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22nd May 2008

Dear Sir/Madam, 

CORE STRATEGY – REVISED ISSUES & OPTIONS

Introduction

Thank you for consulting the Home Builders Federation (HBF) on your council’s revised core strategy issues and options document. 
HBF is a little confused about the purpose of the revised consultation given that many of the options (particularly on housing) are not really options and differ little from what was consulted on previously. Furthermore some options and questions are mutually exclusive whereas others provide long lists of options and alternatives where it is not possible to select just one, or two or even half a dozen. This makes it a very user-unfriendly document and one which will no doubt yield odd results when the responses are analysed. This will be because of the way in which the council asks the questions and has presented the options rather than being a true representation of what options stakeholders actually prefer. This is a shame. 
For that reason, in the main, our comments submitted previously in our letter of 24th March 2005 (albeit with some slight updates to take into account more recent policy guidance and legislation) still apply. The thrust of those comments certainly remain valid in the context of this revised issues & options consultation. Nonetheless, we set out our comments on the Issues of relevance to us below.

Housing Provision Issues Paper

Issue 1 – Housing Provision

Option 1C

As a minimum the strategy must make provision for the figure set out in the soon-to-be-published modifications to the South East Plan. Subsequently this will be superceded by the adopted Plan sometime in 2009 (hopefully!) and that will provide the minimum figure. HBF would certainly support any housing target higher than this baseline figure given the demand and need for new housing in the district and we would be happy to try to assist the council with its SHLAA. One point worth mentioning is that the strategy should not proceed to preferred options or submission (depending on what happens in respect of Government’s proposed changes to PPS12) until the SHLAA work is complete. The SHLAA is the single most important piece of evidence which is vital to justify any target and policy approach to housing delivery.

Issue 2- Plan Monitor Manage

Option 2A

Given that housing targets are now set, to all intents and purposes, as minima there can be no justification for seeking to refuse applications for housing development simply because targets have been exceeded. PPS3 also makes it clear that prematurity can no longer be used as an excuse; particularly in cases such as this where the council has been working on the LDF since before the legislation came in in 2004 and is still at issues and options stage. 

HBF will expect to see a PMM policy in the core strategy which sets out what monitoring will be undertaken by the council and what management action will be taken to guarantee that the housing target will be delivered. This should set out whatever contingency allocation may be necessary and also what action will be taken, by whom and by when to facilitate the release of additional sites should they be needed. Again, the detail on this will only become clear once the council has completed its SHLAA.

Issue 3 – Type of Site

The answer to this question is “all of the above”. The council will not meet its housing target from any single type of site and, in reality, sites in all manner of existing use, size and type will come forward and will be necessary to ensure that the housing target is met and that there is choice and variety in the housing market.

Issue 4 – Broad Locations
Again, it is impossible to express an informed view on this until such a time as the council has completed its SHLAA. The council must look to whatever locations are necessary to deliver sufficient identified and suitable, developable and deliverable sites to ensure the housing target will be met. The answer, as above, is that a combination of options will be required and it is somewhat misleading and unrealistic to separate these out as distinct options.

Issue 5 – Housing Type

Option 5A

PPS3, the regional assembly and the SE Plan Panel all make it clear that it is neither appropriate nor helpful for local planning authorities to dictate the mix of units, size and type of accommodation built on the market element of development sites. They may seek to influence the affordable housing mix where there is evidence to support such prescription in the form of an HMA and they may seek to negotiate with developers to provide certain types and size of unit but they cannot prescribe this market mix.

Issue 6 – Housing Size & Mix

Option 6A

Comments as Issue 5 above.

Issue 7 – Housing Density

Option 7A

Intervention in the operation of the market by local planning authorities since the introduction of PPG3 in 2000 has led to the unsatisfactory situation we are now in in terms of housing mix and density. Local authorities should learn from these mistakes and should not seek to interfere with things they do not properly understand or the situation will be repeated again in the future. Developers know what their customers want and are willing to buy and it is developers who are taking the financial and other risk should they read the market wrong. Local authorities have no financial stake in market development and should not, therefore, seek to affect the level of risk by prescribing density, size, type and mix of market development as this will more than likely have unintended consequences as was the case with PPG3.

Climate Change Issues Paper
Questions 1 & 2

These are mutually exclusive so it is odd to have them as two questions as if one answers positively to question 1 it implies a negative answer to question 2. Either way, HBF considers that the council should simply toe the Government policy line on climate change. Namely that there is national policy solution to this through the Code for Sustainable Homes. Developers will be legally obliged to comply with the ever tightening standards set out in the C4SH as they will be implemented through successive tightening of the building regulations. There is no need for any additional standards to be imposed through the planning system or for local authorities to try to ‘out-green’ each other by seeking to impose higher standards still or to advance the timescale by which the various Code levels should be met. Such actions are actually counterproductive as they lead to confusion, uncertainty and an adversarial approach to addressing the problem whereas this is one problem which should be addressed by all parties based on mutual understanding of each others’ positions. Only by approaching it in a consistent and co-ordinated way are the policy objectives of tackling the various elements of climate change likely to be achieved.

Issue 1 – Mitigation & Adaptation

Option 1K

Given that the national context is set through the C4SH as outlined above, the local authority does not have the legal powers to pursue many of the other options proposed. The Code will be mandatory and the LPAs role will be to negotiate the best solution to minimising CO2 emissions on individual sites within that national policy context.

Issue 2 - Flooding

Again, this is a strange set of options which makes it difficult for stakeholder to give any meaningful answers. In many ways, undertaking this second issues & options consultation is a step backwards as many of these matters were raised in the 2005 consultation and the answers to many of the questions requires stakeholders to state the obvious. Different policy solutions will be appropriate on different sites. The key is that the council does not seek to apply all of these options to each and every new development proposal.
The baseline should be Option 2A but other elements will be appropriate in individual cases. 

Just to make a point on SUDS, HBF and its member companies are keen supporters of the concept of sustainable urban drainage systems (SUDS) and seek to implement them wherever this is practicable. However, there is an acknowledged problem with SUDS, in that many water companies and local authorities refuse to adopt and take on responsibility for future management and operation of SUDS in new developments. 
Given this reluctance on the part of the local water companies to acknowledge the benefits of SUDS and to adopt them as with traditional drainage systems, it would be excessive and unreasonable for any policy to require the provision of SUDS as a pre-requisite to development being granted planning permission in all cases. 

Issue 3 – Energy Efficiency
Option 3L (though they are anyway)

New development, particularly new housing development, is already many times more energy efficient than the existing stock. In formulating policy the council should not lose sight of this simple but basic fact. Any policy on energy efficiency must be targeted accordingly looking at where the greatest energy efficiency savings are to be made rather than simply going for the easiest option which will not achieve the same proportionate gain. This matter will be addressed as developers are required to meet ever higher levels of the C4SH. 2016 is only 8 years away. Achieving zero carbon development is already a substantial challenge for the house building industry. Anything which seeks to add to this burden risks affecting development viability to such a degree that neither the housing nor climate change targets will be met. Thus the core strategy should do no more than require development to comply with the C4SH. It should not seek to prescribe particular technologies, practices or methods of how developers go about meeting these targets.

 Issue 4 – Water Conservation
Option 4E (as above)

Same answer as above. Water efficiency is a key part of the C4SH. HBF is concerned that, in setting out these options, the council is demonstrating a lack of awareness of what the Code actually requires and is seeking to put forward options which are both unrealistic and beyond its powers as well as being unreasonable. They are raising peoples hopes of policy solutions which are never going to see the light of day and this is unhelpful. 
As stated throughout this response, the C4SH already sets the most ambitious targets anywhere in the world. It is going to be a mammoth task for developers, energy companies and product manufacturers to get anywhere near delivering the requirements of the Code as it is. 
There is an even greater task of public awareness raising to be done in terms of creating an understanding of what burdens living in a zero-carbon house will impose on the occupier. Most consumers simply don’t understand the lifestyle changes which will be required and it is far from certain that, once these do become clear, consumers will be willing to purchase such properties in significant numbers. In seeking to impose great rafts of intrusive and potentially expensive policy requirements the council seems to be showing the same ignorance of what its own policy options will actually mean in practice. 
Before pursuing any of the options in this paper the council will need to demonstrate it does understand the implications of its actions and that it has fully tested and costed whichever policy option(s) it finally adopts as it will need to demonstrate to an inquiry Inspector that these policies will not be so onerous as to adversely affect the viability of development and so prevent overall housing targets being met. 

Question 5 – Water Resources

Same answer as above

Question 6 – Transport

Option 6A *

The * caveat being that HBF is concerned that the council appears to be proposing dealing with many of these policy options through SPD. This would be contrary to Government policy guidance set out in PPS12. SPD is not the appropriate place to address the detail of matters which should be more properly addressed in policy and subject to scrutiny and testing through the statutory procedures. Therefore all of these policy options, while they may be amplified by SPD must be core policies in the strategy itself in order that their impact can be considered in the round along with all the other policy burdens on new development.

Question 7 – Biodiversity

As with most of these options the final policy will need to comprise a number of these options. It is, frankly, ridiculous to separate them out in this way.

Affordable Housing Issues Paper
We would support Question 1 and go for the PPS3 definition as there is no indication yet what the local definition may entail.

Issue 1 – Thresholds

Options 1A / 1J. The starting point should be PPS3, the SHMA and consideration of development viability. Thresholds should be no lower than the national standards as, at this point in time at least, there is no evidence to justify lower thresholds. However, in order that viability can be reflected then Option 1J will also be worth further consideration

Issue 2 – Percentage Target

It is impossible to answer this without sight of the council’s SHMA and affordable housing viability study. Certainly there should be no higher standard than that which already exists (Option 2A) until this evidence is available. As above, Option 2F has some merit and is worthy of further consideration.

Issue 3 – Other forms of development

Option 3A. 

Issue 4 – Mix of Tenure

It is impossible to say without information on what the SHMA shows is needed.

Issue 5 – On/Off-Site

Option 5D/E

Issue 6 – On Site Location

Option 6E/F

Issue 7 – Size & Type

Option 7F including evidence from SHMA rather than housing register

Issue 8 – Special Needs

Option 8B

Issue 10 – Developer Contributions

Option 10H

Issue 12 – Funding
Option 12C

I hope that these comments are helpful and that they will be taken on board prior to the publication of the preferred options / submitted version of the core strategy. Either way I would be pleased to be kept informed of progress on the core strategy LDDs the council will be producing in due course.

Yours faithfully,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)
Home Builders Federation
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