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The following comments are made in response to the Core Strategy Issues and Options full document and each section/paragraph/reference/page no. is clearly indicated.

General Comments

With regards to the content of the Core Strategy, we would remind the Council of the intention of a Core Strategy document.  As explained in PPS12, the Core Strategy should set out a spatial vision and strategic objectives for York. The Issues and Options document appears to contain a significant number of different topics and subsequent versions could include too much detail on these topics. 

We would suggest that there is a separate Housing Development Plan Document to deal with detailed matters of housing size, type and mix to comply with emerging PPS3, including trajectory planning information and affordable housing policies. We would therefore like to see affordable housing policies, and specific housing policies dealing with size, type, affordability, mix and delivery, in a specific housing DPD. This level of information should not be contained in the Core Strategy, nor should it be contained in a SPD. A Housing DPD, covering these main issues, will allow sufficient scrutiny and examination by an independent Inspector, and will also allow alterations to be made to the DPD within the plan period to cater for changing housing market situations, whilst remaining compliant with the wider, strategic vision and objectives contained in the Core Strategy. 

Section 4 A Sustainable Spatial Strategy for York

Comments

The identified factors to consider when determining the location of future development in York are considered appropriate. However, it is important to ensure that when determining the location of future development the historical core of York should not be detrimentally affected by development and any approach adopted should be suitable for the area and its characteristics.

Section 5.4 Energy – Renewable Energy Sources

Comments

Paragraph 1.8 of PPS12 makes it clear that planning policies should not seek to duplicate or cut across matters more appropriately within the scope of other legislative regimes. Energy efficiency in building use and construction is the responsibility of the building regulations Part L. The result of a recent review of these regulations is that all new homes built after April 2006 will be 40% more energy efficient than new homes built in 2002. That is a massive and extremely rapid improvement in performance and new homes are now many tens of times more energy efficient than the existing stock. There must come a point at which, if we are to make real efficiency gains, more attention is given to existing stock, rather than constantly going for the easy option of further restrictions on new building. These requirements are making new homes ever more expensive at a time when affordability is a serious concern and also at a time when these features are still not wanted by consumers.
The requirement to provide a certain percentage of the energy to be used in new development from renewable energy sources, as referred to in Sustainable Design and Construction: Key Issues and Options, should not be included in the LDF as it is unworkable. An appropriate approach would be to consider such a requirement on a site-by-site basis, which would not affect a site’s viability.

Section 6.2 Policy and Strategy Context – National Context

Comments

HBF welcomes the message in the draft PPS3 that represents a move towards making the planning system more market responsive and as such welcomes the reference in this section to plans and polices in relation to housing taking greater account of the housing market. 

Section 6.4 Greenfield v Brownfield phasing

Comments

Given the emerging Government guidance set out in draft PPS3, HBF considers it ill-advised to proceed with the principle of a sequential approach in relation to development principles when that approach no longer forms part of emerging Government thinking. The sequential approach has been deliberately omitted from Draft PPS3 as a way of speeding up the delivery of and release of land for housing. Government acknowledges that the sequential approach has been mis-applied by many local authorities and has been used as a tool to avoid releasing sufficient land for housing rather than its intended purpose, which was to ensure that sufficient land was released but that those releases should be the most sustainable.

PPS3 still prioritises the use of previously developed land over greenfield, however this aspiration should be expressed in terms of the priority being given to previously developed sites, and should not be expressed using the terminology “sequential approach”, as that approach has a very precise and specific meaning, which is no longer appropriate.

When considering the search for land on which to build houses, it should be acknowleded that in some circumstances greenfield sites may be more sustainable and in more suitable locations than brownfield sites.

Section 6.5 Housing Mix and Type

Comments

The public at large is now, after years of PPG3 type development, becoming very concerned about further erosion of their quality of life by continually focusing more and more development in town centres. Demand for flats has now declined considerably over the past couple of years. Whilst not advocating a market free-for-all, house builders do know their markets and they should be allowed to reflect that to a significant degree in the products they deliver. If this is not the case it will adversely impact on overall housing supply, which is not a sensible or sustainable way forward.

The policy objective should be to create mixed and balanced communities. That means providing a range of house types to meet the full range of housing need and demand.  Whilst we would not object to the principle of providing a mix of house types on sites to create mixed and balanced communities, this should not be rigidly set and prescriptive. The delivery of a mix of housing types should be based on intelligent led housing market assessment information whereby the mix of housing reflects the need and demand of the particular area.  The preparation of a Housing Market Assessment should be carried out with the involvement of house builders from the beginning.

Consideration needs to be given to surrounding house types, for example, it may be appropriate to deliver 3 and 4 bedroom houses on a site that is surrounded by 1 and 2 bedroom existing houses, resulting in the overall wider area including a mix of house types.

A flexible and pragmatic approach to delivering a mix of houses is required, rather than the inclusion of a minimum percentage requirement of any one house type within a development. This type of policy needs to be applied on a site-by-site basis.

Section 6.5 Housing Mix and Type – Affordable Housing 

Comments

The reference to the supplementary Affordable Housing Advice Note is noted.

It should be noted that the HBF submitted comments to the draft of this note (a copy of which is attached for your information).  The HBF and its York house building members are not opposed to delivering affordable housing in York to meet the Government’s Sustainable Communities agenda.  However, introducing a 50% affordable housing policy with a very high requirement for social housing provision we believe to be a misguided attempt to use the private sector housing industry to perform what was until recent times a public sector duty.  This policy is too rigid in its approach and may result in a reduction of affordable housing provision and the HBF would be concerned if this approach was continued in the Core Strategy.

HBF welcomes the intention to update the Housing Needs Survey in 2006 as part of the wider York Housing Market Assessment. It is considered imperative that such an assessment should be prepared by consulting with representatives from the house building industry.

Section 6.5 Housing Mix and Type – Student Housing and Housing for Older People
Comments
While HBF recognises that the needs of a range of groups, including student and older people, need to be addressed, HBF is concerned that an approach that would restrict new student accommodation or housing for older people in some localities would redirect development pressures onto other areas. This in turn could increase land costs and hinder land assembly and regeneration efforts.
Section 7.3 Employment Growth and 7.4 Science City York
Comments
The reference to the Scicence City York initiative and its role in the Council’s Economic Development Strategy and the Community Strategy for York is noted.  The draft RSS for Yorkshire and Humber also includes reference to Science City York, which HBF objected to in terms of the need to match regional economic growth with housing provision.  Therefore it is important to ensure that within the Core Strategy employment growth is matched by sufficient housing provision and that these two issues are integrated.

Section 7.6 Loss of Employment Land to Other Uses
Comments
Some existing employment sites should be considered for redevelopment for alternative uses, if it can be shown the land is no longer needed for employment uses. Alternative uses, such as residential development may be more appropriate in certain circumstances.  Therefore HBF is supportive of the possible option, referred to in Economy and Employment: Key Issues and Options, to consider reallocating employment land to accommodate housing requirements in the LDF timescale, if not required for employment uses.
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York
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FAO Claire Bailey

Dear Ms Bailey

YORK – AFFORDABLE HOUSING ADVICE NOTE 

Thank you for inviting the House Builders Federation to comment on the City of York Affordable Housing Advice Note.   Unfortunately, the timing of this release for comment in late July has not allowed ‘industry’ feedback to the extent the HBF would have liked.

Having assessed the documents we make the following general and then specific policy comments.

General Comment

The HBF objects to the use of this ‘Advice Note’ promoting Supplementary Planning Guidance to introduce a change of affordable housing policy set against a backdrop of objections to an un-adopted Draft Local Plan.  This Affordable Housing Advice Note represents a significant shift in policy that should not be introduced in a manner that does not allow full and proper consideration of its implications to the same extent as required by a modification to the Local Plan.   We are of the opinion that progressing an SPG in advance of consideration of the Draft Local Plan Affordable Housing Policy does not accord with the guidance contained within paragraphs 3.15 – 3.17 of PPG12 and is therefore an invalid approach.

We believe there is no justification provided for the changes to the City of York’s affordable housing policy from the current advice note – “Private Housing Development in York and the Negotiation of Affordable Homes”. We would like clarification on the basis for which the change of policy approach was made as we feel this revised approach may lead to less affordable housing being provided. 

We also consider there is a lack of joined-up-thinking with adjoining local authorities, particularly those which fall within the ‘Golden Triangle’. It would be beneficial to assess the affordable needs and potential delivery solutions within the Golden Triangle area collectively with the three local authorities involved, in a partnership approach. Perhaps an alternative approach is needed independent of the City of York to take account of the specific circumstances within the Golden Triangle Area. We consider further work is needed in terms of the Golden Triangle Area.

In order to achieve a separate Golden Triangle affordable housing approach, we request that the Golden Triangle Partnership organise an event/meeting with private sector developers. A workshop/seminar style event would be beneficial for all parties involved, to facilitate strategic thinking amongst the partnership and developers. It is important that the policy approach towards delivering affordable housing within the Golden Triangle is openly discussed and the ‘real world’ economics of delivering affordable housing can be discussed to establish deliverable targets. At present the three local authorities within the Golden Triangle are failing to achieve a co-ordinated ‘partnership’ approach to delivering affordable housing.  

The following objections relate to the specific text included within the Advice Note.

SECTION 3: AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND PLANNING POLICY
The affordable housing target should address York’s housing needs and reasonably represent what is deliverable in York. Paragraph 8 cites affordable housing targets in other areas such as Plymouth, Oxford and the London Boroughs, effectively as reasoned justification for raising the level of affordable housing sought from 25% to 50%. It is all very well setting high targets of affordable housing to be sought, but whether that leads to an increased provision of affordable housing or merely stifles housing development is another matter entirely. A number of London Boroughs have recently set lower targets, notably Westminster at 30% and Lewisham at 35% to ensure that residential development is encouraged, and not restrained, in other words the targets have been set to enable planning permissions to be obtainable.

We also have reason to believe that whilst neighbouring Harrogate operates a 50% Affordable Housing Policy, the policy has tended to be more of an ‘anti-development’ policy and the actual number of affordable units delivered is in fact below 20% of total completions.  

It is important to understand that increasing the target of affordable housing will not automatically increase the quantity of affordable housing output. Firstly, it is essential to seek an affordable housing provision, in both quantity and type, which will not render a residential development unviable. The availability of SHG is particularly significant to this.  Also, with the majority of residential development taking place on Brownfield land where the existing land use value may be considerable, it is increasingly likely that if affordable housing requirements are too onerous, the residential land value will not exceed either the existing land value or commercial land values, so that if the site is developed it will be commercial rather than residential. This will inevitably result in fewer housing developments and thus, less affordable housing.  This is succinctly explained in a recent JRF funded review of mixed tenure agreements [Mixed Tenure Agreements: A review of Partnership Models. Martin Willey, 2004]. In relation to increased affordable housing requirements effecting land values, section 3.1 states:

“if land prices fall, landowners may be inclined to hold on to their land and hope for better prices in the future, thus reducing land supply.”

When taking the Housing Needs Survey into account, the issue becomes one of prioritising and optimising affordable housing provision. It is essential that any indicative target, is just that, and that the Council employs a degree of flexibility. It is preferable to set a target, which will not deter development proposals coming forward but ensures that permissions will be deliverable and will not render schemes unviable.

The threshold for the policy is set at 15 dwellings/0.3 ha. Circular 6/98 and the PPG 3 consultation, both specify a threshold of 15 units/0.5 ha, the policy should therefore be changed to a threshold of 0.5ha. Additionally the population threshold for rural settlements is set at 3,000 in Circular 6/98 not 5,000. This should also be corrected.

The policy sets a target of 50% affordable housing with 40% Social Rented and 10% Intermediate and Key Worker housing. This represents an 80%: 20% Social to Intermediate housing tenure ratio split. This approach is inflexible and not conducive to achieving the Government agenda of mixed and balanced communities. Such a stringent requirement raises questions of deliverability and viability.

SECTION 5: INITIATIVES TO PROVIDE MORE AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN YORK

Housing Corporation allocations are discussed in Paragraphs 6 and 7. A shortage of SHG will affect viability and delivery of affordable provision, particularly social rented housing, which incurs higher costs for developers to provide. This is not reflected in the 40% target required under the policy. There needs to be flexibility, where subsidy is not available, whereby a higher provision of intermediate housing can be provided at the expense of lower proportion of social rented to ensure that sites will continue to come forward and overall delivery is not discouraged. 

In relation to Paragraph 10, Circular 6/98 permits authorities, with an identified need, to seek affordable housing, at a threshold of 15 dwellings or 0.5ha, not 0.4ha as detailed in Para 10. The text should be changed to reflect this.

SECTION 6: THE PROCESS OF NEGOTIATION FOR AFFORDABLE HOMES AND BEST PRACTICE

Paragraph 10 states that “ The Council recognising that requiring developers to allow part of their site to be used for non-market housing will result in a cost. In order to offset these costs, developers will be expected to take the requirement into account in negotiating realistic land values with site owners.”

The HBF welcome the Council’s recognition that “an onerous affordable housing requirement can impinge on development viability”. Unfortunately, the expectation that developers will be able to negotiate considerably lower land values with landowners is unrealistic. Landowners will retain brownfield windfall sites or sell to commercial developments for a higher price, rather than sell to residential developers at a reduced price. This approach will not benefit developers or the Council in their quest to increase delivery of housing, and thus increase delivery of affordable housing.  As a consequence, the Council needs to exercise flexibility when it comes to the quantity and type of affordable housing sought. 

Paragraphs 15 and 16 detail an ‘open book’ financial assessment process for development sites. The HBF and the majority of private sector developers are fundamentally opposed to such a requirement which goes way beyond the remit of town and country planning legislation and is, in effect, an attempt to set a level of developer profit by imposing a land tax on development which we believe to be illegal.  Furthermore, different developers and development schemes will operate to different costs and profits and it will be difficult for a third party to comment on what is, and what is not, financially appropriate.  Many of the larger developers are Public Limited Companies and bound by stock market regulations; they cannot disclose financial information to all and sundry. The emphasis should be on a process of negotiation that enables flexibility on a site-by-site basis to maximise delivery.
Paragraph 23 details that to ensure the satisfactory management and maintenance of affordable homes, they must be provided through an RSL partner. Annex 5 details a list of ‘approved’ RSL partners in York. Circular 6/98 Paragraph 17 is quite clear that “local planning authorities should not prescribe which partners developers should use to deliver the affordable housing”. These requirements should be deleted from the guidance, as a result.

Paragraphs 24 and 25 deal with integration and the appearance and differentiation between affordable and market housing on-site. Ironically this difference in appearance often occurs as a result of following rigorous Housing Corporation standards. 

The insistence of dispersal and integration of affordable housing throughout a development is far too prescriptive. Due to site constraints, this may be physically unviable for developers or have adverse financial implications, which may endanger the development proposal.

Additionally, the Council must be aware that many RSLs often favour affordable homes to be provided in one location due to the practical and management difficulties of dealing with dwellings scattered throughout developments. It is essential that sufficient flexibility be provided within the Policy to assist such realities and that site-specific considerations are taken into account.

Paragraph 26 states that parking for affordable homes should match pro-rata that of the market homes. This is an inflexible stance, which fails to take into account circumstances where there will be variations in demand for parking provision on certain sites. There should be flexibility in the wording to allow a diversion from this, to ensure parking provision is managed adequately where site-by-site demand dictates.

RELATED MATTERS

In addition to what we consider to be onerous requirements for the provision of affordable housing within York, it is also worth mentioning the raft of other costs that developers face, for example education contributions, amenity provision, infrastructure, and community facilities.  Whilst we are not opposed to developer contributions to cover various impacts, it is essential to retain a degree of flexibility and realism when it comes to the various requirements.  This has a direct impact on the delivery of future development, including affordable housing, and imposing further costs/restrictions to developers is not the correct approach to take, and will result in land not coming forward for residential development on grounds of viability.

“House Builders believe that their activities are now taxed more than most other industries, at a cost primarily applied to the land value. There are clear signs that this is reducing land values on many brownfield sites so that the residual development value over Current Use Value (CUV) is almost disappearing. This will discourage landowners from selling and reduce housing land supply.”

(Willey 2004, JRF Report. Section 3.2)

Conclusion

The HBF and its York housebuilding members are not opposed to delivering affordable housing in York to meet the Government’s Mixed, Balanced and Sustainable Communities agenda and supports the principles behind the Regional Housing Strategy.  However, introducing a 50% affordable housing policy with a very high requirement for social housing provision we believe to be a misguided attempt to use the private sector housing industry to perform what was until recent times a public sector duty.

This policy as promoted does not conform with Government Guidance, is too rigid in its approach and may result in a reduction of affordable housing provision.    

Thank you again for consulting the House Builders Federation. We trust we will be kept informed of the future progress of the advice note and look forward to your response to our comments.

Yours sincerely

Mark Johnson

Regional Planner
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