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(i) Is the definition of affordable housing in the Local Plan clear and in accordance with Government guidance in Circular 6/98? Are references to registered social landlords (RSLs) and tenure considerations appropriate?

The definition provided in paragraph 4.44 of the Second Deposit Plan is in line with Circular 6/98 in that it includes “both low cost and subsidised housing that will be available to people who cannot afford to rent or buy houses generally available on the open market”. However, Circular 6/98 also makes it clear that “Planning policy should not be expressed in favour of any particular form of tenure”. Whilst Policy H6 does not indicate a preference for one tenure over another, it is clear from paragraph 4.44 and the HNS that this is the intention. The fact that “the City Council intend to focus on the provision of rented accommodation” suggests that Policy H6 favours the provision of rented accommodation.

This preference for rented accommodation is carried through into paragraph 4.47 which states that “affordable housing ……must remain available for successive as well as initial occupiers. Circular 6/98 advocates that this can best be done through the involvement of a Registered Social Landlord”. The requirement in Policy H6 for affordable housing to remain available in perpetuity is fundamentally flawed. This must be considered in light of the situation when a RSL uses Social Housing Grant (SHG) to provide dwellings to rent, in such circumstances tenants enjoy the Right to Acquire by virtue of Section 16 of the Housing Act 1996 (just as every “shared owner” on the SHG funded model lease has the right to staircase to 100% ownership) and therefore it is not possible for a RSL to comply with the requirement in Policy H6. Furthermore, it is commonly accepted that, enen when a Section 106 obligation is entered into, a RSL will require a “mortagee in possession” clause to be included to enable the funder to sell properties to recover their loan in the case of foreclosures.

The Local Planning Authority should not propose a policy that conflicts with Circular 6/98. If the Council’s preferred development partners are unable to comply with this requirement, then it would be unreasonable to apply it rigidly to any other provider. Reference in paragraph 4.47 and Policy H6 to the requirement that affordable housing should be provided in perpetuity should be deleted.

(ii) Is the Local Plan’s affordable housing provision based upon reliable and up to date survey material?

It is considered that the Housing Needs Survey has not been conducted in accordance with the advice in “Local Housing Needs Assessment: A Guide to Good Practice” and therefore overestimates the level of housing need in Exeter. It is of particular concern that the requirement for affordable housing has been identified by the HNS as being 1,322 dwellings per annum. The HBF has a number of concerns about the way in which this HNS has been conducted.

The main concerns are as follows:

The Housing Needs Survey comprised 500 face to face interviews (which is considerably less than the 1000 to 2000 recommended by “Local Housing Needs Assessment: A Guide to Good Practice” on pages 33 and 124) supplemented by 2,509 postal questionnaires.

The backlog of need appears to be an overestimate. Even if this figure is accepted, the HNS suggests that a 20% figure be utilized in order to eliminate need over a five year period. Although the DETR guide quotes 20% as a standard assumption for comparability purposes, it nevertheless encourages Councils to make a policy judgement because it is unrealistic to expect to meet all planning backlog within a five year period. Bearing in mind this Local Plan could be in force until 2011, a figure of 12.5% is more reasonable as this would eliminate the backlog need over 8 years (ie between 2003, the date of the survey, and 2011) rather than the 5 year period used in the HNS.

With regard to new household formation, “a more reliable approach is to base the profile of new households on the characteristics of identified newly forming households in the recent past. Such an approach has the advantage that it is based on actual evidence of past household formation rather than ill informed or unrealistic expectations about the future.” (page 61 of the Guidance).

(iii) Is the threshold level of 15units/0.5 hectare for affordable housing provision on a housing site fully justified by local conditions in preference to the 25 units/1 hectare set out in Circular 6/98?

Only 6 of the 25 allocated sites in Policy H3 are not capable of providing 25+ dwellings. It is evident that the Council does not have the exceptional local constraints that would warrant the adoption of a threshold of 15 dwellings to trigger the provision of affordable housing. Policy H6 should therefore reflect the threshold advice in Circular 6/98 and only impact on development proposals of 25 or more dwellings.

The Council has not demonstrated exceptional circumstances to justify its approach.

(iv) Does the proposed 25% target for provision allow for sufficient flexibility and differing site conditions?

In conflict with Circular 6/98 the Second Deposit (paragraph 4.45) seeks to impose a prescriptive and inflexible overall blanket target. Circular 6/98 advises in this respect that authorities should: (HBF emphasis)

“…..set indicative targets for specific suitable sites (expressed either as numbers of homes or a percentage of homes on the site), and indicate in the plan the intention to negotiate with developers for the inclusion of an element of affordable housing on such sites….” (paragraph 9b, Circular 6/98).

In preparing plan policies for affordable housing and in assessing the suitability of allocated sites and any windfall sites that may come forward, the authority should take into account the site size, suitability and the economics of provision, and in particular Circular 6/98 stipulates that “it will be inappropriate to seek any affordable housing on some sites”.

(v) Should the main emphasis be on on-site provision, or would off-site provision and financial contributions also make an effective contribution to overall affordable housing provision?

The HBF has no objection to the approach taken in paragraph 4.48 of the Second Deposit Draft. It is considered that the provisions are sufficiently flexible to allow off site provision in certain circumstances.

