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Ms S Nicholas                                                                       By E-mail Only
Senior Planning Officer

Planning and Housing Strategy

Uttlesford District Council

Council Offices

London Road

Saffron Walden

Essex CB11 4ER


                               30th May 2008
Dear Ms Nicholas,

Uttlesford Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment   

Thank you for giving the Home Builders Federation an opportunity to comment on the above mentioned document. 

General:

The HBF is very concerned at the way the Council is seemingly going about the production of the SHLAA. I received an e-mail on May 15th 2008 asking for comments on the draft methodology and site survey suggestions by 30th May 2008. Therefore, respondents have been given 2 weeks to reply, the second week of which is a bank holiday and school half-term week when many people are on holiday. Indeed, you state in your letter that you yourself will be on leave.
Clearly, the Council is not allowing any meaningful stakeholder input given the totally inadequate consultation period for stakeholders to comment upon the proposed methodology. I would also suggest that such an inadequate approach is contrary to the consultation requirements set out in your Statement of Community Involvement.
Specific:

There is very little meaningful information in the draft methodology upon which respondents can comment. For instance, it is not apparent what exactly ‘land in non-res use which may be suitable for re-dev’ includes, e.g. Greenfield sites?

Sites in rural settlements are mentioned, but not sites on the edges of rural settlements.

The SHLAA Methodology provides no information on the sizes of sites that will be surveyed, or on the criteria for excluding sites from the Assessment (e.g. SSSI).

Given the lack of information in the methodology, please see the HBF response below to other SHLAA consultations, as the vast majority of our comments will also be applicable to your Council’s Assessment. 

In particular, I would draw your attention to the Teignmouth SHLAA as a good example of a comprehensive SHLAA that is PPS3 compliant in its approach. This Assessment was started in December 2007, and is not yet complete as far as I am aware.

Consequently, I believe that the proposed timetable for the Uttlesford SHLAA is completely unrealistic. It fails to factor in sufficient time for the various stages of the Assessment process and fails to make proper allowance for stakeholder input which can inevitably be time consuming, particularly with regard to Panels of Stakeholders considering individual sites. Given that the Assessment is being prepared over the summer months, allowance will need to be made for the holiday season with regard to stakeholder involvement.   

Further Consultation:

The Federation believes that its Members will be able to provide a useful insight with regard to potential development opportunities. 

A realistic assessment of sites will of course necessitate the participation of and proper involvement of the property industry (including HBF Members). The HBF is willing to help with the organisation of a meeting including yourselves and its members in order to provide information and advice in relation to the likelihood and timescale of individual study sites coming forward. 

I also look forward to much further input from stakeholders (including HBF Members) in the SHLAA Assessment as it progresses, particularly with regard to the merits of individual sites. Our full involvement will of course be essential with regard to Stages 6 – 8 of the Assessment process.
Yours sincerely,

Paul Cronk

HBF Regional Planner 

(Eastern Region)

Mr N Smith                                                                       By E-mail Only
Senior Planning Officer
Stevenage Borough Council

Daneshill House

Danestrete 

Stevenage 

Hertfordshire SG1 1HN


                    18th April 2008




30th November 2007

Dear Mr Smith, 

Stevenage and North Hertfordshire Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment 
Thank you for your letter dated 10th March 2008 in respect of the above. 

General:

The Federation is of the view that it is best if all sites are assessed using the same single form in order that all sites are judged on the same basis..

The Federation also believes that the content of the Assessment Forms should be as factually based as possible
With regard to Officers initial conclusions as to whether individual sites should be given further consideration, these will need to clearly specify precise reasons and justification for not further considering these sites. 
With regard to Panels and the consideration of individual sites, clearly in terms of the national guidance, key stakeholders will need to be fully involved in decisions taken with regard to individual sites. Particularly with regard to developer input throughout stages 6 and 7 of the assessment process.

Whilst it will be necessary for Council officers to undertake background research in order to obtain up to date facts and information, it would clearly be inappropriate to rely too heavily on such informal activity as part of the decision making process for the Assessment. The Council will need to demonstrate that the Assessment has been produced by a partnership of stakeholders who have been fully involved throughout.  
HBF has elsewhere been involved in getting its members participating in Assessment Panels looking at individual sites. In some instances, this may involve only a few house builders, in others it involves a large number. Similarly, whilst some Panels have specific meetings to discuss individual sites, others are e-mailing site schedules to panel members for comment and feedback. Given the difficulties of organising a lot of meetings to discuss individual sites, the electronic format approach may be beneficial in obtaining a wider input.
As you will be aware CLG Guidance does contain a methodology which is strongly recommended as it seeks to ensure that the Assessment findings are robust and transparently prepared.

HBF regret the situation that a number of LPA's have, in practice, chosen not to follow the methodology contained within CLG Guidance and as a result "Assessments" have been prepared and have taken, in particular, no account of:

· The time and resources required for the project - "within the LPA's and the partnership".  (HBF emphasis).

· The management and scrutiny arrangements, "including who is responsible for what and who makes the decisions".  (HBF emphasis).

· The work programme "taking into account resources".  (HBF emphasis).

HBF would also wish to ensure that the SHLAA process contains a Trajectory of sites over the rolling 15 year period, and that this Trajectory contains outputs that are reasonable and based upon the market conditions prevalent at the time.

It is important when calculating annual outputs that LPA's recognise the lead-in times to construction and completion.  For example the provision of statutory services to a site can comfortably exceed a year, and it takes approximately 6 months from site start to first house completion.  In the case of flatted schemes this period is much longer as large amounts are constructed in one go.

The HBF would repeat its commitment for it and its Members being stakeholders in the SHLAA process.  It further trusts that its advice on outputs is recognised by LPA's.

With regard to the SHLAA, It will need to be identified for each site, whether there are likely to be any abnormal costs relating to infrastructure, and what requirements may exist for the provision of affordable housing, open space and other community facilities or biodiversity considerations to make development acceptable in sustainability terms. The HBF considers that all likely policy requirements need to be eventually set out in every instance in order to assess whether or not a site is likely to be deliverable or not in terms of viability.

Therefore, an additional factor that has to be incorporated in to the assessment of achievability in terms of cost factors will be the Councils’ own policy requirements be they for very high (and so expensive to implement) levels of the Code for Sustainable Homes, very high affordable housing requirements and/or the overall planning obligation requirement imposed by the Council on new development. The costs of delivering these planning obligation requirements, in association with all the other market and site specific factors and constraints identified in the methodology, must be factored in to assessments of whether or not sites are likely to be viable and so come forward for development.

With regard to good practice elsewhere, I am aware of a full trajectory based SHLAA due to be published very shortly from Teignbridge in the South West that has been identified by HBF colleagues as an example of best practice in respect of SHLAA Assessment production.
In addition to the SHLAA there is a need for the Council to take full account of the advice produced by the Department of Communities and Local Government in relation to ‘demonstrating a 5 year supply of deliverable sites’ when assessing deliverability. CLG Guidance on this states that Authorities should:

l

“...ii)   Identify sites that have the potential to deliver housing during the following 5 years. Potential sites include those that are allocated for housing in the Development Plan, sites that have planning permission (outline or a full planning permission that has not been implemented) and specific, unallocated brownfield sites that have the potential to make a significant contribution to housing delivery during the 5 year period. Such unallocated brownfield sites would normally have been identified by the Local Planning Authority as being suitable for a housing use and have made sufficient progress through the planning process at the time of the assessment to be able to be considered deliverable in the terms of paragraph 54 of PPS3. 

iii) Assess the deliverability of the identified potential sites. Paragraph 54 of PPS3 says that to be deliverable, sites should: 

· Be available - the site is available now 

· Be suitable - the site offers a suitable location for development now and would contribute to the creation of sustainable, mixed communities 

· Be achievable - there is a reasonable prospect that housing will be delivered on the site within five years.  

Assessing Deliverability

6.    Local Planning Authorities will need to assess whether potential sites (see paragraph 5 ii) are deliverable in the terms of paragraph 54 of PPS3, drawing upon up-to-date information and ensuring that their judgements are clearly and transparently set out, noting any assumptions made.  It is important that developers and local communities understand the basis on which the assessment is made.

	Deliverability Criteria 
	Assessing Deliverability 

	Available
	Does the information that supports either the allocation of a site in an up-to-date plan (subject to planning permission), or the granting of a planning permission, clearly indicate that site is available now?
If existing information is not sufficient, it may be necessary for the Local Planning Authority to gather further, up-to-date evidence by discussing availability of the site with relevant developers/landowners. 

	Suitable
	Can sites that are allocated or have planning permission be regarded as being suitable? 
This will usually be a reasonable assumption, but it may be necessary to assess whether circumstances have changed (e.g. since a site was allocated) that would alter the suitability of the site for housing.    

	Achievable
	Does the information supporting the site allocation or planning permission clearly demonstrate that there is a reasonable prospect of housing being delivered within 5 years?  It may be necessary to discuss with relevant developers/ landowners and/or analyse current housing market conditions in order to make an informed judgement about this. 


8.   Unallocated brownfield sites may be included in the 5 year supply of deliverable sites, but only where the Local Planning Authority is satisfied, having considered the particular circumstances of the specific site, that the site will meet all the tests of deliverability in paragraph 54 of PPS3 and will make a significant contribution to the delivery of housing during the relevant 5 year period.  As indicated above, such unallocated brownfield sites would normally have made sufficient progress through the planning process to be able to be considered deliverable in the terms of paragraph 54 of PPS3.  

9.   Unallocated sites that are not likely to make a significant contribution to the delivery of housing during the relevant 5-year period should not be taken into account in an assessment of the 5-year supply until a planning permission has been granted and the land supply is being reviewed...”.

With regard to the sample schedule of sites previously sent to me, I ensured that this was forwarded on to HBF Members for their consideration. I am leaving it to them to submit their own comments in relation to individual sites.

The HBF and its Members look forward in due course, and helping with the assessment of all other identified individual sites. Particularly with regard to Stages 6 and 7 of the Assessment process. The HBF is happy to help assist with any workshop sessions with key stakeholders to consider sites, and will seek to promote attendance at these by its membership. This is something that the HBF is undertaking elsewhere with other Local Authorities. 

Specific points:

Specific comments in relation to the Draft methodology are set out below. Please also find a copy attached of my response to the Dacorum, Watford & Three Rivers SHLAA as this sets outs HBF’s position in more detail with regard to SHLAA’s, and many of the points are likely to be equally relevant in respect of the Stevenage and North Hertfordshire SHLAA.

Stages 1, 2 & 3

The timetable for undertaking the SHLAA seems unrealistically short. Particular if it is to include the proper level of stakeholder input required in the national guidance.
Whilst the Council’s have their own particular Core Strategy deadlines, it is vital that the SHLAA is fully comprehensive and capable of standing up to full scrutiny at examination. If particular sites have been excluded, the various reasons why, must be explained. Similarly, all sites need to be assessed in the same and equitable manner.
*With regard to best practice, I have attached a pro-forma in respect of the Teignbridge SHLAA. This emphasises the importance of the 5, 10 and 15 year land supply categories. I have also attached a copy of a confidential spreadsheet. The Federation considers this particular Assessment to be a model for how SHLAA’s should be undertaken. Further information is contained on the Council’s website.
Stages 6 & 7
It is vital that density assumptions fully reflect the character and nature of each site. Unrealistically high density expectations need to be avoided. HBF members will of course be able to comment in more detail regarding realistic density assumptions, and in detail with regard to stages 7a, 7b & 7c. They will need to be involved in decisions taken with regard to individual sites.
Stages 8 & 9
It is not apparent what opportunities exist for proper stakeholder input, or whether the Councils intend to make decisions on their own.
Stage 10
The HBF considers that the national SHLAA guidance makes it fully clear that local authorities should not include ‘windfalls’ in the first 10 years land supply unless there are exceptional reasons to justify this. The HBF does not believe that any such exceptional circumstances exist in relation to Stevenage. Consequently, it would not expect windfalls to be included in the initial 10 year land supply identified. 

Consultation:

The Federation believes that its Members will be able to provide a useful insight with regard to potential development opportunities. 
A realistic assessment of sites will of course necessitate the participation of and proper involvement of the property industry (including HBF Members). The HBF is willing to help with the organisation of a meeting including yourselves and its members in order to provide information and advice in relation to the likelihood and timescale of individual study sites coming forward. 

I also look forward to much further input from stakeholders (including HBF Members) in the SHLAA Assessment as it progresses, particularly with regard to the merits of individual sites.
Yours sincerely,

Paul Cronk

HBF Regional Planner 

(Eastern Region)

Home Builders Federation

White Gables, 34 Church Road, Brightlingsea, Colchester CO7 0JF

T: 01206 303825 F: 01206 303825 E: paul.cronk@hbf.co.uk   www.hbf.co.uk


