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Emailed to epolicy@valeroyal.gov.uk
Vale Royal Borough Council

Environment and Sustainability Directorate

Wyvern House

The Drumber

Winsford

Cheshire

CW7 1AH

08 May 2007

Dear Sir or Madam

AFFORDABLE HOUSING SPD

Thank you for giving the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity to comment on your Draft Supplementary Planning Document for Affordable Housing. The HBF have considered the proposed document and have made the following observations:
Supplementary Planning Documents

The HBF has concerns about the manner in which the Council is intending to implement its revised SPD. Before preceding further with our response may we reiterate the government policy regarding the use of Supplementary Planning Documents as set out in PPS12 which states:   

        “2.43 Supplementary planning documents may cover a range of issues, both thematic and site specific, which may expand policy or provide further detail to policies in a development plan document. They must not however, be used to allocate land. Supplementary planning documents may take the form of design guides, area development briefs, master plan or issue-based documents which supplement policies in a development plan document. The following principles apply to a supplementary planning document:

i. it must be consistent with national and regional planning policies as well as the policies set out in the development plan documents contained in the local development framework;

ii. it must be clearly cross-referenced to the relevant development plan document policy which it supplements (or, before a relevant development plan document has been adopted, a saved policy);

iii. it must be reviewed on a regular basis alongside reviews of the development plan document policies to which it relates; and

iv. the process by which it has been prepared must be made clear and a statement of conformity with the statement of community involvement must be published with it.

         2.44 Supplementary planning documents may contain policies which expands or supplements the policies in development plan documents. However, policies which should be included in a development plan document and subjected to proper independent scrutiny in accordance with the statutory procedures should not be set out in supplementary planning documents” (PPS12 paragraphs 2.43/2.44).”

Given the above policy the HBF strongly believe that SPDs should not be used as a flexible policy lever, which can be revised by the council, to introduce what are effectively new policy requirements. SPDs should further explain and support the policy not prescribe it. Of course  the HBF is aware PPS3 become applicable to development from 1 April 2007 and as such is a material consideration. However, the requirements of PPS3 should be reflected in forthcoming development documents as intended by CLG in paragraph 6 of PPS3:

“6.  The policies in this PPS should be taken into account by Local Planning Authorities and Regional Planning Bodies in the preparation of their Local Development Documents and Regional Spatial Strategies They should consider the extent to which emerging Local Development Documents and Regional Spatial Strategies can have regard to the policies in this statement whilst maintaining plan-making programmes” (PPS3 paragraph 6).”
Whilst there is no comprehensive guidance given with regard to the incorporation of PPS3 in current local plans, except that should the council wish to reflect the advice in PPS3 sooner through policy then an early review of the local plan should be undertaken. This is also suggested in the CLG letter accompanying PPS3 to local authorities. 

In relation to the revised SPD criteria the HBF consider that the requirements are being introduced incorrectly. 

5.0 Housing Mix and Management

The HBF emphasises the need for flexibility when determining affordable housing provision. It must be recognised that affordable housing requirements must not be so onerous that they threaten the delivery of the Council’s overall housing requirement. PPS3 requires local authorities to balance the need to provide affordable housing in association with new development against the need to ensure that housing requirements are met.

5.5

The HBF objects to the developer having to undertake a full financial appraisal of the scheme and this being assessed by an independent financial consultant. Authorities can seek to negotiate with developers and can request open book accounting but it cannot expect or require it.  Furthermore, different developers and development schemes will operate to different cost and profits and it will be difficult for a third party to comment on what is, and what is not, financially appropriate.

5.6

The HBF recognises that the Council’s targets are “broad,” however, it believes that these targets ideally need to determined on a site by site basis, taking into account local circumstances and a Strategic Housing Market Assessment and Strategic Housing Land Availability in collaboration with private sector house builders as core stakeholders. 

5.7

The HBF notes the recognition by the council that Strategic Housing Market Assessments, will soon be required by the Government, and therefore targets may change accordingly. However, the HBF is concerned that until this work is complete the present policy is not founded on a robust and credible evidence base. It is not appropriate to decide thresholds and affordable housing targets based on a Housing Need Survey updated in 2003. 

Financial Contributions

5.18

The HBF would like to emphasise the need for flexibility when determining where affordable housing should be located. It is not always appropriate to provide it on site, and therefore other options must be explored. 

6.0 Financial Appraisals

See above comment 5.5

7.0 Design and Sustainability

The HBF emphasises the need for realistic requirements when determining sustainable construction obligations for affordable housing. The emphasis must be on the viability of the scheme, otherwise sites will not get developed, exacerbating existing affordability problems. The number one sustainability issue should be to ensure that everyone has the opportunity of a decent and affordable home, which meets their needs. 

7.4 Lifetime Homes

With regard to the requirement that a proportion of housing development should be “lifetime homes” there are a number of means of providing access and flexibility without specifically requiring lifetime homes.  The option should require the provision of flexibility, without detailing the need for “lifetime homes”.

The HBF considers that planning policies such as affordable housing, which are of a prescriptive nature, should not be presented and considered simply as a Supplementary Planning Document.  Such policies could potentially have a considerable impact on developments and their viability and therefore should be examined independently as a Development Plan Document.

Thank you again for giving the HBF the opportunity to comment. We trust you will take our comments on board and look forward to receiving further information regarding the progress of the document.

Yours faithfully,

Laura Edwards

Laura Edwards (maternity cover for Gina Bourne)

Regional Planner – Northern Region
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