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7th March 2008

Dear Sir/Madam, 

CORE STRATEGY ISSUES & OPTIONS

Introduction

Thank you for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of influencing the early drafting of your council’s LDF. Clearly, it is difficult to make any substantive comment on what may emerge in the LDF at some point in the future given this early stage in the process. However, what follows at least sets down a few markers. Clearly, given competing Member interests HBF is unable to comment on issues related to the delivery of the SDA, nor some of the other locational development options, proposals for which form the bulk of this document. However, we do have a few brief comments on other sections of the document.
Spatial Vision / Objectives

Given the importance of housing delivery to the overall strategy (not least in view of the development of the SDA and all that comes along with it in terms of infrastructure provision) HBF’s view is that there should be an equivalent to Objective 2 for residential development. Fareham is expected to facilitate the delivery of not only sufficient housing to meet its own Borough’s needs but also to meet the wider sub-regional / regional need in the form of the SDA. The SDA will comprise around 10,000 houses which will be accompanied by associated leisure, recreation, employment development and supporting infrastructure. Without residential development, none of this would happen. Residential development is the key plank under-pinning the whole strategy and its importance as such should be explicitly recognised.

Strategic Gaps – Option 1f
HBF supports  Option 1f. As the South East Plan EIP Panel correctly identify the Gap concept has been mis-used in the past across the region as an additional tool in the armoury of the NIMBY brigade. They have used it not just to prevent the coalescence of settlements but as seeking to add weight to other countryside policy. Gap objectives can be achieved more than satisfactorily through other policy tools at the council’s disposal. There is no need for this additional layer of designation.
Live-work units / adaptable home spaces – Option 3f
HBF would be happy for the core strategy to encourage the development of more adaptable home spaces but it should not go so far as to require them. Nor should it go so far as to seek to dictate or prescribe internal space dimensions as these are matters beyond the remit of the town and country planning system. Aspects of it are also already more than adequately covered by the provisions of other legislative regimes. HBF comments further on this in the section on the Code for Sustainable Homes below.

Housing Supply – Option 5a
The council claims at paragraph 2.5.4 to have carried out a provisional SHLAA. This came as a surprise to HBF as all of the practice guidance on the undertaking of SHLAAs emphasises the close and early involvement of key stakeholders such as the house building industry. HBF is not aware that there has been any consultation or other involvement of the house building industry in the SHLAA and on that basis considers that the document in its current form could not, at this stage, be considered robust or credible evidence meaning that any policies derived from it should be declared unsound.

Clearly it is early days and there is opportunity for this collaborative work to take place in the coming months. However we raise it now as it has a bearing on the robustness or otherwise of the council’s housing trajectory and housing supply analysis. Not least in that the “sites without planning permission identified in the SHLAA” component – which comprises over one-quarter of the total supply – has not been independently tested or externally validated or scrutinised. It therefore calls in to question the extent to which this element can be relied upon which, in turn, has a significant bearing on whether or not the council is likely to be able to meet its housing requirements (certainly in view of our comments on the ‘windfalls’ issue which follow). At the very least it calls in to question whether or not the council actually has a !0% over-supply against the SE Plan requirement as suggested at question 5a.
Windfalls – Options 5b, c & d

PPS3 and the good practice guidance on carrying out SHLAAs is extremely clear and unequivocal on how the matter of windfalls should be treated. They should not be counted in housing supply trajectories, certainly not in the first 10 years, unless the council is able to provide robust evidence of genuine local circumstances which prevent the identification of specific sites. Given that the council claims to have already carried out a SHLAA (our comments above notwithstanding) clearly these genuine local circumstances do not exist as the council obviously has been able to identify specific sites. So no allowances should be made for windfalls, small or large.

We hope the council will be addressing these SHLAA issues in due course and would be happy to assist in any stakeholder engagement.

Plan Monitor Manage 

The comments on housing supply and windfalls above raise a further issue of whether or not the housing requirement is likely to be met, Given the council is assuming a 10% over-supply based on an untested and provisional SHLAA, if this is not the case then there is an omission from the housing section. Namely that there is no mention of a Plan Monitor Manage policy which would explain 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. In view of the uncertainty over the evidence base the core strategy should include such a policy and explanatory text which explains how this will work in practice. This 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. While the minute detail of this process could be set out in SPD, the policy trigger must be there in the core strategy.

Affordable Housing – Options 5g & h
It is difficult to make any substantive comment on this issue as HBF has not seen the evidence base on which any decision may be based. In general terms we welcome the ‘cascade’ approach to affordable housing provision of different percentage targets on different size of site. We consider that there needs to be sufficient flexibility built in to the policy to allow similar variation between different types of site (brownfield versus greenfield) as a reflection of the differing site development costs and levels of risk associated with those types of development. If the robust and credible evidence (in the form of a SHMA carried out in accordance with the Government’s practice guidance and with the full co-operation and involvement of local developers and landowners) suggests a lower threshold is necessary, clearly we would not object to that (subject to the above caveats). 
The key is that whatever policy is finally proposed should be informed by robust and credible evidence and that it does not prevent or act as a deterrent to new development coming forward. If a lower threshold is ultimately proposed then HBF would suggest that this should follow the cascade approach and provision should be at a lower level for the above reasons.

Either way, the robust evidence should include a viability assessment and that assessment should not consider the affordability of delivering different amounts of affordable housing in isolation. It should factor in the effects of other policy impositions such as delivering increasing levels of the Code for Sustainable Homes, the effects of any CIL or tariff and other s106 obligations.

Housing Mix – Option 5i

HBF has long criticised local authority policies on housing mix. Over-zealous intervention in the market through the planning system has largely been responsible for the change in the balance of development occurring across the south east in recent years to the extent that that balance itself is now drawing substantial criticism

PPS3, the regional assembly and even the recent panel’s report into the draft South East Plan all make it clear that it is not acceptable or helpful for local authorities to seek to dictate the size and type of housing provided by the private sector. 

They may seek to influence it through negotiation. They may seek to prescribe the mix of affordable housing where this is fully supported by robust and credible evidence. But they must not restrict the ability of developers to respond to the market. Continuing recent trends of building the very high levels of flatted development is neither sustainable nor desirable in the long term and does not create mixed and balanced communities. 

There are plenty of examples across the south east of large developments proceeding not containing a single house, or not comprising anything larger than a 3 bed dwelling or not being occupied by a single family. This is not creating mixed and balanced communities. It is building for a very limited market and ignoring the needs of the majority of households. What is required is, as PPS3 suggests, mixed and balanced communities and that means providing a range of accommodation consistent with what consumers (in the widest sense) need and want.   

Thus, in addressing this issue in the LDF the council should be guided by the results of its SHMA. It should seek to devise sensible policies in conjunction with house builders rather than seeking to impose requirements on them.

Code for Sustainable Homes – Options 8a, 10a & 10d
Government policy as set out in the C4SH imposes ever more stringent requirements to be introduced through Building Regulations whereby developers will be obliged to comply with the Code as of April this year, meet Code level 3 by 2010, Code level 4 by 2013 and full zero carbon Code level 6 by 2016. 
There is no evidence or justification for Fareham to impose a set of requirements through the planning system different to those set out in the Code which will operate through building regs. This will cause confusion and inconsistency and, as a result, is likely to be counter-productive.

It is worth pointing out that the house building industry is fully committed to complying with  the requirements of the Code and has signed up to Governments 2016 Commitment (something only a handful of local authorities have – and Fareham is not one of them). So we do not object to increasing regulatory burdens in this case. We merely require a consistent national approach and a level playing field to implement these new measures in a way which allows for the production of new technologies and for those technologies and practices to be properly tested prior to implementation. 

Conservation Areas – Option 9b

The conservation area designation covers a wide range of different built forms in different types of area and location. Conservation areas are designated more for their intrinsic and inherent value than their context or setting. Clearly there will be some conservation areas where preserving their setting is important. There will be others where it is not. Proposing a blanket policy which seeks to introduce a buffer round all conservation areas is excessive and unnecessary. Instead, the council should identify those where this is important and proposes specific buffers around those areas if that is demonstrated to be necessary. Alternative this whole proposal should be abandoned.

Aggregate Materials & Renewable Energy – Options 10b and 10c
On 10b, No. What evidence would be used to determine such a target and how would the planning system monitor and enforce any such requirements ? This is a matter for other licensing and legislative regimes, not the planning system.
The same applies to 10c in terms of the evidence used in justifying any higher target. There may be scope for examining the opportunity for different standards on the SDA given the scale of development proposed, the fact it is likely to be fairly self-contained and the possibility of additional costs being negotiated as part of the land purchase. Elsewhere, unless there is robust and credible evidence to justify it (and that evidence includes a viability assessment) no bespoke standards should be applied in Fareham.
I hope that you will find these comments helpful and that they will be taken on board when the council comes to draft policies for the local development framework / core strategy. I would, of course, be happy to discuss any of these matters with you further should you so wish. Otherwise I look forward to being kept informed of progress on the LDF preparation process as it goes through the statutory procedures.

Yours faithfully,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)
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