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Emailed to forward.plans@wearvalley.gov.uk
The Strategic Director for Environment and Regeneration 

Wear Valley District Council
Civic Centre

Crook

County Durham 

DL15 9ES
29 August 2007

Dear Sir or Madam 

Core Strategy: Issues and Alternative Options Report

Thank you for giving the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity to comment on the above document. The HBF have considered the proposed document and have made the following observations:

Step 3: Determining the geographical distribution of growth within the hierarchy

The HBF believes that areas of regeneration should be encouraged but not to the detriment of other housing allocations. New housing should be distributed across the district but concentrated in areas of high demand. 

Step 4: Determining the scale of growth through new development

The HBF would support the use of a Housing Market Assessment to determine the housing provision in the district in Option 8. The Government is placing increasing emphasis on these Assessments and the results are needed for a robust and credible evidence base. 

The Council should ensure that a proper Housing Market Assessment is undertaken with the full involvement of the property industry in order to help underpin the evidence base for any policies and requirements. PPS3 (Annex C) gives the requirements of the outputs from Housing Market Assessments and states assessments should be prepared collaboratively with stakeholders, suggesting that the involvement of the industry is a key part of the methodology.

Paragraph 5.9: Achieving a housing mix

It is appreciated that the planning system’s involvement in the housing mix is becoming of increasing importance. However, HBF members believe that the public sector should not dictate housing sizes, mix or specification on private sector sites. Private individuals buying a home make choices about price, location, dwelling type and size; plot size etc. according to their income and personal requirements. The state has no place restricting the availability of certain types of housing (e.g. small affordable units), which in practice amounts to telling certain households what they should or should not buy. Also, by imposing size standards or housing mix on private housing sites, local authorities reduce the supply of housing, exclude some households from decent housing and worsen the affordability crisis. What history has demonstrated is that the more flexible housing is. The more likely it is to last. Over- designing houses today must not limit the flexibility of houses to meet tomorrow’s needs. 

However, if the local authority planning departments are to become involved, which seems inevitable, it would seem sensible to adopt a flexible approach which could be applied by all developers. Certain schemes such as identifying particular percentages of units within size and characteristic brackets, which achieve a sustainable marketable mix for a site have already been used in the region.   

5.13 Developing thresholds to deliver the requirement to provide affordable units

The HBF recommends a flexible approach to determining thresholds to deliver the requirement to provide affordable units. In seeking to determine what is an appropriate policy approach to securing affordable housing provision, consideration has to be given to the effects on overall housing supply. Particularly the viability of development sites which is a key theme of PPS3.

5.14 Developing targets to identify the proportion of affordable housing units required

The HBF believes that the proportion of affordable housing units should be determined on a site by site basis. The issue of affordable housing cannot be divorced from consideration of the issue of overall supply. If housing requirements are set at rates lower than the need and demand for new housing then it should not be a surprise to anyone that the affordability of housing in relation to local incomes is worsening. 

The HBF objects to the blanket approach proposed in Option 2(d). The provision of affordable housing in respect of any site must be related to the requirements of the area in which the site is located and therefore we question the proposal that the Council reserves the right to make provision anywhere in the district as this would equate to what is effectively a tax on development rather than meeting a particular housing need as defined in Government Guidance on the provision of Planning Gain.

5.16 Identifying the location of provision

The HBF supports Option 2(j) as it may not always be appropriate to provide affordable housing onsite. 

5.23 Determining the type of development that the local targets are applicable to

The HBF supports Option 2(c) as provision for open space and recreation facilities should not be required purely for residential development, but other developments should have to provide it as well. 

5.24 Determining the thresholds to trigger provision

The HBF is concerned that these options do not take into account Circular 05/05 which emphasises that developer contributions must only be proportional to the impacts the development will cause on the local area. Specifically the HBF objects to a blanket approach set out in both Options 2 d and e. Such a requirement may result in the development being unviable.  Overall, the HBF is concerned about the blanket approach.  All sites should be judged on the their merits and the evident need and the available facilities in the area.

5.25 Identifying the delivery mechanisms

The HBF objects to Option 4(h) that requires developers to maintain facilities in perpetuity. Paragraph B19 of Circular 5/05 states that “as a general rule, however, where an asset is intended for wider public use, the costs of subsequent maintenance and other recurrent expenditure associated with the developer’s contribution should normally be borne by the body or authority in which the asset is to be vested. Where contributions to the initial support (“pump priming”) of new facilities are necessary, these should reflect the time lag between the provision of the new facility and its inclusion in public sector funding streams, or its ability to recover its own costs in the case of privately-run bus services, for example. Pump priming maintenance payments should be time-limited and not be required in perpetuity in planning obligations.”

Strategic Policy B: Delivering a Sequential Approach to Housing

Given the Government guidance set out in PPS3, the 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 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.

Although there is no actual acknowledgement that Greenfield development is both necessary and, in many circumstances, appropriate, PPS3 paragraph 65 suggests that, if performance of housing provision fails to meet trajectories or assumptions, planning authorities might have to update the quantity and mix of different categories of land within their housing land supply. 

Although PPS3 paragraph 67 suggests that LPA’s will be able to refuse the release of Greenfield sites in order to ensure that brownfield sites are brought forward for development this is only the case where they can show that they have taken steps to remove the obstacles to the brownfield land’s development. 
Equal consideration should be given to both Greenfield and brownfield and the merits of each should be taken into consideration i.e. certainty of delivery, sustainability.
Strategic Policy 3: Mitigating and adapting to climate change

The HBF considers that if the Council wishes to improve the environmental performance of new housing stock, it should do so by setting standards using the Code for Sustainable Homes. No separate provision for on site renewables on residential developments should be required as otherwise there is a danger that new technologies may be introduced prematurely to address locally imposed requirements rather than using nationally proven methods.
6.17 Residential Development Density

The HBF believes there should not be either a minimum or maximum amount of housing per square hectare. The housing mix should determine density based on topography, net developable area, space about dwelling standards/ stand off distances, buffer zones, landscaping tress, etc. Therefore, ideally densities should be determined on a site by site basis. Between the two options presented in this document the HBF would prefer Option 4(h) as there must be an allowance for some development at lower densities to enable the provision of a full range of housing.

Thank you again for giving the HBF the opportunity to comment. We trust you will take our comments into account 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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