Castle Morpeth

Interim Affordable Housing Policy 

General 

The HBF is concerned about the manner in which the Council is seeking to impose this affordable housing policy. The Council has no statutory affordable housing policy in place and it has not progressed its Local Development Framework in order to put an alternative policy in place. You are in a policy vacuum and so there is no basis for this interim document, which must therefore be accorded very little, if any, weight. Even if you were claiming that this interim policy were a form of SPD, its lack of policy base and inadequate consultation mean it is seriously flawed as a basis for decision making. 

1. Define Affordable Housing
Q1.

The HBF believes that the Council should not exclude low cost housing from its definition of affordable housing and that the Council should be more flexible in their requirements. PPS3, paragraph 22 makes it clear that local authorities should only seek to influence the size and type of affordable housing required based on the findings of the strategic housing market assessment and other local evidence. Furthermore, low cost market housing should also be considered as part of the affordable housing requirement. This provides housing for those households at the lower end of the market who would otherwise be concealed or occupy a social rented or intermediate dwelling.  This should be offset against the affordable housing requirement. A narrow focus on largely public sector affordable housing provision ignores the contribution the private sector makes to meeting affordable housing demand, and tends to stifle private sector initiatives which can contribute towards meeting the Government’s housing objectives, as well as meeting the desire for home ownership among a large section of the population.

2. Set an overall target for the amount of affordable housing to be provided 

Q5.

The HBF questions the evidence base the target for 274 affordable units per year is formed from. The planning policy system clearly operates on the basis of policies being considered sound. Soundness is determined as a result of an independent examination against a background of a sound and robust evidence base. In this case the evidence base would be a Strategic Housing Market Assessment carried out in accordance with the Practice Guidance issued by the Government. However, you have no such evidence base and are relying on a Housing Needs Survey, which has not been tested or subject to stakeholder consultation. 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. PPS3 requires assessments to be evidence based and for local planning authorities to undertake regular and frequent monitoring.

The Housing Market Assessment is particularly important since, to a large extent, the achievement of the delivery of affordable housing is very much dependent on the delivery of market housing, as a large proportion of the annual supply of new affordable housing comes on the back of market housing, and is funded and delivered by the house building industry.

Q.6 

Whilst the HBF recognises that the Council is seeking to deliver a broad 50/50 split between socially rented and intermediate housing, it believes that the Council should be more flexible in their requirements. PPS3, paragraph 22 makes it clear that local authorities should only seek to influence the size and type of affordable housing required based on the findings of the strategic housing market assessment and other local evidence.

4. Specify the size and type of affordable housing 

Q.7

The HBF is opposed to the Council setting such prescriptive requirements for the property mix of affordable housing. This should be determined on a site by site basis depending on the availability or not of grant funding, negotiations with RSLs, current market conditions, and the nature and characteristics of each site. It is not for the Council to seek to dictate a precise mix for all housing developments. 

Q.8

The Council cannot set such a prescriptive policy. 

Q.9 

Whilst the HBF supports the principles of integration of affordable housing and ensuring that any affordable provision is tenure blind we have concerns in relation to the principle of true pepper potting which is now being discredited on a national basis. The HBF supports the view that the affordable housing provision should be provided in small clusters. Particularly as this is often easier for RSL management purposes and tailoring service charges according to differing incomes and needs. 

Q.10 

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”. It is good to see the government’s acknowledgement of the challenges facing the housing industry in meeting the needs of an ageing population. The private sector is responding to these demographic changes in a positive way, providing many new and innovative products. It will continue to do so. However, intervention and regulation from central government in this market is both unnecessary and unwarranted. 

Furthermore, the internal layout of buildings falls under the Building Regulations and therefore does not fall within the remit of the Town and Country Planning legislation. The HBF, therefore, very much objects to the imposition of any additional standards by local authorities seeking to control the internal space dimensions of new market housing. We would draw your attention to paragraph 30 of Planning Policy Statement 1 (PPS1), which states that:

“Design policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements, such as those set out in the Building Regulations for energy efficiency.”   


There are cost implications and the benefit to occupiers in certain types of development is questionable. Dwelling access arrangements are a Building Regulations matter, addressed under Part M: Access To and the Use of Buildings. It is our view that this more than adequately addresses issues of access.

5. Set the range of circumstances in which affordable housing will be required

Q.11

The HBF believes that it is inappropriate to lower the site threshold on the basis of the evidence base the Council is using. If the lower threshold is adopted as the threshold it will definitely result in fewer smaller sites being developed. This would in turn generate less affordable housing. 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. The Council has to consider a vital matter that, the very fact that thresholds are lowered is likely to reduce the supply of smaller sites coming to the market. Clearly any lower thresholds set will need to both comply with national guidance, and also be properly backed up by a sound evidence base.

Q. 12

Should more affordable housing be required, the selling price of the market housing will theoretically need to be increased in order to cover the costs of providing more as the developer gets the least returns from this affordable housing products. However, as you will be aware the sales price of new housing must also echo/reflect the second hand market price. Thus the only alternative is for a developer to try and reduce the land price (ie "the residual land price) which requires a landowner to accept a lower land price. Past experience shows that this will reduce the supply of suitable land onto the market (as evidenced when Development Land Tax was imposed) and hence reduce housing supply. This will ultimately widen the affordability gap.  Therefore, it is essential that an appropriate balance be struck in order to balance needs.

6. Set out the approach to seeking developer contributions 

Q. 13

National policy is that housing developments should be provided on site in most cases, but where it can be robustly justified, a financial contribution for off-site provision may be accepted as long as it contributes to the creation of mixed communities (PPS3 paragraph 29).

7. Rural exception site policy

Q. 14

The principle of affordable housing is supported. However, the Council should not look towards allocating specific sites for affordable housing as this is not in accordance with national or regional policy which seeks to build mixed communities in a range of geographical locations.
8. Monitoring the provision of affordable housing 

Q.15 

We strongly suggest that the Council should undertake detailed monitoring activities in order to determine the basis upon which the policy is being implemented and the effect the policy is having on development volumes. These will inform the Council whether affordable housing targets are appropriate or too ambitious and allow the Council to decipher whether

the policy is robust or in need revision.
