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Ms Evie Bissell

Policy & Design

London Borough of 

Richmond upon Thames

Civic Centre

44 York Street

Twickenham

TW1 3BZ






1st May 2008

BY EMAIL ONLY

Dear Ms Bissell

RICHMOND UPON THAMES: CORE STRATEGY SUBMISSION VERSION

Thank you for consulting with the Home Builders Federation (HBF).
Generally we feel this is a good document containing a clear vision which prioritises development in Richmond’s five main town centres supported by a sensible and balanced approach to ensuring development is viable and properly planned across the borough. Nevertheless we do have some serious concerns about aspects of this document, particularly its 15 year housing trajectory and how this has been assembled. This in turn raises some serious questions about the feasibility of parts of the overall vision and the degree of weight which is accorded to protecting the existing townscape and interpretation of what might constitute harm to this. 

Detailed comments follow which correspond to each paragraph. 
4.1.12
The acknowledgement that housing undersupply exacerbates affordability and crowding is a welcome one, but affordability impacts upon all those seeking entry into the housing market, not just those designated as ‘key workers’. Rather than rationing housing supply between the ‘deserving’ and ‘non-deserving’ sections of the public. The truly equitable approach would be for the council to plan to meet all housing requirements – aspirations as well absolute need. 
4.2.2
The list of research and evidence compiled to support the preparation of the emerging core strategy is commendable and fairly comprehensive but we note the absence of a Strategic Housing Market Assessment. As the council is no doubt aware, Housing Needs Assessments are now obsolete and have been replaced by the Strategic Housing Market Assessment – a planning tool which is designed to assess the aspirations of new residents wishing to move into the borough as much as measuring the absolute housing need of existing residents. Accounting for aspiration is an important consideration within a borough such as Richmond which benefits from very good amenities which others would like to share.
We feel that the council could have done more to reflect and respond to market signals which will include the desire and aspiration for many more new residents to move into Richmond by providing low-cost market housing. We therefore have some concern about the adequacy of the housing figures agreed upon between the GLA and the borough and whether this is an accurate reflection of need and demand. While this would not be enough to render the strategy unsound we would urge the borough to cooperate with the GLA in its work on a London-wide SHMA and for Richmond to take note of its results. It may also want to supplement this higher level study by participating in a South-West sub-regional study. This commitment should be reflected in the core strategy and the document updated to reflect the evidence of the GLA study once the results are available. 
6.2.2
We note the stated intention to protect industrial and employment land. Regard should be had for the Mayor’s recent draft Industrial Capacity SPG. The HBF supports the approach outlined in the SPG which allows for the release of surplus industrial land, where the evidence supports this, in support of other strategic objectives particularly housing delivery and mixed use developments. While we note that Richmond is marked as one of those boroughs where only a ‘restricted’ transfer of land from former industrial use and into residential is feasible, evidence is nevertheless necessary to demonstrate why a site must be retained in either employment or industrial use. 

The Core Strategy should be amended in the light of the Mayor’s SPG to reflect the need to provide evidence to demonstrate that retention for industrial use is still required. This is necessary to ensure the document complies with PPS12 test of soundness iv. 

Spatial distribution of development

We feel this section of the document fails PPS12 tests of soundness iv and vii, viii and ix
The HBF has its greatest reservations regarding this section of the strategy and the associated housing trajectory presented in the form of the table entitled “Future estimated increases in residential units”. While we do not dispute the spatial emphasis on focusing development within the five main town centres (though alternative options should be considered. See more below) we would question the yields anticipated and the veracity of the evidence used to calculate these yields. 

Housing trajectory and the Local housing Availability Assessment 
Our first observation is that the accompanying Local Housing Availability Assessment is clearly not a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment which PPS3 requires as necessary to ensure a flexible and responsive supply of land. Many of the sites listed in the aforementioned trajectory and the accompanying Local Housing Availability Assessment do not yet have planning permission and the housing yields expected to come from these sites have not, to the best of our knowledge, been calculated as a result of a dialogue with developers and landowners. As PPS3 paragraph 38 states:

“Local Planning Authorities will be responsible for determining, in consultation with developers, infrastructure providers and the wider community, the most appropriate strategy and policies for addressing current and future need and demand for housing in their local areas...” 

The partnership approach is an important feature of the SHLAA process and as the CLG SHLAA practice guidance makes clear on page 7, housebuilders are key to the survey and assessment process. Housebuilders must be involved in assessing the deliverability and developability of the identified sites, but as far as we can establish, housebuilders have not, yet, been involved in assessing the yields of the sites the council has identified. 

We are aware of the joint statement issued by the GOL and GLA relinquishing London boroughs from the requirement to carry out SHLAAs and instead advising them to await the results of the London-wide study and then update their core strategies accordingly. Although we are currently challenging this approach – since we feel that borough SHLAAs provide an essential element of rigour to the preparation of core strategies – this does not obviate the need for councils to ensure that their 10-year housing trajectories are made up of specific and identified sites against which realistic assessments have been made as to how many homes can be delivered on those sites. We accept that this can never be an exact science, but a council’s assessment of yield must be tempered by the practical experience of builders, a landowner’s expectations for his/her site, as well as the knowledge of any infrastructure constraints that utility or service providers might bring to bear on the assessment of the site. The council should also consider the townscape and heritage constraints.  
Small sites and Windfalls
7.1.14

The council has a housebuilding target of 2,700 homes, yet 1,700 of these are expected to be delivered from small sites as yet unidentified (as the council states in a note to the housing trajectory table these are “locations not yet known”). 
The HBF feels it is wrong to allow such a large “windfall” allowance especially within the first 10 years of the plan (since to all intents and purposes this is what “small unidentified sites” amount to). This is contrary to PPS3 paragraph 59 which requires “robust evidence of genuine local circumstances” before permitting windfall allowances. Little evidence has been provided in the strategy to show why sites have not come forward, but the assertion is frequently made in the document that the extent of protectionist designations in the borough inhibits the supply of housing sites. 
Given that much of the borough – some 80% - is covered by one form of designation or another - we would have expected to have seen more pro-active work on the part of the council as part of its Local Housing Availability Assessment to identify housing sites within these designated or constrained areas. This is necessary to properly test the strategy and its ability to deliver the 2,700 homes identified by the GLA as the borough’s housing target (informed by the 2004 Housing Capacity Study). It begs the question that if so much of Richmond’s housing target depends on unidentified sites coming forward, then why was it set this target in the first place by the GLA? If it is not feasible to achieve this target because of the various designation constraints, then the housing target will need to be adjusted downwards to reflect this. However, since the housing target was fixed in agreement between Richmond and the GLA there clearly must have been some expectation at the time that a target of 2,700 net additions by 2016 was reasonable and achievable. 
Therefore we feel the council should to do more work to identify sites and to deploy its design and conservation expertise to help overcome any development barriers. It could do this by a number of possible mechanisms: by preparing design codes, issuing local development orders or pre-approved housing typologies – all of which could show how housing can be made acceptable in conservation areas, while avoiding the high costs associated with either heavily prescriptive design guidance or the application of overly subjective assessment criteria that will make development unviable (see also our comments below on design and protecting local character). Under the circumstances, we feel that this section of the document fails PPS12 test of soundness vii since its housing trajectory has not been based on a sound and robust evidence base but also test viii because without an adequate supply of identified sites this casts doubt on the ability of the council to implement its housing delivery strategy. 
Contingency arrangements and spatial alternatives?
Our other concern with the approach outlined in this section is that there are no alternative arrangements proposed should this strategy fail and the sites indentified not materialise or deliver-up the number of homes anticipated in the town centres where growth will be prioritised.  PPS3 paragraph 62 makes clear that development plan documents should allow for alternative scenarios and different delivery options “in the event that actual housing delivery does not occur at the rate expected.”
Relying on too many proposal sites that do not have planning permission nor have been appraised in discussion with developers, in combination with a steep windfall allowance, carries with it the risk that the housing strategy could fail if unexpected problems are encountered on the proposal sites. The council has not scoped out an alternative delivery strategy based upon identifying small sites outside the five town centres. Under the circumstances, we feel that this section of the document fails PPS12 test of soundness ix. 
Meeting People’s Needs
7.3.1

We note the wish to achieve more family-sized housing while maintaining levels of affordability. In reality, however, the document needs to include some explicit recognition that this is only likely to be achieved by adjusting the extent of the total planning obligations burden. Larger homes will use more space and therefore other requirements such as the provision of additional play-space, allotments and parks etc may have to be adjusted downwards accordingly. 
Section 8: Costs and Viability
We welcome most of this section which has clearly been prepared in response to earlier representations in the consultation process. The financial viability of a development is an important consideration. We note the useful accompanying report prepared by Christopher Marsh & Co Ltd which investigates the viability of affordable housing targets and planning obligations tariffs. While it concludes that these should, in most circumstances, be viable in development terms (that the value of the product on the open market is not exceeded by the total cost of developing the site after factoring in the cost of affordable housing and other planning obligations) the consultant also cautions against the inflexible application of such policies. This is sensible. 
While we do not dispute many of the findings of this report, which concludes that there should be a firm presumption that 50% affordable housing and planning obligations up to a certain sum can be achieved across the borough, we would caution against too great a reliance on average residential sales values as a basis of calculation (although we also welcome the acknowledgement in the document that exceptional site costs might arise which may render these general targets unviable). Actual values on a site in question, allocated in the development plan for residential development, are likely to be a more important determinant of viability when balanced against other conditions of planning permission and s106 demands. Nevertheless, the targets and policies must be subject to monitoring in case these are found to be inhibiting housing delivery. 
9.1.2 CP2 Reducing Carbon Emissions

We are becoming increasingly anxious about the costs associated with providing decentralised energy, not only the developers initial capital outlay, but the cost to new purchasers (including already stretched first-time buyers who will have to absorb these extra costs through higher housing prices) and the cost implications for occupants of all tenures of rising service charges necessary to operate, maintain and repair such plant. The impact of such policies should be monitored to ensure they are not having an impact on both market and social housing affordability.
9.1.3.3
This paragraph states that developments should ensure that flood-risk management measures are adequately funded, but in the table at 9.1.3.10 it then states “no new development in areas of flood risk”. We are confused. Is the council proposing to refuse development in areas of flood-risk? Is this reflected in its proposals for concentrating its development in its five town centres? Will it make sure that its housing trajectory does not include sites in flood-risk areas? We would welcome clarification otherwise this policy is incoherent and would fail PPS12 soundness test vi. 
9.2: Protecting local character
We see no reason why many conservation areas cannot accommodate some development (see for example PPG15, paragraph 4.16 which states: “While conservation (whether by preservation or enhancement) of their character or appearance must be a major consideration, this cannot realistically take the form of preventing all new development) and benefit from the injection of a degree of variety and interest (see also English Heritage’s recent guidance note on conservation areas). This would not only help to create more sustainable and mixed communities, but such schemes could help to ‘enhance’ the quality of conservation areas by allowing them to evolve architecturally, rather than being frozen-in-time. Development in some conservation areas would also help to disperse the pressure on services and open space in the five town centres, extend access to the better amenities that might be available in these areas, and possibly help create more mixed communities. 

Nevertheless, development in conservation areas is fraught with difficulties and tends to be avoided by developers. We must also remember that areas adjacent to conservation areas are also subject to tighter development control. This will make housing development exceedingly difficult. 
This then begs a serious question regarding the fundamental soundness of this part of the strategy and its ability to deliver its housing targets. Given the character of this borough and the extent of its conservation area designations (some 70% of the land area) many housing sites will have to come forward within the boundaries of these areas. Despite this fact, no assessment seems to have been carried out regarding the feasibility of this or what can be done to help facilitate residential development in these areas. Work is necessary to both identify specific sites and plans are made to remove obstacles to development (this might include, for example, a greater commitment on the part of the borough to work with developers to work-up schemes that are considered to be in character with, or complement, the local townscape. As mentioned previously, this might be achieved by exploring design coding or type pre-approvals). 

Conversely, if as the Council stresses throughout this document, that its ability to accommodate new housing is severely constrained by the extent of these designations, then the question arises why the Mayor set this housing target if there is little prospect of it being achieved? If the 2004 Housing Capacity Study allowed for 1,700 homes to be built on non-identified small sites, but the council is now suggesting that it cannot reasonably guarantee the delivery of these homes, then this suggests that the basis for this target is flawed. Or else that the council is not doing enough to identify specific, suitable sites within its small sites allocation and then considering what actions are necessary in terms of townscape advice/design coding to smooth the way to making development acceptable (preserving and enhancing the area). 

If it is unlikely that 1,700 homes from windfalls will materialise during the plan period then the strategy is unsound according to PPS12 tests vii, viii and ix. It is essential therefore that the council identifies more housing sites, and if these are within or adjacent to conservation areas, the council must show how development can be made acceptable. 
9.2.4: Open Land and Parks

10.B

Is it really feasible in the light of our comments above to designate more areas of the borough as open land or townscape importance (although these are non-statutory designations) without jeopardising housing supply? Surely it is of greater social importance to increase the number of homes in Richmond? They might make the borough a more attractive place to live (see para. 9.2.4.3) but it may make housing unaffordable for new residents and force many existing residents to look much further afield to meet their housing needs. 

Housing
14.A
We note that the housing trajectory is largely compiled of indicative figures for the period 2007 to 2017. The accompanying Local Housing Availability Assessment (note: this is not a land availability assessment) shows that while current planning permissions and near completions should deliver 913 units by 2012, the remaining houses are expected to come forward from non-identified sites, or else the council has estimated yields from sites included in the council’s site proposals inventory. Calculations of site yields and discussions regarding the developability of sites needs to be done in conjunction with developers and landowners and this is essential to inject some rigour into the council’s housing delivery strategy. We would therefore strongly urge the council to work more closely with developers and landowners to prepare a SHLAA in accordance with PPS3 and Government guidance. 

The council also needs to consider contingency arrangements should development in its preferred locations and sites not proceed as anticipated. To do so it needs a database of identified sites in the form of a SHLAA (either the forthcoming GLA London-wide study or Richmond’s own assessment) to ensure housing delivery can be maintained during the plan period and to respond to unexpected difficulties. For example, in the context of the current market difficulties, some regeneration schemes delivering a mix of affordable and lower-cost market housing may falter (as sales slow-down) but there may be growing, unmet, demand for more expensive, niche housing, on small sites outside the five town centres. This is another reason for our previous comments made above about the need to identify sites outside the town centres and most likely within Richmond’s many conservation areas, contrary to the council’s pessimistic statement in 9.3.2.7. 
To summarise: we fear that to fail to prepare a proper 10 and 15 year housing trajectory in accordance with PPS3, based on data from a SHLAA undertaken in collaboration with housebuilders and other stakeholders will render this strategy unsound according to PPS12 tests vii and ix. 
9.3.2.14: Housing standards
Housing affordability is inextricably linked to supply. We are therefore concerned that supply might be constrained by demanding that developers meet with high design standards and demanding s106 obligations and this may not help to make housing any more affordable in Richmond and is likely to make the provision of low-cost market and affordable housing untenable. 

The priority for the Council, therefore, must be to increase housing supply across the borough since this at the very least would help to meet the needs of some households and possibly help ease the pressure on social and rental housing. This should be the Council’s housing priority. 

While good design is supported by PPS1 and PPS3, overly prescriptive design policies would be contrary to guidance in PPS1 paragraph 38 which states that:

“Design policies should avoid unnecessary prescription or detail and should concentrate on guiding the overall scale, density, massing, height, landscape, layout and access of new development in relation to neighbouring buildings...Local planning authorities should not attempt to impose architectural styles or particular tastes...It is, however, proper to seek to promote or reinforce local distinctiveness particularly where this is supported by clear plan policies or supplementary planning documents on design.”

This policy would be contrary to PPS12 test of soundness iv. 

I would also remind you that PPS3 only allows LPAs to determine the type and mix of social housing and not the size and type of the market element. 

Lifetime Homes

In line with the London Plan, the council proposes that all new build homes will be constructed to the Lifetime Homes standard. Lifetime Homes is not mandatory and cannot be enforced yet we would urge the council to reflect on the impact this will have on development viability and, correspondingly, to reduce the burden of other s106 demands in order to allow developers to meet this standard if this is deemed a council priority. 

Such a policy is inconsistent with national policy and is therefore contrary to PPS12 test of soundness iv and should be deleted.

I hope these comments are useful. 

Yours sincerely
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James Stevens

Regional Planner for London
Email: james.stevens@hbf.co.uk
Tel: 0207 960 1623

Home Builders Federation

1st Floor, Byron House, 7-9 St James’s Street, London, SW1A 1DW

T: 0207 960 1600 F: 0207 960 1601 E: info@hbf.co.uk   www.hbf.co.uk


