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4A.1
Does the draft RSS provide appropriate guidance on the type and size of new housing (Policy H6)?

1. In response to this question HBF wishes to rely on its objections submitted in respect of Policy H6 of the submitted plan (attached).

2. HBF also wishes to refer the Panel to HBF’s statement on Matter 1F in considering this issue.

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy H6 – Type and size of new housing

Reason for Objection: It is fundamentally unacceptable for local authorities to prescribe  the detailed mix, size, type and tenure of new housing. 
Relevant PPS11 Test(s) of Soundness: iii, viii, ix

Change Sought: The last sentence of this policy should be deleted

Comment:

There is nothing in planning guidance or legislation that gives local authorities any powers to prescribe or require a specific tenure of accommodation in new developments. It is fundamentally unacceptable to the house building industry that local authorities should have powers of veto over what product housebuilders are allowed to build on a site. It is housebuilders who take the financial risk of developing a site and who know the market in which they operate. House builders should be allowed to develop the product they see best fits the nature of the site in question and the local market.

The industry does not object to the precise mix on a site being a collaborative effort based on negotiation taking into consideration all material factors, not least the results of a full housing market assessment carried out in the proper manner. But they fundamentally object to having this imposed upon them by those with no financial stake in the project or no knowledge of the operation of the market. 

The housing market assessment is only one consideration to be taken into account in determining an appropriate mix of units on a site. It is inappropriate for this policy to elevate the housing market assessment to a status it does not deserve and to seek to over-ride other important factors which should properly be taken into account in determining the precise nature of development on a site. Therefore the text should be amended as set out above. 

At the very least the word “require” in the last sentence of the policy should be replaced with “seek to secure” and the words “and other site specific and market considerations” should be added after the word “assessments” and before the word “Local” in the last sentence.

4B.2
Does draft RSS provide appropriate guidance on densities in the light of recent Government guidance (Policy H5)? Will this provide the right type of housing?

1. In response to this question HBF wishes to rely on its objections submitted in respect of Policy H5 of the submitted plan (attached).

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy H5 and Supporting Text – Housing density and design

Reason for Objection: The policy requirement for a density target of 40 dwellings per hectare is unduly prescriptive, inadequately justified and pre-empts the proper consideration of this matter at the local level.

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

Change Sought: delete 40% target figure from policy

Comment:

HBF objects to the application of a standard density target across the region. Largely for the reasons set out above in respect of affordable housing targets; that it is arbitrary and not adequately justified. The only explanation for it is that it is the midway point between the PPG3 minimum density range of 30 to 50 dwellings per hectare. There is no settlement character analysis or any other explanation why 40 dwellings per hectare has been chosen. 

Furthermore, it may well be that including a numerical target is actually self-defeating as many developments are already above 40 dwellings per hectare. It will soon date the plan to include such a target and it achieves nothing which cannot be achieved by merely setting the parameters for this matter to be addressed at the local level; namely that local authorities should seek to maximise the use of developable land and should seek the highest densities appropriate on development sites given site specific considerations and character of the surrounding area.

Turning to the supporting text at paragraph 6.2 it is interesting to note the assembly’s position here that “a degree of flexibility about car parking provision will be required” and to contrast that with it’s position at paragraph 1.21 of Section D4 of the plan that “overall, local authorities should seek a level of parking provision that is more demanding than that set out in PPG13”. Whilst the context is different  and while the wording of criterion v  of Policy T7 is noted, it highlights the pitfalls of advocating arbitrary region-wide targets.

 4B.3
Does the strategy give a sufficiently strong steer to the adoption of higher sustainability standards in the region’s housebuilding (Policies CC4, EN1, NRM1)?

1. In response to this question HBF wishes to rely on its objections submitted in respect of Policies CC4, EN1 & NRM1 of the submitted plan (attached).

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy CC4 – Sustainable Construction

Reason for Objection: The requirement in criterion (i) is contrary to Government policy and so is fundamentally unsound
Relevant PPS11 Test(s) of Soundness: iii, viii, ix, xii

Change Sought: deletion from criterion (i) of the words “that exceed current standards required by Building Regulations and reflect best practice”.

Comment:

It is made abundantly clear in PPS1 (paragraph 30) that planning policies should not replicate, cut across or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative regimes. Highlighted as a specific example are the requirements set out in building regulations in the context of policies for energy efficiency.

While it is perfectly reasonable for the plan and for local authorities to seek to achieve high standards of energy and water efficiency it is wholly unacceptable and contrary to Government policy for them to specify that these standards must be set at a level which exceeds building regulations.

Even if it was acceptable it raises all sorts of practical difficulties in terms of who’s responsibility it is to monitor and enforce this and in ensuring that local planning policy is up to date with the building regulations which are complex, many in number and constantly under review. 

There is no evidence that any consideration has been given to the cost implications for developers and so development viability of imposing these requirements (criteria (iii) and (iv) of paragraph 26 of PPS1 apply).

The underlying objectives of the policy can be achieved without the need to include this reference to exceeding building regulation standards so the wording should be deleted.

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy EN1 – Energy Efficiency

Reason for Objection: Planning policy (and even less SPD) should not require the provision measures which are more properly dealt with under other legislative regimes

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

Change Sought: the deletion of the numerical targets in criterion (i) of the policy

Comment:

HBF does not object to the fundamental thrust of this policy which seeks to encourage better energy efficiency in new development. The point is made in our comments on policy NRM1 above that new housing is already many times

more energy efficient than the existing stock and should be seen as part of the solution, not part of the problem. 

HBF is concerned, however, at the blanket application of arbitrary targets and site thresholds which are not based on any robust and credible evidence. Furthermore, these requirements will impose a significant financial burden on the development industry which will be passed on to the customer at a time when the price of new housing is already considered by many to be too high. While the policy could reasonably set the general aspiration to seek higher levels of energy efficiency in new development it should not prescribe specific levels for these reasons. Also there are the difficulties of the practical application of this policy by development control officers who are unlikely to be trained in dealing with such complex technical matters. On top of that is the issue of inconsistency with other regulations such as building regulations which, unlike local development documents, are constantly under review.

Policy / Paragraph No: Policy NRM1 – Sustainable water resources

Reason for Objection: Planning policy should not address in detail matters which are more properly dealt with under other legislative regimes

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

Change Sought: Change the word “require” in criterion (iii) of the policy to “encourage” or “seek to ensure”

Comment:

Paragraph 30 of PPS1 makes it clear 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”

Paragraph 26 (iii) also makes it clear that planning authorities should:


“not impose disproportionate costs, in terms of environmental and social impacts, or by unnecessarily constraining otherwise beneficial economic or social development”

Criterion (iv) goes on to state that they should:


“have regard to the resources likely to be available for implementation and the costs likely to be incurred and be realistic about what can be implemented over the period of the plan”

This policy seeks to do all of these in that it seeks to involve itself in detailed matters best addressed by other regulatory regimes and it seeks to impose excessive and disproportionate costs on the development industry and so purchasers of new dwellings at a time when new housing is already extremely expensive.

New dwellings are already many times more energy and water efficient that the existing stock. Dwellings built since April 2006 are 40% more energy efficient than dwellings built only 4 years previously. In terms of energy efficiency, therefore, new dwellings are part of the solution, not part of the problem.

The fact that housebuilders have delivered these significant energy efficiency gains in a very short period of time demonstrates that we are not against energy or water efficiency. Rather we object to the planning system being used to achieve objectives that are best achieved through the use of other powers. And we object to being required to do something as a matter of course when that something may not be appropriate in all circumstances. 

The very real fear the industry has is that each and every local authority in the region devises its own set of policy requirements for energy and water efficiency in new development which is different to its neighbour and different again to what developers are legally obliged to deliver in order to comply with the building regulations. Furthermore the building regulations are constantly under review so planning policy will soon become out of date compared to the building regulations which will only serve to cause confusion and will actually be counter productive in terms of housing delivery in the delays it will cause as different departments at local authorities are seeking to achieve different objectives.
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