippage that is already occurring in the annual targets.  This must form an essential part of the debate with the aim of securing effective, inclusive partnerships between the private and public sector to ensure the delivery of this strategy. Because of this there is no need to phase the strategy in any way. In such a growth area there can be no “over-provision” of growth, merely the targets will be achieved earlier than foreseen by the strategy. Indeed, a commitment to early delivery of both housing and employment generating development will provide the impetus necessary to secure the infrastructure required as early as possible rather than deferring decisions on the basis that the majority of growth will not occur until the latter part of the plan period.

8.5
The need for the growth areas is to deliver housing to meet current and identified future needs for the region. This delivery must be secured as soon as possible and current adopted strategies changed to accommodate the growth as quickly as possible. HBF welcomes the opportunity to debate how this can be achieved.

James McConnell

Strategic Planning Co-ordinator

