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7th March 2007

Dear Sir / Madam, 

PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE EAST OF ENGLAND PLAN

I enclose a copy of comments on the above submitted on behalf of the Home Builders Federation.

Yours faithfully,

Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South East)

Enc.

Policy H1, Paragraph 5.5 and Policy IMP3

Policy H1

HBF very much supports the increase in housing provision set out in the Secretary of State’s proposed modifications. It is noted, however, that even the increased figure of 508,000 is substantially less than level of need for new housing likely to become evident during the course of the Plan period based on the most recent Government household projections. For that reason we also support the housing requirements being expressed as minimum targets to be exceeded wherever possible. We urge the Secretary of State not to bow to pressure from the local authorities for this minimum requirement to be removed. Even the 508,000 figure (26,830 per year) is a substantial increase over the levels of annual completions currently being achieved and a move to these higher delivery rates will not be achieved without a very clear steer being given by the Plan that these are minimum requirements. Linking in to our objection to Policy ENG1 below, it is important that the Government offices takes a proactive role in ensuring that local authorities and the regional assembly do not create policy or practical obstacles to the achievements of these higher rates of development.

Paragraph 5.5

Taking this point further, we consider that, in view of the direction of travel of household formation rates in the region a clearer marker should be put down for the review of the Plan than merely requiring the regional planning body to “test the scope for higher growth during the period 2011 to 2021 and well as setting requirements to 2031” (paragraph 5.5 of the modified text). 

RPG9 for the South East sets down a clear marker of an expectation of a future increase in housing requirements (paragraph 8.3) to be established through its review (The South East Plan is currently at public examination). It even puts a figure to this expectation. Given the scale of housing need in the Eastern region and the obvious requirement to secure a substantial step-change even over the increased figure currently set out in these proposed modifications, HBF suggests a similar approach is taken in this plan and that the future expectation of higher delivery rates still is more clearly spelt out in the proposed text.

The sentence “The Early review of this RSS……requirements to 2031” in paragraph 5.5 should be deleted and replaced with something along the lines of the following:

“The expectation is that the early review of this RSS will seek to facilitate the delivery of higher rates of growth during the period 2011 to 2021 and beyond to 2031.”

Policy IMP3

There should also be a cross-reference to this point in Policy IMP3 which gives the policy commitment to an early review (something we support). HBF and its Member organisations aim to engage fully in this review process.

Policy ENV8 (as was) now ENG1

HBF supports in principle Government’s policy to seek to improve the quality and energy performance of new housing development beyond levels set out in current building regulations. The industry is signed up to the principle of a ten year time frame to securing zero carbon development as set out in the current raft of consultation documents allied to PPS1. We consider this to be a very challenging target as it will require substantial changes in practices, techniques and procedures currently employed throughout the house building industry. Perhaps more importantly, however, it requires significant changes and up-skilling in the supply industries and energy industries if new and emerging technologies are to be developed to such a degree that their reliability and quantity of supply can be guaranteed. This is far from being proven at present; hence the ten year timescale. Nonetheless we believe it to be an achievable challenge provided that the various stakeholders work in collaboration towards a single and clearly defined set of objectives.

It is worrying, therefore, to find that the Government is potentially giving the message to authorities in the Eastern Region through the wording of this new policy ENG1 that we are not working to a single set of policy objectives. Rather, that each region / sub-region / district council may well be setting their own targets which may be less well defined or clear and with less understanding of the implications of those targets. The housebuilding industry simply cannot operate effectively in a climate whereby each  individual council has their own increasingly onerous and poorly justified policy. We are already seeing a situation develop whereby individual authorities and regions are seeking to out-do other authorities and/or regions by seeking to develop the most onerous targets. Having a plethora of different targets and policies in operation can only be counter-productive, not only to achieving the overall carbon reduction targets, but also to the need to deliver a substantial step-change in housing supply in the Eastern region. 

It is of great concern, therefore to see a requirement in Policy ENG1 that local authorities should set ambitious targets for energy supply to be provided through on-site renewable or low carbon energy sources. Whilst this statement is qualified by the fact that such targets should be “viable” no further guidance is given as to how viability should be taken into account. Viable for whom is one obvious question.

If the Government is to achieve its house building targets and work towards the delivery of 200,000 new dwellings per year then it must set it place a level policy playing field nationally. If the Code for Sustainable Homes is to have any value then it must be rolled out on a consistent basis nationally. If individual authorities are allowed to establish their own interpretations of, or alternatives to, the Code, the Code itself will serve no purpose.

Therefore we would wish to see the last bullet point of ENG1 amended to remove the reference to local authorities setting their own ambitious targets and this to be replaced with reference to local authorities applying the requirements of the Code for Sustainable Homes and Government policy set out in the addendum to PPS1 to an agreed timetable.

