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9 June 2008
BY EMAIL ONLY
Dear Sir/Madam

LAMBETH LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK: CORE STRATEGY ISSUES AND OPTIONS

Thank for allowing the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on your council’s Core Strategy Issues and Options document. As the new Regional Planner for London, I would be grateful if you could make a note of my contact details at the end of this letter and update your consultation database accordingly. 

Our comments on the document follow. 

Section 3: Spatial planning issues
Community infrastructure

The council needs to be careful not to obstruct housing delivery by demanding too much by way of Section 106 contributions from house-builders thereby rendering potential developable residential sites non-viable. In accordance with the London Plan, section 106 contributions should be prioritised for securing affordable housing and transport infrastructure improvements. The council must be realistic about what further community infrastructure needs can be met through the s106 route. Obligations must also relate to the area in question and only meet the new demand generated by the development, in accordance with Circular 5/2005. Some services may be supported by subsequent increases in rateable values, but not all the infrastructure desired can be subsidised by housebuilders without jeopardising housing delivery and harming those in housing need. 
Some community services, such as places of worship, should, as in the past, be paid for by the groups who will directly benefit. Provision should not be subsidised by those in housing need, who will be paying for this either directly through higher house prices or indirectly by the problems associated reduced housing supply (decreasing affordability, overcrowding, temporary accommodation and even homelessness). 

It is also worth pointing out at this stage to help the borough prepare for the next phase in the preparation of its core strategy that paragraph 4.8 of the new PPS 12 states that the Core Strategy should be “supported by evidence of what physical, social and green infrastructure is needed to enable the amount of development proposed for the area, taking account of its type and distribution. This evidence should cover who will provide the infrastructure and when it will be provided.”

Section 4: Spatial vision, objectives and options
Strategic objectives (page 21)
While the vision for Lambeth is clearly articulated, the strategic objectives, which provide the link between the vision and the detailed policies, are somewhat weaker. These could apply to any local authority in England. They fail to articulate what the specific challenges are, what unique set of circumstances faces Lambeth, and what will need to be done to enable the vision to be achieved. Perhaps the objectives could be a little more honest about some of the very real barriers to delivery (likely opposition) and suggest measures to address those barriers?
Strategic Spatial Options
In the first part of this section we would question whether all the targets from the London Plan are as quite as immutable as the council suggests. For those targets relating to housebuilding, the council will need to exercise a certain amount of discretion as to their utility and applicability on some sites and consider whether certain ones might need to be relaxed in the broader interest of maintaining housing delivery.  As paragraph 3.54 of the London Plan states with regard to housebuilding, the overall aim is to encourage not restrain housebuilding and boroughs therefore “should take a reasonable and flexible approach on a site-by-site basis”. 
50% affordable homes target (page 21)
The emphasis must be on increasing the overall number of homes. Since London is reliant on private house builders delivering much of the 50% target for affordable housing, it can only achieve this target by increasing overall housing production, not by increasing the ratio of affordable housing to market housing. Afterall sales of the latter subsidise the supply of the former so fewer market homes will mean fewer affordable homes. The 50% target should, therefore, be applied flexibly. The production of new homes, whatever the tenure, should help to relieve pressure in the social housing sector. 
The Lifetime Homes target (page 21)
The Council may well want all homes built to Lifetime Homes standards but the corollary of this will be far fewer affordable homes built overall. With the price of land in London remaining high and with investors wanting to secure returns of between 10-15%, there is very little scope to negotiate down on the land purchase price (this is confirmed by the GLA’s own Economic Bulletin Current Issues Note 20: the housing market and the economic climate, page 10, which sounds a cautionary note on the likelihood that land vendors will accept lower prices).  

Setting high and complex design standards will add considerably to the overall build cost. Indeed, the result of such a policy could make homes less affordable for most households. Increasing the number of homes is an important social objective and we must remember that not everyone will be eligible for an affordable home, so the imposition of very high design standards could take market housing beyond the reach of those on more modest salaries. 

The primary objective, we repeat, must be to increase housing supply. I would refer Southwark to PPS1 26iii/iv which states that planning authorities when addressing issues of sustainable development must be mindful of the costs of compliance with such policies. It states that they should: 

“(iii) Not impose disproportionate costs, in terms of environmental and social impacts, or by unnecessarily constraining otherwise beneficial economic or social development; and

(iv) Have regard to the resources likely to be available for implementation and the costs likely to be incurred, and be realistic about what can be implemented over the period of the plan.”

We would also question whether building all homes to Lifetime Homes standard is necessarily a sound strategy in a city like London. Not only will this add considerably to build costs but we are unconvinced that this is necessary for all homes in Lambeth. Households do, afterall, tend to move around, and while these standards are desirable for homes specifically aimed at the elderly, they are not relevant for flats and homes aimed at younger purchasers.
Focusing development in housing estate renewal and town centre locations target (page 21)
In the current market climate Lambeth should be wary of relying too much on town centre densification and estate renewal projects to deliver the majority of its housing. Mortgage lenders across the UK are more reluctant to lend against apartments in town centres, and although the situation is different in London because demand remains relatively strong compared to elsewhere in England, the council will need to give consideration to the knock-on effect the credit crunch on the council’s favoured approach of locating the majority of development in town centres. The council must also be realistic about the amount of affordable housing which can be secured (as well as other obligations levied) if the market is depressed because the supply of affordable housing is contingent upon the prospect of sales of market dwellings. 

We recommend that the council gives equal consideration to the contribution that can be made by small sites outside of the town centres in Lambeth’s ‘suburban’ density zones. The London Plan density matrix is intended as a guide: it is not prescriptive. The historical development of London indicates that high density flat developments (purpose built blocks of the Edwardian, inter-war and even post-war period) have their place and work well in suburban settings along-side semi-detached and detached properties. Such developments could be an important way of helping to support more mixed neighbourhoods. The council might, nevertheless, have to explain and justify to the public why such a policy is necessary. 
The options

General comments

We are unconvinced that the council has identified all the possible development options. We would refer the council to the new PPS12 which states in paragraph 4.38 that the local authority in preparing its core strategy will need “evaluate reasonable alternatives promoted by themselves and others to ensure that they bring forward those alternatives which they consider the LPA should evaluate as part of the plan-making process.”
Furthermore, the new PPS12 (para. 4.46) goes on to discuss the need for plans to be flexible – to be able to respond to changing circumstances – by the preparation of alternative strategies. 

So, turning to the options outlined, we feel that while certain favoured options may emerge as a consequence of the consultation, the council may need to consider bringing forward the other options listed should the favoured approach is less by encounter obstacles.  The council may need to explain why this might be necessary in subsequent phases of preparing the core strategy. 
Issue 1

While current planning policy, including the London Plan tends to prioritise development in town centres and locations with good transport accessibility (and given that Lambeth is very well served by public transport this could be anywhere in the borough) the HBF would argue that an approach involving all the options listed should be favoured. Initially the council may wish to focus on the regeneration of its town centres, but, then show flexibility to be able to shift the axis of development to encompass all four other options (A to D).  
It is noticeable that reference is not made to the potential contribution that sites in Lambeth’s more suburban locations can make to meeting the housing target. This should be included as an option and certainly as a contingency arrangement. Potential sites should be identified by the council as part of the London SHLAA survey (and in the council SHLAA if Lambeth intends to conduct its own study to complement the London-wide assessment). 
Issue 2

We would tend to favour option B to ensure that policies are responsive to site viability. 

Issue 3

We would tend to favour option A while reminding the council that in accordance with PPS3 it can only determine the size and tenure of the affordable housing not the market element.
Issue 4

It is difficult to come down in support of either option. Given Lambeth’s already highly developed character, a mix of both approaches is very likely to be necessary. However we would support the principle that development should not only be concentrated in already densely developed areas and that the council should explore through the SHLAA process the contribution that can be made from of sites in lower-density wards. 
Issue 9

We would favour option A regarding tall buildings: allow them anywhere in the borough subject to design and accessibility to public transport. As mentioned above, given the good transport communications in Lambeth, this could be anywhere in the borough. 
I hope these comments are useful and will help the council in preparing the next phase of its core strategy. Please do get in contact if you would like to discuss any aspect of this representation further. 

Yours faithfully
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James Stevens

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