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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


                               2nd July 2008
Dear Ms Nicholas,

Uttlesford Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment   

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

Specific:

P.1

With regard to any updates and review of the SHLAA, a reference should be added to involving key stakeholders in these.
P.2

The Partnership Approach makes reference to a joint SHMA being carried out for M11/London Commuter Belt East. As a key stakeholder identified in the SHMA Practice Guidance, the HBF would expect to be consulted and involved in such a Study. However, no such contact at all has occurred so far. This is a serious over-site with regard to the national guidance requirements. Please can you ensure that my contact details are now added to the SHMA database.
With regard to the ‘involvement of key stakeholders’ reference is made to consultation with key stakeholders, Government SHLAA guidance states categorically that where local authorities prepare Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments in accordance with the Government guidance local authorities should not be required to justify their approach. The HBF considers that this relates to the guidance’s recommendation for a partnership approach as much as the actual technical aspects of methodologies used. The HBF therefore does not consider that consultation is a substitute for partnership working in preparing SHLAAs and local authorities that seek to merely consult as oppose to work in partnership are risking the robustness of their SHLAA, along with the soundness of subsequent Development Plan Documents (DPD). 

The Government’s SHLAA practice guidance is clear on this subject, in that it advocates that regional planning bodies and local planning authorities should work together with a key range of stakeholders to undertake assessments to ensure a joined-up and robust approach. It also states in the ‘Importance of a partnership approach’ section that assessments should preferably be undertaken by housing market partnerships where established. Where these partnerships do not exist, or where local authorities are preparing SHLAAs to different timescales that makes this impractical, the guidance provides clear advice in Stage 1. This states that where these partnerships do not exist, local authorities should consider whether one could be initiated. It also sets out that local authorities should consider which stakeholders should be involved.

Consequently, the SHLAA must be produced in association with key stakeholders. Any key decisions taken made must be formally recorded and justified.

The HBF welcomes the Council’s position in respect to engaging the house building industry through a Panel approach. This has been extremely successful elsewhere and the HBF is happy to provide experience of other Panels. The HBF would welcome a position on such a panel but it must be recognised that the HBF itself cannot comment in detail on individual sites.

The Panel has many uses and the HBF would recommend that the Council use it as a sounding board for wider Council assumptions on housing delivery and SHLAA generally, rather than simply for site appraisals as has also been practice elsewhere. This will add transparency to the process and foster wider ownership 

P.3
Stage 2: Determining which sources of sites will be included in the Assessment.

Sites within the planning process

The Council should conform with paragraph 58 of PPS3 in that local authorities ‘should not include sites for which they have granted planning consent unless they can demonstrate, based upon robust evidence, that the sites are developable and are likely to contribute to housing delivery at the point envisaged’. In this context the HBF expect the Council to consider against robust evidence each and every site that it includes within the SHLAA under this category against this policy statement, especially where it will be used to inform the PPS3 5 year land supply position. The Council should consider the implications of planning application lapses and renewals within this context also.

The Council should also appraise existing housing allocations and site development briefs in the context of the above requirement in order to be sound. In respect of employment land allocations, the Council should not exclude any land from the SHLAA unless there is a robust evidence base in place to justify such a position and has the agreement of the partnership in accordance with paragraph 21 of the guidance. Such evidence would be expected by way of an up to date employment land review prepared in accordance with the most recent Government guidance. It is considered appropriate to include such land and then attribute nil potential to it on the basis of such evidence. This way the study is comprehensive and transparent as to what land has been included and excluded.

Sites not currently in the planning process

The Council must ensure that its SHLAA contains sufficient information on land that may form urban extensions in advance of decision making in order to robustly defend any emerging policy within the LDF. Without such information the Council risks the soundness of its emerging development plan. The SHLAA should therefore include a full assessment of land that may have the potential to form urban extensions in order to fully inform the LDF process.

Reference is made to ‘additional housing opportunities in established residential areas’. However, no reference is made to ‘additional housing opportunities adjoining established residential areas’. This is an oversight that needs to be corrected. Smaller sites on the edges of settlements need to be considered. Obviously many of these will not be larger enough to be considered as meriting urban extension status.
P.6
Gross to net developable area sizes seem to be overly optimistic in what is likely to be realistically achieved. Recognition needs to be made to the fact that some sites will be mixed-use developments, not just housing. Likely community and infrastructure requirements should be factored in, as should any relevant information obtained from landowners and developers with regard to the likely layout and type of development on individual sites. Any general assumptions with regard to net developable areas should be backed up by evidence demonstrating that this has been regularly achieved in recent developments.  
P.7
Assessing suitability for housing

The HBF object to the inclusion of policy restrictions narrowing the scope of the assessment. This is fundamentally at odds with the principle of SHLAA in the context of plan making.  The Council should ensure that it does not prejudice development plan consideration by narrowing down the scope of the SHLAA through policy filters. I may also add this is the position of the Planning Officers Society with whom the HBF has liaised on this issue.

The Council should acknowledge that a SHLAAs prepared for the purpose of development plan making is different from a SHLAA that is prepared for the purpose of demonstrating long term delivery of housing on the basis of an adopted up to date Core Strategy. Where an authority has an up to date adopted Core Strategy it can apply policy restrictions to SHLAA sites on the basis of the suitability assessment in accordance with paragraph 38 of the guidance. This is on the basis that it has a sound up to date policy and the SHLAAs purpose is not to inform plan making but to inform housing delivery in the context of the Core Strategy. Such policy filters are therefore often applicable in these circumstances. It is also often appropriate to apply such policy filters in the context of demonstrating sites within the 5 year land supply, as required by PPS3. 

However, where the Council has no adopted Core Strategy and is in the early stages of the preparation of such a document, the SHLAA has a significant role in informing plan making decisions, in addition to that of housing delivery in the context of the emerging strategy. It must also be acknowledged that in this circumstance the first 5 year period within SHLAA is distinctly different from the PPS3 5 year period and the two should not be confused as being the same. This distinction is fundamental and a SHLAA that seeks to combine the two periods as the same thing in the absence of a significantly progressed or adopted sound development plan is flawed.
A SHLAA that is therefore used for the purposes of plan making should not be restrained, nor have policy filters applied that relate to existing policies. This is the key purpose of the cross-reference to paragraph 21 in paragraph 38 which categorically states ‘except for more clear-cut designations such as Sites of Specific Scientific Interest, the scope of the Assessment should not be narrowed down by existing policies designed to constrain development, so that the local planning authority is in the best possible position when it comes to decide its strategy for delivering its housing objectives’. The position on policy filters is also the opinion of the Planning Officers Society on recent SHLAA work that the HBF is involved in, who were part responsible for writing the guidance.

The SHLAA should therefore assess all sites (whether they be brownfield, Greenfield or green belt) for suitability on an existing policy neutral basis, irrespective of planning policy designed to constrain development. This will then provide the Council with the most appropriate position in the context of determining future planning policy. The suitability of such sites will therefore be refined as the development strategy for the authority emerges as part of the ongoing Core Strategy preparation and SHLAA review. As such, further reviews of the SHLAA will narrow down the number of suitable sites as new policy emerges.

Assessing availability for housing

The Council should ensure that it has a robust evidence base on site availability for every site it includes within its trajectory. If the availability cannot be determined by fact, then the site is not available for the purposes of housing delivery. The Council should also acknowledge that SHLAA is not a one off study and that any site where availability is unknown should not be included within a trajectory for the purpose of the current years SHLAA and further work should be undertaken to ascertain availability of such sites to inform the next annual review of the SHLAA.  This is the manner in which SHLAAs are flexible enough to accommodate annual changes in land availability etc. 
The Federation is also keen to ensure that the housing trajectory includes build out rates agreed with the industry / panel and appropriate lead in times. We generally say under 50 dwellings a year lead in time from the date of ‘availability’ for para 54 of PPS3 and 3 years from everything over 100 dwellings. Build out rates are something which our Members can advise you more about, but will obviously depend on how many developers are working on the site.

Assessing achievability for housing

Market viability needs to be properly factored in to the SHLAA site assessment work. In terms of market viability the Council must consider the following issues:

· Likely planning gain requirements / Community Infrastructure Levy 
· The financial cost of regulation from development plan policy or other national policy such as sustainable construction costs as part of the Code for Sustainable Homes or other local requirements.
· The density of developments, particularly in light of more modern methods of construction and design required in future periods to meet the Code for Sustainable Homes requirements and on-site energy
· Emerging affordable housing contributions
· Infrastructure provision and possible barriers to development through its provision.

P.8 

Overcoming Constraints

Sites should not be considered in isolation in the context of overcoming constraints. Experience from other SHLAAs through the Panel approach has resolved many significant constraints through assembling / considering sites together. The Council should consider adopting this approach in overcoming constraints also.
Review of the Assessment - In this context, it must also be acknowledged that the SHLAA is not a one off document and that it is intended to be a live annually rolling document which will enable it to be refined as the emerging plan progresses and sites become unsuitable in the context of the emerging strategy. 
The HBF looks forward to it and its Members being involved with any such reviews alongside the Council and other key stakeholders.

Appendix 2
As already specified above, the HBF considers that it is inappropriate to use existing policies in order to assess site suitability within the Assessment. This is particularly true with regard to the consideration of brownfield, greenfield and green belt sites.
All sites should be surveyed in the same way, and in as factual a way as possible, in order that sites are assessed on facts rather than opinions. Consequently, the Council should be using ‘site appraisal’ rather than ‘site suitability’ forms in order to do this.
At the moment, the Site Suitability Appraisal form seems overly cumbersome. It includes very detailed questions about matters that aren’t always obvious as being the most important site assessment considerations. A far simpler approach is required. I have attached an example of what other local authorities have used as basic site assessments.
Appendix 3
With regard to the availability of potential housing sites form it is unclear as to why it is stated ‘please complete this form if you have promoted the site through the LDF Core Strategy consultation’. What happens if they haven’t? It would seem unlikely that all potential small sites have previously been promoted in this way.
I am happy to discuss any of the points raised in this letter with you and welcome further engagement in the SHLAA process.

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


