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HOME BUILDERS FEDERATION

 Response to the Interim Draft RSS November 2005

The Home Builders Federation (HBF) is the trade organisation representing the house building industry.   The following comments are made on behalf of the industry and have generally been agreed with those member companies.

Opening Remarks

Overall, the HBF welcome this interim draft in that it recognises that the current RSS (RPG13) was fundamentally flawed on matters relating to economic growth forecasts, housing market assumptions and population and migration changes.

We are aware that all local authorities are currently producing Core Strategies for their LDF’s and the status of the housing numbers suggested in this Interim Draft RSS are for now untested.  It would be helpful if the RSS text could offer additional guidance to industry and local authorities for the interim period between now and adoption of the RSS.
Section 1: Our Vision

We believe the vision for the region is appropriate and we support those aims outlined in paragraph 1.6

We note that work on the remainder of this section is currently in hand and with respect to regional indicators we request this section includes reference to more recent trends on economic growth and population change.

The reference to population in paragraph 1.2 appears to be out of date with the latest figures released in the 2004 mid year population estimates, which suggests the regional population now stands at 6,827,200.  It would also be appropriate to refer to last year’s regional population change having increased by 22,600 with 17,400 of that increase having come from net migrational change.

The most recent improvements in the economy have reversed the long term trend of population decline – this point is significant for the North West and should appear early in the RSS, preferably Section 1.

Section 2:  Alignment with other strategies

The HBF are not convinced that this draft RSS document and the latest version of the RES are truly aligned with the aspiration of growing the North West economy in an attempt to close the £29 Billion north south divide.  Both RSS and RES focus more upon reducing sub-regional disparities, which may in fact increase the north south wealth gap.

Reference to the RSS relationship in paragraph 2.14 needs to ensure that this RSS does not focus too much on issues of Low Demand.  The Sustainable Communities Plan is more about creating mixed and balanced communities in all areas.

With particular reference to paragraph 2.20, we are not convinced the Northern Way document seeks to position the significant proportion of all new housing into the city region areas just because they have been labelled so, and we are no sure this provides for a balanced approach. Not all forecast growth is in the core of the city regions, and homes and jobs need to be located together. The Northern Way First Growth Strategy Report takes a more intelligence led approach to what is expected of RSS.  In paragraph 9.16 of that document, it states 

“For each city region (and where appropriate for the region as a whole), the RSS should develop common principles across all three northern regions, the evidence and the proposals to:

· demonstrate how housing proposals are derived from city region’s economic prospects, along with migration and household formation forecasts.”

Further work has been commissioned by the Northern Way team to devise a methodology that connects the location of new homes to match areas with a growing economy.  Given that this research report is likely to be completed in late November 2005, we would find it helpful if the RSS could incorporate the findings of this research in later RSS drafts.

In terms of action for sustainability, co-ordinated investments are required in housing, transport regeneration and economic development to create stable, sustainable urban communities – offering a wide range of homes for rent and for sale, in balanced, safe communities with good local schools, well served by existing transport.

Section 3: Our region

We generally welcome the sub-regional approach in this commentary

We are a little confused as to what paragraph 3.5 is saying with regards to the Liverpool City Region. If it is suggesting that economic development should be distributed outside Liverpool City Centre, despite the centre being the key driver of economic prosperity, in order to create a balanced approach then we would support this. We would not support the approach of focusing the majority of economic development in the city centre, as this would not be a realistic way of achieving economic growth of the City Region as a whole. 

We welcome the recognition in paragraph 3.9 that although Chester and Ellesmere Port operate within the Liverpool City Region, in their own right they are important economic drivers that impact upon the success of the wider region.

This section fails to reflect the importance and significant potential of the Central Lancashire City Region, given the fact that it contributes a higher proportion of GVA as a percentage of the regional total than the Liverpool City Region core area. The importance of the Central Lancashire City Region should be emphasised more.  

Section 4: A Core Strategy for sustainable development.

We are supportive of the overarching spatial development framework and key priorities highlighted in Policy CS1.

Policy CS2

We object to part 2 of this policy with regards to the sequential approach to using existing buildings first before the use of previously developed land. This is contrary to PPG3 and other Government policy, which refers to the reuse of land and buildings and does not prioritise the re-use of existing buildings over previously developed land. This also conflicts with paragraph 7.16, which combines the re-use of previously developed land and buildings. Bullet point two of paragraph 7.16 states: “new housing should be located so that the re-use of previously-developed land and buildings within existing urban areas, which is accessibly by a choice of means of transport is promoted as a priority.” 

Furthermore we would point out that higher building regulation standards don’t always work well with refurbished old buildings. The North West region needs to move away from its industrial past, whereby preserving low-grade buildings will not necessarily help change the image of the North West. Prioritising the re-use of buildings as a blanket priority will not be the most appropriate approach in every situation.

Table 4.1 – Settlement Hierarchy 

Whilst the hierarchy is welcomed, there appears to be a lack of balance, particularly between the City Regions. Liverpool City Region for example, as one of the significant drivers of growth, and locations for economic development and housing, has only one identified Key Service Centre – Skelmersdale, of which it is questionable whether Skelmersdale is within Liverpool City Region or whether in fact it lies within the Lancashire City Region. Given that the Manchester and Liverpool City Regions are identified as those likely to receive the most significant proportion of additional housing and development to support economic growth, there appears to be more regional towns and cities and key service centres outside these two city regions.

Section 5: Spatial Development Framework.

Manchester City Region.

We welcome the text and the specific breakdown of policy into the three City Regions, Cumbria & North Lancashire, and West & South Cheshire. 

We note the reference in paragraph 5.3 that the Manchester City Region has almost 50% of the regions GVA and is likely to have the greatest potential to enhance the region.  We agree that this City Region is a key economic driver for the future.

Policy SDF1

We have major concerns over this policy. There seems to be immediate conflict between bullet points 1 and 3 and bullet point 6, in that investment and sustainable development is encouraged in the Regional Centre and key locations in the southern part of the city, as well as accommodating housing growth accessible to locations with strong economic prospects, yet at the same time limiting sub-regional and local highway networks to these areas, in favour of improvements only to serve the two local housing market renewal pathfinder areas. It is not sustainable to actively encourage growth in certain parts of the City Region and at the same time discourage the required highway networks to link growth with jobs. With reference to avoiding unsustainable commuting patterns (paragraph 5.10) it would seem a more sensible approach to put homes where jobs are likely to be generated. 

Policy SDF4

We object to this policy and the notion of promoting economic growth in the southern part of the city and yet restricting residential development. It would be unsustainable to grow the southern economy and put the houses in the Northern part of the City. This contradicts with the aims of creating sustainable living patterns and would lead to an exacerbation of unsustainable commuting patterns, which is exactly what is aimed to be avoided, as stated in paragraph 5.10. Paragraph 5.11 clearly states that the optimisation of the economic contribution of the southern areas of the City Region is essential to achieve the uplift in regional economic performance that Northern Way seeks, yet as SDF4 proposes, this optimisation is being hampered by limiting housing growth in this part of the City Region.

Policy SDF5

There seems to be confusion and contradiction with the approach of this policy, whereby paragraph 5.13 suggests growing the economy of the northern area as well as the residential development, yet paragraph 7.14 (d) suggests only developing areas that will support local regeneration. It is not clear whether growth or restraint is being encouraged.

Furthermore the approach of SDF5 is opposite to the approach of SDF4. Paragraph 5.13, in relation to the Northern part of the Manchester City Region states that it will be important to ensure that residential development is matched by economic development so that there is not a dramatic increase in the need to travel in order to find employment opportunities. However the principle of matching residential development to economic development is not encouraged in the southern part of the City Region. This doesn’t make sense, as surely for policies SDF4 and SDF5 to be compatible, there should be more residential housing in the northern part to accommodate the restraint proposed in the southern part. Again, it would seem sensible to adopt the approach throughout the City Region of matching residential development with economic development.

Liverpool City Region

We welcome the need to spread the growth across the Liverpool City Region, as stated in paragraph 5.18, however it is not clear how this will be done, and indeed what a ‘polycentric approach’ to ensuring economic growth and population growth and stabilization is achieved in regeneration areas actually is. How does this polycentric approach align with the important influences that Chester and Warrington have on this City Region?  

Policy SDF9 

Warrington is well placed to continue its Growth, located, as stated, in both the Liverpool and Manchester City Regions, and positioned well in terms of North/South transport links. It is not clear why Warrington is restricted from further growth. If the RSS can promote commuting from Northern Manchester to Southern Manchester, why not promote continued growth in Warrington and improve the transport links? Restricting growth in Warrington does not reflect recent build rates. The only obvious reason for retaining the existing low housing provision in Warrington is to ensure that there will be no need for a strategic review of the Green Belt within the RSS period, given the amount of existing allocations and commitments for housing and employment land. An increased development requirement would clearly threaten this.

Central Lancashire City Region

Paragraph 5.27 states that this City Region contributes about 20% of the regional total of GVA, which is bigger than the Liverpool City Region core area of 17%. This should be recognised and reflected in the housing allocations, which it is not, and this matter needs further debate.

Cumbria and North Lancashire

We agree with the text in paragraph 5.36 that Cumbria is different and requires an alternative approach.

West Cheshire

We note the ongoing research and will comment on this section in the formal consultation process of the Draft RSS, when the research should be complete.

With regards to paragraph 5.42, we have been only too aware of the housing pressures of West Cheshire, and the subsequent affordability issues and migration flows, particularly from Chester into North Wales.

Policy SDF19 and paragraph 5.44

We generally support the Key Service Centre approach and agree that Local Service Centres are issues for LDF’s to address.

We are supportive of the positive approach to rural development in paragraph 5.46.

Policy SDF21 – The Green Belts

With regards to the need to strategically review the Green Belt, we agree with the 2011 date but not the later date of 2021 for Warrington before any strategic review will take place. This needs to be closely monitored. We support the reference that allows LDF’s to make local adjustments to the extent of the Green Belt.

Section 6: Transport in the North West.

Policy RT3 – Airports

The regional airports have seen and are projected to see significant growth. This growth – obviously including employment growth needs to be balanced with housing growth. Local market assessments should be encouraged where job growth is likely to be significant. 

Section 7: Living in the North West Ensuring a Strong, Healthy and Just Society.

Policy L2

We would suggest adding a further point (e) In areas of significant high growth where supplying a high level of housing to meet that demand will avoid overstressing those housing markets.

We support paragraph 7.9 and recognise the importance of undertaking joint local housing assessments with local authorities and the house building industry.

Paragraph 7.12

We request much clearer guidance to be included in the RSS on net and gross housing provision, given that the North West demolitions are currently running at 5,000 per annum, which is a substantial number. Further guidance is required, and we would suggest referring to other Northern regions approaches to dealing with net and gross, and replacement rates. 

Policy L4 – Regional Housing Provision

Whilst we have concerns with the housing provision in the Interim Draft RSS, we are awaiting some significant research from the Northern Way Growth Strategy Team - Locating homes in the right places, and will make more detailed comments regarding housing provision in the formal consultation process, whereby the Northern Way research findings can be considered.

We request that ‘price’ is removed from the first bullet point. This is not in accordance with national policy.

Reference to Urban Potential Studies in the third bullet point should reflect housing market assessment requirement mentioned previously in paragraph 7.9.

Much clearer guidance is needed regarding net and gross comments, with guidance for local authorities on replacement and linkages to a vacancy rate aim of 3.5% by 2011. This would align with targets set in the Yorkshire and Humber region. 

We note that equal weight is afforded to previously developed land and buildings, which is in accordance with national guidance, although this conflicts with policy CS2 (see previous comments relating to Policy CS2)

Paragraph 7.14

We are generally supportive of the sub-regional, individual housing market approach and the need to deliver numbers within markets and not districts. However we would advise caution against the market areas approach being used by Districts to not provide their allocation by assuming other Districts in their market area will take up the shortfall. 

(c) We strongly disagree with Southern Manchester restraint approach. We see this as a recipe for disaster – leading to overheated housing markets, unsustainable commuting patterns and worsening affordability issues.

(d) We disagree with the approach taken to these market areas and refer to previous comments made in Section 5. 

Table 7.1 

This tables lacks transparency, there are no gross provision rates and there is a miss-match between population and provision in neighbouring districts. It is unclear where the figures have been derived from, bearing in mind the detailed research undertaken relating to economic growth forecasts and population growth in the region. The housing provision in some districts does not seem to reflect the findings of this research. Warrington fails to accept reality and trajectory planning.

We would strongly recommend a 3-phased approach similar to the other Northern regions approaches. This would enable growth to be factored in throughout the plan period, in accordance with the Northern Way Growth Strategy.

The housing provision figures should not be regarded as maximums as stated in Paragraph 7.15. They should be targets that require very close monitoring, which in some circumstances could be seen as a floor and in others ceilings. The awaited Northern Way research – ‘Locating homes in the right places’ should assist in this.

Paragraph 7.16

This reflects the old approach; we would like to see housing market assessments and local market assessments being used to determine the management of supply. This is a far more intelligent led approach. Again the second bullet point in this paragraph gives equal weight to previously developed land and buildings and not buildings first as is stated in Policy CS2.

We would advise caution with regards to Paragraph 7.17 and provision of housing within housing market areas that cross administrative boundaries. The emerging PPS3 should assist in this matter, along with issues of trajectory planning.

Policy L5 – Affordable Housing

We question the reference to bullet point 5  - seeking developer contributions towards affordable housing on all sites in rural settlements with populations of under 3,000. Why not deliver affordable housing on site in these circumstances?

Paragraph 7.19 

This paragraph should mention or cross-reference back to previous comments made in paragraph 7.9 regarding local housing assessments.

Section 9: 

We object to Policy EM12. In particular, reference to Energy Savings Trust best practice, we believe issues relating to energy conservation in construction should be dealt with through building regulations.
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