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Sent by email: localplanning@congleton.gov.uk
Congleton Borough Council

Local Planning and Economic Policy

FREEPOST NWW3124A

Sandbach
Cheshire
CW11 1BR
Dear Sir or Madam
Re: Congleton Borough Council Local Development Framework – Consultation on Core Strategy Issues and Options Paper

Thank you for consulting the HBF on the above document. Please find our comments below -

Core Strategy and Relationship with Site Allocations DPD
HBF has a general comment to make in terms of the relationship between the core strategy and the Site Allocations DPD, which we note has been consulted on to the Revised Preferred Options stage.  PPS12 paragraph 2.9 states the core strategy should normally be the first development plan document to be produced. The core strategy should set out the long term spatial vision for the authority’s area and the strategic policies required to deliver that vision.  In addition, it should set out broad locations for delivering the housing and other strategic development needs. HBF questions whether the spatial vision within the Core Strategy has in anyway been determined by previous work on the allocations document.
Evidence Base
The Core Strategy and its subsequent policies should be founded on a robust and credible evidence base, as advocated in PPS12.  The Issues and Options Consultation Paper refers to both the Urban Potential Study (2006) and the Housing Needs Survey (2004 and updated 2006). It is important to note that such surveys are now obsolete and the Government is to place increased emphasis on Strategic Housing Market Assessments and Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments.  The HBF is concerned that until this work is complete the present consultation document is not founded on a robust and credible evidence base.
Housing Location Options
HBF objects to this option given that it would involve following the approach of the Local Plan. The Local Plan was adopted in 2005 and, on the basis that it will have taken a significant period of time prior to this date to prepare; it will be seriously out of date. In addition, in the interests of supporting the new planning system it seems foolish to continue pursuing a plan based on the old system.

Housing Density Options

The HBF objects to the inclusion of a density requirement. Density should not be a driver of housing, but more an outcome. The overriding concern should be ensuring that what is proposed is the right scheme for the site. Prescriptive density requirements are not helpful, and will not help deliver the right types of development.

Housing Type Options

The policy objective should be to create mixed and balanced communities. That means providing a range of house types to meet the full range of housing need and demand. The nature of that need and demand in the context of the nature of the existing housing stock will only become apparent through the undertaking of a comprehensive housing market assessment.  Whilst not advocating a market free-for-all, house builders do know their markets and they should be allowed to reflect that to a significant degree in the products they deliver. If this is not the case it will adversely impact on overall housing supply and, again, that is not a sensible or sustainable way forward. 

Option 4 – Homes for Life

HBF is concerned about the option including reference to Lifetime Homes. Meeting the needs of an ageing population in a practical way is important and homebuilders wish to help with solutions. We cannot, however, look at the needs of the ageing in isolation from those of our customers as a whole. The needs of the elderly themselves also vary widely, and the universal application of the Lifetime Homes standard to all new homes would be at the same time a disproportionate and insufficiently targeted response. It is not a panacea. 
The critical issue facing people in the housing market today is affordability. Many young people are struggling to get on the property ladder. A disproportionate, one-size-fits-all approach to applying Lifetime Homes standards would adversely affect homebuilders' efforts to keep housing affordable and meet the needs of customers in younger age groups. 

Affordable Housing

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. 

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. Setting a higher percentage target or lower site size threshold is wholly counter productive if that target / threshold impacts on development viability and so prevents sites coming forward. Or, if achieving that target means compromising so heavily on other policy objectives and planning obligation requirements that the overall quality of development is adversely affected. 

Sustainable Development, Design & Climate Change 
HBF supports in principle Government’s policy to seek to improve the quality and energy performance of new housing development beyond levels set out in current building regulations. The industry is signed up to the principle of a ten year time frame to securing zero carbon development as set out in the current raft of consultation documents allied to PPS1. We consider this to be a very challenging target as it will require substantial changes in practices, techniques and procedures currently employed throughout the house building industry. Perhaps more importantly, however, it requires significant changes and 'up-skilling' in the supply industries and energy industries if new and emerging technologies are to be developed to such a degree that their reliability and quantity of supply can be guaranteed. This is far from being proven at present; hence the ten year timescale. Nonetheless we believe it to be an achievable challenge provided that the various stakeholders work in collaboration towards a single and clearly defined set of objectives.

While the industry is working towards integrating the Code for Sustainable Homes, Lifetime Homes and Building for Life criteria in their standard building practices, this is a gradual process, and we would be concerned if overly prescriptive and locally defined design standards obstructed housing delivery.

The housebuilding industry simply cannot operate effectively in a climate whereby each individual council has their own increasingly onerous and poorly justified policy, therefore the HBF would be concerned about the detailed content of policies relating to such matters and awaits further documents to supplement these general comments.
Planning Obligations

The HBF draws attention to the Circular 05/2005, paragraph B5, which sets out five tests which must be met by all local planning authorities in seeking planning obligations, which states ‘a planning obligation must be
(i) relevant to planning;

(ii) necessary to make the proposed development acceptable in planning terms;

(iii) directly related to the proposed development;

(iv) fairly and reasonably related in scale and kind to the proposed development; and

(v) reasonable in all other respects.’
Any obligation must meet these tests and any policy should be in accordance with this circular. However, a policy should not just replicate national guidance and should add a local elements that would justify the inclusion of such a policy.
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 sincerely

Gina Bourne

Regional Planner – Northern Region

Home Builders Federation
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