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4A.1
Does the regional strategy give sufficient weight to the delivery of affordable housing (by scale and type)?

1. The draft RSS does not give sufficient weight to the delivery of affordable housing in that it has not made sufficient provision for housing overall in the plan (a significant proportion of which is likely to be affordable). Obviously, with any given percentage of affordable housing provision, a larger overall supply of housing results in a greater supply of affordable housing. This effect is magnified in view of the nature of sites (predominantly larger and greenfield and so relatively free from costly constraints) which would be needed to satisfy any higher requirement rather than continuing with (more or less) past rates and a dependency on generally smaller and brownfield sites with all the associated costs that bringing those sites forward entails.

2.
Nor does the plan appear to have made proper provision for the elimination of the 29,000 dwellings affordable housing backlog to be made up (either at all, or as any matter of urgency) in that the proposed housing requirement is only 850 dwellings per year higher than the previous RPG9 housing requirement. The elimination of the affordable housing backlog alone (setting aside for the moment any further needs for additional housing and Government policy) would suggest that an increase of 1,160 per year would be necessary (29,000 backlog / 25 years) to eliminate this over the period 2001-2026 and even more in the early years if the elimination of this backlog was considered a priority. 

3.
At the same time, however, the specific policy on affordable housing (H4) is overly prescriptive in view of the very limited evidence base available in justification for the degree of prescription it contains. It contains a level of detail which is not appropriate for inclusion in an RSS (particularly in view of the lack of robust evidence base and the wide variations in need and circumstance which exists across the region) and which should more properly be addressed at the LDF level. 

4A.2
Is the regional level affordable housing target of 25% social rented and 10% intermediate housing appropriate, bearing in mind needs and viability (Policy H4)?

4A.3
Is the proposed scale of affordable housing capable of being delivered in both urban and rural areas, within the context of draft RSS’s total housing provision?

1.
In response to these questions HBF wishes merely to refer back to its objections to Policy H4 of the submitted plan (attached).

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy H4 and Supporting Text – Affordable Housing

Reason for Objection: The policy requirements and supporting text are not based on a robust and credible evidence base. Nor do they adequately take into account viability issues.

Relevant PPS11 Test(s) of Soundness: vi, viii, ix

Change Sought: delete target percentages from policy

Comment:

One of the most misused aspects of existing RPG9 has been the regional monitoring indicator for affordable housing set down under Policy H4. It has been used in justification of all manner of local and structure plan targets for affordable housing of 40+% when that was clearly never its original intention. The monitoring indicator remained the same despite overall levels of housing being successively reduced as RPG9 went through the painful process towards adoption. The figure was never even adequately justified in the context of RPG9 and what is now proposed in the south east plan follows suit. There is no technical justification, proper explanation or needs based assessment to substantiate the 35% policy target. It is certainly not based on any comprehensive region-wide housing market assessment. It is therefore largely arbitrary and as such, has no place in planning policy. 

The key theme of Government policy on the provision of affordable housing, whether in adopted Government policy in Circular 6/98 and PPG3 or the emerging policy in the form of the draft changes to PPG3 / PPS3, is that the provision of affordable housing should be determined locally on the basis of local needs assessments and site specific considerations including financial viability. Thus, the need for affordable housing is only one of the factors to be taken into account. It is widely accepted that there is a need for affordable housing across the vast majority of the south east. That is not to say however that the need is uniform across the region and, even if it were, it can be no justification for a region-wide target as each and every site and development proposal is different and will require (and have an ability to deliver) a different solution in so far as provision for affordable housing is concerned. 

There is nothing in any Government planning policy that permits the setting of regional percentage targets. Indeed, if anything the opposite is the case as paragraph 7 of PPG3 unequivocally states:

“Structure Plans should not provide detailed guidance on the provision of affordable housing, for example, by imposing on districts a so-called ‘normal’ proportion of affordable housing to be secured.”

If that applies to structure plans, by way of logic and reason, it must apply even more so to RSS.

As paragraph 1.7 of PPS11 notes the RSS should not address matters which should more properly be the subject of an LDD. 

Even in the draft changes to PPG3 (which are still in draft form and subject to considerable debate, not least with the development industry) RSS’s role is to provide guidance to local authorities to allow them to deal with the matter locally. It is not to set arbitrary and prescriptive targets. Paragraph 7 of the draft changes to PPG3 states:


“RSS should identify how the delivery of a better housing mix – in terms of size, type and affordability is a key component in implementing its strategy. RSS should set out how planning at the local and / or sub-regional level is expected to contribute towards meeting these objectives, particularly where housing markets function at the sub-regional level. In doing so, RSS should avoid setting out the detail of policies at the local or sub-regional level.”

More recently in the consultation statement on a draft PPS3, it is clear that it is not a requirement for RSS to set out a regional affordability target. Paragraph 5 of that draft PPS (again, reiterating that this is still a draft) states that this should only be done “where appropriate” and that such targets should be consistent with delivering the region’s level of housing provision. The preceding paragraph emphasises the regional planning body’s role in co-ordinating programmes and the compilation of evidence bases to ensure consistency of approach.

There is no evidence that the RSS has taken on board this co-ordinating role or considered the implications of prescriptive targets on overall housing delivery. Instead it has sought to pre-empt proper consideration of this at the local level where all of the relevant factors relating to housing need, what is the best planning solution for the site and site economics can be taken into account.

It should be borne in mind that developers accept that the provision of affordable housing is a material planning consideration and have demonstrated that they are prepared to negotiate reasonable affordable housing provision on sites of sufficient size to make a successful development in terms of creating sustainable communities. There are plenty of examples where these have been developed in recent years across the region. 

The question is, however, what is reasonable and whether it is reasonable to apply a policy which is to be so universally applied and so prescriptive that it could ultimately be self-defeating if it adversely affects the supply of housing overall across the region. 

It is HBF’s view that, whilst the plan may quite reasonably set out the aspiration to maximise affordable housing provision and to secure a substantial improvement over its delivery in the recent past, it must not set a prescriptive region-wide target. Instead it should merely set the context to allow the matter to be addressed properly at the local level. That is what Government policy requires of RSS and no more, especially in the absence of a detailed technical evidence-based justification for the target.  
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