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    10th January 2008

Dear Sir / Madam, 

CORE STRATEGY PREFERRED OPTIONS REPORT

Thank you for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on this draft document. 

HBF has a small number of comments to make on the document. These are set out on the attached pages in the order in which they appear in the document.

I trust that these comments will be taken on board prior to the document being submitted to Government. Either way I would like to be kept informed of progress on this document as it evolves.

Yours faithfully,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)

Policy / Paragraph No: Strategic Objectives (Page 12) & Preferred Option (Page 15)

Reason for Objection: It does not adequately reflect the recommendations of the South East Plan Panel’s Report.

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vii, ix

Change Sought: A more positive and proactive recognition of the need for future greenfield development and the need for a review of green belt boundaries.

Comment:

HBF’s main concern about the draft strategy relates to the main preferred option for future development in the district set out on page 15. Whilst the preceding pages refer to the Hub status conferred on the Tonbridge / Tunbridge Wells area by the South East Plan Panel, by some error, the document fails to reference the recommendation that this status should necessitate a small scale review of the Green Belt in order to accommodate the additional 1,000 houses the Panel allocated to the district.

HBF therefore objects to the Strategic Objectives; in particular the second bullet point, in that maintaining the general extent of the green belt does not accord with the SE Plan Panel’s recommendations (paragraph 26.78 of the report). For the same reason we object to the preferred spatial option which focuses almost all new development on the existing urban area. Adding a footnote to the text referring to the sequential approach is not considered an adequate response to the problem as it is already acknowledged that green field development (probably in the green belt) will be needed to ensure the housing requirement is met. This fact should be acknowledged at the outset and proper provision made in the core strategy for the green belt boundary review to occur and for broad locations of growth around the towns to be identified. Obviously these will subsequently be turned in to more detailed site allocations in future DPDs. But recognition of the need for green field and green belt development should be more openly acknowledged in this strategy than it is at present. The current stance is too reactive and ‘in denial’ of the real issue to be addressed. It should be replaced by a more positive and proactive approach underpinned by proper site assessment and detailed evidence.

Policy / Paragraph No: Core Policy 1

Reason for Objection: It does not adequately reflect the recommendations of the South East Plan Panel’s Report.

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vii, ix

Change Sought: Recognition in the policy of the need for future greenfield development and the need for a review of green belt boundaries.

Comment:

As above, this policy fails to recognise the undoubted need for development to be located not just in Tunbridge Wells but around it on greenfield sites and probably within the green belt.  This issue must be explicitly addressed in the policy.

Policy / Paragraph No: Core Policy 7

Reason for Objection: It does not adequately reflect the recommendations of the South East Plan Panel’s Report nor Government policy set out in PPS3

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vii, viii, ix

Change Sought: More numerical detail in the policy in terms of what comprises the housing requirement (at least 6,000 dwellings) and how this is anticipated to be met by the various sources of supply. Deletion of the reference to windfall allowances.  Inclusion of a new section of policy to deal with PMM. Deletion of criterion b) as it is not informed by a robust and credible evidence base. Inclusion of more detail of what the various site thresholds will be in different parts of the district. All of these changes are required to provide clarity and certainty in the policy which, as currently worded is very unclear, non-committal and unhelpful.

Comment:

In order that policy documents can be clearly understood and easily monitored and implemented this policy must set out what precisely is the housing target to be met. At present this is at least 6,000 dwellings over the 20 year period 2006-2026 and, more importantly, an annual target of at least 300 dwellings per year. The policy should set out how it is envisaged this requirement be met from the various sources of supply. No allowance should be made for windfalls as required by PPS3 as the council has not demonstrated any exceptional circumstances whereby these should be included.

The policy does not appear to be informed by a robust and credible evidence base in that the council has apparently not carried out a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA) as required by PPS3. Or, at least, it is not referred to in the document. This is of major concern to HBF as the council has been aware of the requirement to carry out an SHLAA for a considerable period of time and the practice guidance explaining how to carry out such a study has now been available for a number of months.

The council must be able to demonstrate that its strategy is realistic and deliverable and that the sites it relies on are able to demonstrate compliance with all of the other “....ables” set out at paragraphs 54, 56 and 57 of PPS3. While the detailed aspects of delivery are rightly a matter for the allocations DPD, delivery of sufficient sites for housing development is fundamental to the success (or otherwise) of the whole strategy. Therefore the council has to be able to demonstrate that its housing supply position is realistic and deliverable in general terms as a key foundation of the core strategy. In the absence of a SHLAA, it fails to do this so rendering the policy unsound.

Turning to affordable housing it is wholly unacceptable for the council to set a policy requirement first and only then, at some unspecified point in the future, provide the evidence in support of that policy. It is unacceptable for affordable housing policy to be based on out of date housing needs surveys. Therefore criterion b) should be deleted. The council should carry out a strategic housing market assessment in accordance with the Government’s practice guidance and with the full involvement of the house building industry and other developer and landowner representatives. Only once this has been done can consideration be given to setting policy targets which are more onerous than the strategic targets and Government policy. Either way, the precise detail of those targets and thresholds should be set out as policy in the core strategy.

Finally, as stated above, this policy is very vague and non-committal. It is particularly lacking in terms of any guidance on implementation and monitoring. In order to accord with PPS3, the policy must set out how it will be implemented and what monitoring and managing mechanisms are in place to ensure that the housing requirement is met. Put simply, it must address the issue of Plan Monitor Manage and it must provide some flexibility or contingency to deal with changing future circumstances.  As it stands, this policy fails as there is no clear mechanism for implementation and monitoring of housing delivery. There is no contingency to deal with any shortfalls or problems arising with any of the components of housing supply identified in Policy CP7. 

Relying on windfalls is not a contingency as it is a reactive rather than a proactive position. It would be unsound for the strategy to proceed to adoption in the absence of such a policy mechanism. The council’s approach would, therefore, also fail test ix.

Therefore, the core strategy must include a Plan Monitor Manage policy which explains how the release of sites will be managed over the course of the plan period taking into account the results of trajectory planning and the annual  monitoring reports and in order to ensure continuity of supply to meet annual requirements. Such a policy should be supported by text which explains how this will work in practice and must include a commitment to undertake, publish and consult on the results of annual monitoring. It should also provide details of how this will feed in to decisions regarding the need to release additional sites for development, should this prove necessary. 

Policy / Paragraph No: Core Policy 11

Reason for Objection: It does not adequately reflect the recommendations of the South East Plan Panel’s Report nor Government policy set out in PPS3

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vii, viii, ix

Change Sought: More explicit recognition of the need for green belt boundary review and the need for the preparatory work in support of any boundary review to be undertaken now and included in the core strategy rather than put off to some unspecified point in the future.

Comment:

It is clearly the case that the housing requirements will not be met without the identification and release of additional greenfield land and this is highly likely to necessitate the release of land from the green belt. That being the case (and as recognised by the SE Plan Panel) this matter must be planned for and addressed as part of this core strategy. To fail to do so would render the plan unsound in terms of the lack of contingency to ensure delivery of the housing requirement. 

The council seems intent of putting off the issue of green belt review and hoping the day will never arrive when this has to be addressed. That is neither a realistic, helpful or productive way forward. The same applies to the review of rural fringe sites as recommended by the previous local plan inquiry inspector. Preparation of a core strategy is not simply about rolling forward old land use planning policy from local plans. It is about reviewing existing policy from a broader, delivery-focussed spatial planning perspective. That is what this strategy largely fails to do. The strategy as a whole could not be considered sound unless this issue is addressed now as part of this core strategy.

Policy / Paragraph No: Core Policy 12

Reason for Objection: It is not in accordance with Government policy in PPS3 regarding windfall allowances.

Relevant PPS12 Test(s) of Soundness: iv, vii, viii, ix

Change Sought: Deletion of the second bullet point.

Comment:
See comments in response to Policy CP7
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