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Planning Policy Team
West Oxfordshire District Council
Elmfield Office
New Yatt Road
Witney OX28 1PB






12th May 2008

BY EMAIL ONLY
Dear Sir/Madam
WEST OXFORDSHIRE CORE STRATEGY: ISSUES & OPTIONS
Thank you for consulting with the Home Builders Federation and affording us the opportunity to comment on West Oxfordshire’s Core Strategy Issues & Options consultation.
Page 5
Although we recognise this is the early stages in the preparation of West Oxfordshire’s core strategy it is difficult to find a statement of the council’s emerging vision (to be tested). Is the vision statement the one contained at the foot of page five? This reads:

“West Oxfordshire: One of the best places to live, work and visit”

If this is the emerging vision, then we feel this is possibly too bland and could apply to any local authority anywhere in England. The statement communicates nothing about the place, what is distinctive about the area and how and where West Oxfordshire might (or might not for that matter) need to change in the next 20 years. For example, if the council’s overall vision for the area is a conservative one (in a protectionist/environmental sense), involving indigenous but not higher economic growth and providing homes sufficient to meet existing need but not to exceed this (which would be the corollary of higher growth), then the council should be bolder and articulate this vision more clearly. It can then test this vision as part of the consultation process. We would therefore expect to see a more defined and committed vision included in the Preferred Options part of the consultation. 
Page 8
We note with interest the statistic on page 8 that 10% of West Oxfordshire’s residents already work from home. This suggests that a housing policy which identifies more small sites in the outer-lying rural villages may be a more sustainable option than the council otherwise imagines. There may be greater, unmet demand for market housing in these remoter areas than the council has accounted for. With the on-going drift towards home-working and the desire for more people to adopt more flexible working arrangements, this would not necessarily be an unsustainable policy and might help to reduce commuter travel. It may also encourage the growth of tele-cottaging and help small businesses to flourish thereby supporting the council’s observation on page 20 that the area has above average levels of entrepreneurial activity. Presumably greater entrepreneurial activity is something the council wishes to support? 
At the same time, such a policy could also help to provide much needed affordable housing for local residents allowing them to remain in the area. This would also have the added benefit of helping to sustain local services. The need for affordable housing in rural settlements and actions to sustain rural services were twin concerns expressed by respondents in the consultation on the council’s Sustainable Community Strategy as spelt out on page five of this document. 

In short, we are not convinced that the council has assembled an adequate case yet to justify its wish to confine development within the main service centres and ignore the potential sustainable development benefits of providing more housing and employment sites in the outer-lying villages. On the basis of the information presented in this document and the findings of the supporting Sustainable Community Strategy we believe that this section is at risk of failing PPS12 test of soundness vii. 
Delivering sustainable communities
Page 9

We would recommend that the council takes more proactive action through its SHLAA (see our comments on this document submitted separately) to identify sites in its smaller settlements rather than simply relying on these coming forward as windfalls at some unspecified point in the future. A survey of sites in the villages as part of the SHLAA may not only suggest housing sites but may also suggest new growth opportunities.
Page 10: Table A

We note the considerable shortfall in identified provision of housing – over half West Oxfordshire’s target. We anticipate that this will be resolved by the forthcoming SHLAA. As the council acknowledges, failure to address this question carries with it the risk that the core strategy will be declared unsound.  
Page 10: Broad options for distribution of growth

In principle we support the council’s approach of prioritising development in and around the main service centres connecting at Witney, Carterton and Chipping Norton but the council should also plan to accommodate people’s aspirations to live in other parts of West Oxfordshire and the potential this has to stimulate economic activity, employment and sustain local services in these areas (see comments on page 8 above). We would, therefore, tend to favour the third option: a strong focus on Witney, Carterton and Chipping Norton but allowing some scope for development in the smaller settlements. 
Whichever option is ultimately chosen, the council will need to demonstrate that there is available a portfolio of sites in a variety of locations and of differing size and type to provide flexibility to respond to changing market circumstances and demand (and need) and to provide certainty that the housing target will be met. We are concerned that the ‘all eggs in one basket’ approach of the council’s preferred option, when allied with a high allowance for unidentified windfalls, provides neither this flexibility nor this guarantee of delivery
Page 17: More dispersed development
We would question the veracity of some of the factors listed by the council that it feels could militate against a more dispersed approach. Contrary to the arguments put forward by the council we would argue that:

· the situation of villages within AONBs or conservation area designations should not preclude some development especially if this is sensitively planned and executed;

· the creation of larger and more diverse communities in these villages will help generate the public and private financial investment necessary to support the provision of the transport network and services;
· providing homes in the outer-lying villages will not reduce the amount of affordable housing in the main centres (since this will be based on a proportion, possibly 25%, of total units being made affordable) but it will increase the amount of affordable housing in the villages, thereby helping to deliver sustainable and mixed communities; 
· contrary to what the council states, planning policy does not oppose development in smaller settlements. It prioritises as far as possible development on previously developed land, and therefore, this will tend to mean the concentration of development within existing urban areas where brownfield sites are more numerous. But equally many smaller settlements and villages have brownfield sites and the development of these would be desirable to help deliver sustainable and mixed communities in accordance with PPS1.
Page 18: Local housing market
We note that the council is considering setting the percentage of affordable housing at 25%. We would remind the council that the real target must be to increase the overall volume of housing production because more affordable housing can be secured by this means. More affordable housing can be secured on the basis that a fixed percentage of a higher number produces more affordable housing than the same fixed percentage on a lower number. 
By contrast, increasing the target percentage will only serve to reduce the supply of market housing. This in turn creates a scarcity of that product, thereby pushing up the price. This will have a dual effect: it will increase the pressure on affordable housing, especially intermediate housing products, but it will also hit hardest those on modest incomes who are ineligible for affordable housing. It is a vicious circle which illustrates that affordable housing targets are only addressing the symptom rather than the cause of the problem which is our failure as a society to build enough homes. If the supply/demand imbalance is not addressed, the affordable housing problem will only get worse, regardless of how high the percentage target is set or how low site thresholds go.
In principle while we would not object to the proposed new target of 25%, any target must have regard for local market conditions and development viability. Whatever approach to securing affordable housing the council finally chooses to adopt, this must be based on robust and credible evidence in the form of a SHMA and this must take into account the viability impacts of whatever targets it proposes and consider the impact against other policy requirements such as planning obligations, infrastructure needs and carbon reduction targets. 
Page 18: Questions
It would be unrealistic for the council to adopt a policy that would allow only affordable housing to be built in villages. If delivered by a private developer, the cost of providing affordable housing is effectively subsidised from the sale of market units. Equally, it is becoming less and less common for RSLs to build only affordable housing today. Increasingly RSLs are in the business of providing market housing as well – a shift which is necessary to subsidise the rest of the RSL’s operation but also to help deliver mixed and sustainable communities. 
How much new land should be provided for businesses?
Page 21: Questions
We would support the provision of small employment sites in the smaller villages to facilitate rural diversification since such a policy is likely to support higher levels of economic growth in West Oxfordshire. In turn this would help provide more revenue for infrastructure investment, for investment in protecting and enhancing the natural and built environment, and for housing. 
Protecting our environment and reducing the impact of climate change

Page 26: Questions
There is something troubling in the council’s suggestion that new development should be singled out to mitigate for its impact on the natural environment, while sparing existing residents and development. If meeting the cost of these requirements cannot be deducted from the price paid for the land, then housing development could either be rendered unviable or the cost of these mitigation measures will have to be passed onto the purchasers of new homes – invariably first-time buyers – making housing that much more unaffordable for them. Surely the most equitable solution would be to pay for such measures through local and national taxation so that everyone pays? 
Alternatively, the council may wish to review its list of s106 demands. If protecting the natural environment and securing affordable housing emerge as its top priorities, it may wish to adjust the amount of money sought to pay for other things such as education, health, higher standards of sustainable design and construction, play-space and green-space etc. 
Sustainable design and construction
Page 20: Question
The council asks whether it should stipulate higher standards of sustainable design and construction ahead of those proposed by Government. The council will be aware that the Code for Sustainable Homes already sets out quite stringent requirements for building performance introduced through the Building Regulations. The Government has agreed a stepped timetable with the housebuilding industry that includes all new homes achieving Code level 3 from 2010, Code level 4 by 2013 and Code level 6 (zero carbon) by 2016. Little is to be gained, therefore, by trying to force the pace of change. Insisting on higher standards now, before the housing industry has sorted out its lengthy product development and supply chain (vital if the housebuilding industry is to achieve the required economies of scale necessary in a highly competitive land market) is likely to have a negative impact upon development viability. Insisting on higher standards now could risk viability and in turn jeopardise housing delivery. 
Decentralised, renewable and low-carbon energy generation
Page 28

We would support the identification of specific areas in West Oxfordshire for decentralised energy provision. This would allow developers to estimate in advance the likely costs associated with integrating such provision in development or the cost of any associated s106 obligation. A fixed target should not be adopted. Instead the emphasis should be on identifying the most effective form of renewable energy generation in any given locality (e.g. wind turbines are generally ineffective in urban areas) and consideration given to the future maintenance and repair costs and the cost for the residents.
Our members (private developers and RSLs) are becoming increasingly anxious about the effectiveness of some forms of renewable energy generation as well as the cost of the repair and maintenance arrangements required to keep this equipment functioning and the implication this has for residents in the form of higher service charges. We would ask the council to not only consider the impact that any decentralised energy policy may have on development viability but also to consider the question of affordability for future residents: it is still far from certain whether the putative savings in energy bills will offset the costs of operating, maintaining and repairing decentralised energy systems. 
I hope you have found these comments useful. We would welcome continuing the dialogue with the council and look forward to participating in future consultations on the emerging core strategy.
Yours faithfully
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Pete Errington

Homes Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East and London) 

Home Builders Federation

4 Orchards Way, Highfield, Southampton. SO17 1RD

T: 023 8067 1030 email: pete.errington@hbf.co.uk
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