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Colin Staves

Policy, Heritage and Design Manager

Stratford on Avon District Council

Elizabeth House

Church Street

Stratford upon Avon

CV37 6HX

Your ref PO22.000.017

13 July 2006

By E mail and Post

Dear Mr Staves

Stratford on Avon District Council Local Plan Review 1996-2011 – Notice of Intention to Adopt

I write in response to your letter dated 13 June 2006.  Firstly may I apologise for the lateness of this reply, however your correspondence did not arrive in our new office (following Royal mail redirection) until the week commencing 26th June 2006.  Please may I request that your records be updated accordingly.

The HBF is concerned that the Council seeks to adopt the Local Plan without considering that a further Inquiry might be necessary.  The proposed Further Modifications consulted upon in the spring sought to change the thrust of the original Modifications (December 2005).  The original Modifications closely followed the recommendation of the inspector for the Local Plan Public Inquiry who stated that with regards to land release and phasing; ‘The release of allocated [our under lining] land will be regulated taking into account the extent of progress towards the achievement of the provision set out in Policy STR.2 and of the aims of Policy STR 4 together with any changes in strategic planning policy.’  The HBF considers that the further proposed modifications regarding housing land phasing  are fundamentally different to those recommended by the inspector and considered at the Inquiry.

The original Modification made in December 2005 accorded with the Inspectors recommendation and enabled the Council to control the flow of allocated land, whilst allowing sustainable sites (windfall) to continue to come forward. Indeed, Greenfield windfalls could have been refused by the use of PPG3 (Para 35.) too.  It also allowed for flexibility and changes to strategic policy, which is important considering the ongoing review of the Regional Spatial Strategy.  The proposed further Modifications however suggest that planning permission will not be granted for housing proposals,  - irrespective of them being allocated or windfall, which lead to or exacerbate significant over provision of housing in relation to the requirements of the Regional Spatial Strategy.  Exceptions are listed in the emerging SPD.

The HBF considers that the Council have hastily tried to ‘plan, monitor and manage,’ but have actually implemented a policy of ‘prevent, monitor and manage.’

The RSS review will amongst other matters - be revising housing numbers; will increase those figures in the current RSS (to take account of the recent household projections and strategic advice from the Section 4/4 authorities); and also provide a district level figure for housing requirements to 2026. 

In essence, Stratford on Avon District will be presented within the next 12 – 24 months with a revised housing requirement, where the overall number of houses being sought in the RSS will increase significantly.   Even if Stratford District were to retain the same proportion of housing growth in relation to the current RSS (which again, there is no evidence to suggest it will), an increase above the current RSS requirement for Stratford of 4752 (2001 to 2011) and 3564 (2011- 2021) is certain.  The overall housing requirement of the RSS is increasing and the period of coverage is extending to 2026.  Further, the apportionment of housing to districts will change too.

The HBF accepts that the District has achieved a high number of completions and commitments in relation to its modest Structure Plan requirement to 2011, however the plan making system is about ensuring a supply of land that is available, suitable and viable.  The District is effectively ‘turning off the tap’ because it feels that with completions and commitments in place, the allocations in the Plan and windfall allowance will give a modest over supply of housing for the period until 2011. 

The RSS however will be revised and re issued within the next couple of years,  - well before 2011, with new housing figures that Stratford will be required to meet.  The Council, and other stakeholders in the Midlands are fully aware of the Regional Assembly taking account of the recent household projections in revising the housing requirements in the RSS, and are aware that the time frame for the RSS has extended to 2026.  Further, the Assembly and indeed the Council is engaged in essential work to establish Housing Market Areas and assessing their needs.  

It appears short sighted to consider that preventing new housing land from coming forward (although the HBF recognises the minor exceptions that apply i.e. affordable housing, listed buildings etc) is an effective policy approach when it is widely accepted that housing requirements across the region and indeed the district are about to increase.  Further, the Council should be actively looking to ensure it maintains a supply of land and retains developer interest, if it is to minimise the inherent delays that go with needing to implement a ‘step change’ and increase housing land availability.  The commitment towards brownfield land is now widely recognised in the housebuilding industry but to ensure a consistent supply of such land, accommodate site assembly, decision making and lead in times, that land supply must not be artificially restricted. 

The Council is attempting to remain in conformity with the existing RSS, but one must question that decision when the revision of the RSS is well underway and all parties are accepting that an increase in housing requirements is imminent.  Rather than preventing developing (with some minor exceptions) Stratford District should be working with the Assembly, and the development industry to identify suitable and available land for meeting those requirements that will be published shortly.  Whilst Stratford’s requirement of the revision is not yet know, the Governments approach to considering the role of housing markets and areas ‘consuming their own smoke’ is clear.  PPS3 Housing is due to be issued this Autumn and Para 8 of the draft clearly states that in arriving at the proposed distribution of housing, regional planning bodies should plan to distribute housing provision so that housing need and demand are met within the sub regional housing market area in which they are demonstrated. 

Stratford District currently is located within the South sub regional housing market area, as identified in the Regional Housing Strategy, and is one of 8 districts, with no Metropolitan Urban Area to concentrate growth as the principles of the RSS suggest should be the case where possible.  The role of the sub regional foci  - Worcester, has not yet been established, but it is clear that the 8 districts in the South will each have to share the increased housing growth the RSS will require of that particular market.  With three other districts already in effective Moratoria within that sub region -  Redditch, Bromsgrove and Warwick, the ability of the 8 districts to efficiently and effectively respond to increased housing requirements when the RSS is re issued, is questionable.

The HBF would urge the Council to be more proactive and forward thinking in its approach and rather than rely on three greenfield strategic reserve sites allocated in the Local Plan, as an ‘escape route,’ if housing land should ‘dry up’ , instead, to continue to work with developers to bring forward land now, that can be considered for housing development across the remainder of the plan period and not to restrict supply for what will effectively be a short period of time and yet take considerably longer for the industry to respond to when the supply ‘tap’ is turned back on again.

Yours sincerely 

Joanne Russell

Regional Policy Manager - Midlands

Note: The HBF’s office has now moved to 1st Floor, Oakfield House, Talbot Way, Small Heath Business Park, Birmingham B10 0HJ

