Mr J Mitchell

Head of Development Services

Uttlesford District Council

Council Offices

London Road

Saffron Walden

Essex CB11 4ER

29th September 2005

Dear Mr Mitchell
Uttlesford Accessible Homes & Playspace SPD  

Thank you for giving the Home Builders Federation an opportunity to comment on the above mentioned document. 

Specific matters:

In relation to the content of the revised Draft document itself, the HBF would like to make specific comments in relation to the following matters:

9

The HBF strongly rejects the notion that the requirement for Lifetimes Homes provision on all residential developments is directly linked to criterion (c) of policy GEN2 – Design in the 2005 Adopted Local Plan.

The Council is clearly seeking to introduce a major new and potentially very costly developer requirement via SPD, rather than through a Development Plan Document, which is the correct process for changes of this magnitude. This would threaten housing delivery rates given that it seeks to introduce extremely costly new building requirements. Indeed, the HBF knows of no other local authority that is seeking such extensive (and expensive) provision. This is being done without any apparent regard to the major financial costs involved. 

11 & 12

The lifetime homes standard has no status as far as town and country planning legislation is concerned. PPS1: Delivering Sustainable Development states in paragraph 30 that “…planning policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements, such as those set out in Building Regulations for energy efficiency”. PPS12: Local Development Frameworks states in paragraph 1.8 that “…planning policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements..”.

The HBF considers that this is largely a matter already dealt with by way of Part M of the building regulations. Developers must, as a matter of law comply with the Building Regulations and they are subject to frequent change and update unlike local plans. The purpose of these references in the two Planning Policy Statements is to avoid confusion and potentially conflicting advice being given by different regulating authorities. 

Thus whilst it may be appropriate for planning authorities to seek to negotiate with developers for a proportion of dwellings to be built to lifetime homes standards, it is considered excessive and unwarranted to require all new housing to be built to such standards. This seems to be the clear implication of the statements that “…the Council is keen that all new housing includes these features” and “…these standards will apply to all new housing, including blocks of flats, for both social housing and private sector housing..” (my emphasis). 

I would draw your attention to an appeal decision concerning a reference to the provision of lifetime homes on land at former RAF Quedgeley, Gloucester. In paragraph 27 of the decision notice (see attached copy) the Secretary of State said that “it is not appropriate to include this matter, for the reason that the internal layout of buildings is not normally material to the consideration of planning permission. PPG3 gives advice about the assessment of need for housing for specific groups including the elderly and disabled”. 

I would also bring to your attention the recent Local Plan Inquiry Inspector’s Report in relation to the City of Nottingham Plan where the Inspector rejected a proposed lifetime homes policy that sought to apply onerous lifetime homes standards for the reasons that I have already mentioned (see Appendix 1).

Thus whilst it may be appropriate for planning authorities to seek to negotiate with developers for a proportion of dwellings to be built to lifetime homes standards, it is considered excessive and unwarranted to seek to require all homes to be built to such standards. However, again there should be a specific linkage to lifetime homes provision in an Adopted Development Plan Document policy and/or reasoned justification. In Uttlesford’s case, the reasoned justification to policy GEN2 states that the Council will produce an SPD that seeks to encourage Lifetime Homes provision. This is totally different from the draft SPD document which actually seeks to require such provision.

Furthermore, it is clear that the Council has failed to give any thought to the fact that not all developments would be suitable for lifetimes homes provision (as recognised in the City of Nottingham Inquiry Inspector’s Report).  

13 - 15

Again, whilst it may be appropriate for planning authorities to seek to negotiate with developers for a proportion of dwellings to be built to wheelchair accessible standards, it is considered excessive and unwarranted to require them automatically in all developments over 10 units in size, and at least 5% in all developments over 20 units. There should be a specific linkage to wheelchair accessible homes provision in a specific policy and/or reasoned justification within an Adopted Development Plan Document. 

16

The HBF notes with interest the statement that much of the District’s housing provision is in the form of flats, and that this is likely to continue. It is of course a fact that the inevitable consequences of any move towards lifetime homes standards would be a direct reduction in housing densities as these developments inevitably by their very nature use up more land. This could undermine the assumptions made within the Adopted Local Plan.  

The text states that “..the Council will encourage developers to provide lifts in new flats wherever possible”. However, such provision is extremely expensive and would be likely to make many developments completely unviable. Again, any requirements should be directly linked to a specific policy and/or reasoned justification within an Adopted Development Plan Document. The precise linkage to policy GEN2 seems weak.

I look forward to the acknowledgment of these comments in due course. 

Yours sincerely,

Paul Cronk

HBF Regional Planner

(Eastern & East Midlands Regions)

APPENDIX 1

EXTRACT FROM NOTTINGHAM LOCAL PLAN INQUIRY INSPECTOR’S REPORT

(NB – the paragraph numbers are different from those in the actual Inspector’s report)

Whether there should be an additional policy for Lifetime Homes.
3.1.1 This matter is dealt with under policy H3.

3.1.2 As I conclude at paragraph 9.4.5 it seems to me that whilst Lifetime Homes would benefit a large sector of the community, in the absence of any legislative requirement, it would not be reasonable to require higher standards of design in Nottingham City than is generally required elsewhere in the country. Moreover, for a variety of reasons a number of sites would not be suitable or “appropriate” for persons with long term disability or long term limiting illness.

9.4.4 Paragraph 8.9 and Revision Number BE.013 says: Design should have regard to the need for accessibility to wheelchairs and where possible the provision of ‘lifetime’ homes which are adaptable to changing needs. The objectors consider this re-wording to be woolly and together with the misconceptions about Lifetime Home Standards (LHS) will lead to very few such new homes.

9.4.5 The objectors want a Policy which requires all new homes to be built to Lifetime Home Standards and for 10% of these to be built to wheelchair standards. Council money will ultimately be saved through the adoption of these standards with a reduction in later costs for adaptations. These standards are designed to meet the existing and changing needs of people over their lifetime. They not only cater for elderly and disabled people but for a variety of family situations including parents with pushchairs. The objectors say that the London Plan now includes such a requirement, as do the Unitary Development Plans for Ealing and Islington. Part M of the Building Regulations provides a minimum requirement but there is nothing to say that the Council cannot insist on houses to LHS.

9.4.6 The Council supports the aim of providing housing to meet the needs of all residents of the City, including those who are less mobile. Its approach is to introduce LHS housing as a proportion (starting at a minimum of 10%) of all new housing on “appropriate sites”. However, the objectors do not consider that the proportion of 10% reflects the fact that 36% of households in Nottingham City are inhabited by a person with a disability or a long term limiting illness.

9.4.7 In view of this I support the City Council’s further proposed change (FPCH\04) to the Housing Chapter of the Plan to build a proportion of new dwellings to the Lifetime Homes Standard.

9.4.8 It seems to me that whilst Lifetime Homes would benefit a large sector of the community, in the absence of any legislative requirement, it would not be reasonable to require higher standards of design in Nottingham City than is generally required elsewhere in the country. Moreover, for a variety of reasons a number of sites would not be suitable or “appropriate” for persons with long term disability or long term limiting illness.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Modify the Local Plan in accordance with the Proposed Change FPCH\04.
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