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18 June 2008

Dear Sir or Madam
Re: Hartlepool Borough Council Affordable Housing Development Plan Document – Issues and Options Discussion Paper
Thank you for inviting the Home Builders Federation to comment on the above discussion paper. We have made the following observations in relation to two general issues, the status of the document and the evidence base. We then make comments in relation to the issues highlighted in the discussion paper.
Status of the Document

The HBF considers that planning policies such as affordable housing, which are of a prescriptive nature, should be presented and considered as a Development Plan Document (DPD), and not as Supplementary Planning Documents as we are seeing in a number of local authorities.  Such policies could potentially have a considerable impact on developments and their viability and therefore should be examined independently as a DPD and subjected to the appropriate public scrutiny bestowed upon these. We therefore welcome the status of this affordable housing document as a DPD.
It is noted that the Core Strategy Issues and Options discussion paper was published for consultation earlier this year. We would like to raise the issue of the relationship between the two documents and would like clarification on whether the production timetables are appropriately set. The Core Strategy should set out a spatial vision, objectives and a spatial strategy reflecting the range of social, environmental and economic issues facing an area and this document should be in place first.  

Evidence Base

The Affordable Housing DPD should be founded on a robust and credible evidence base, as advocated in PPS12.  The Discussion Paper refers to the Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) for Hartlepool June 2007. The HBF would like to raise a number of concerns regarding this piece of evidence; firstly we would question the level of involvement of stakeholders, including developers, in the preparation of this SHMA. The HBF has no record of any involvement nor does its members and this lack of consultation would lead to questions about the credibility of this evidence base.  Secondly, there is no reference in the discussion paper to the sub-regional SHMA for Tees Valley which has been undertaken on the basis of the most recent SHMA practice guidance and which has been subject to HBF involvement.  We would suggest that the Affordable Housing DPD preparation should await the findings of the final Tees Valley SHMA and takes its lead from this sub-regional level document. 

Issue 1: When Should Affordable Housing Be Required?
The HBF support the option to seek to maintain the 15 dwelling threshold in accordance with advice in PPS3.

Issue 2: How much Affordable Housing should be provided?

The HBF does not feel it is appropriate to support any of the proposed options in relation to percentages of affordable housing on the basis, set out above, that we question the validity of the evidence base. The DPD should await the findings of the Tees Valley SHMA. 
In seeking to determine what is an appropriate policy approach to securing affordable housing provision, consideration has to be given to the effects on overall housing supply. Particularly the viability of development sites which is a key theme of PPS3. Setting a higher percentage target or lower site size threshold is wholly counter productive if that target / threshold impacts on development viability and so prevents sites coming forward. Or, if achieving that target means compromising so heavily on other policy objectives and planning obligation requirements that the overall quality of development is adversely affected. 

Issue 3: Where should the Affordable Housing be provided?
HBF support the flexibility to enable off-site provision and commuted sums in appropriate circumstances to assist in affordable housing delivery.

Issue 4: What Type and Tenure of Affordable Housing should be provided?

The precise mix of affordable dwellings in any housing development should be a matter for negotiation between developers and the Council taking on board the latest information from the evidence base, current market conditions, and the nature and characteristics of each site. It is not for the Council to seek to dictate a precise mix for all housing developments. 

It is unreasonable for the Council to set itself against any particular requirement for the tenure of affordable housing. This must be determined on a site by site basis, in discussion with RSLs. PPS3, paragraph 22 makes it clear that local authorities should only seek to influence the size and type of affordable housing required based on the findings of the strategic housing market assessment and other local evidence. Paragraph 23 goes on to urge developers to bring forward proposals for market housing which reflect demand and the profile of households requiring market housing.  Two points are relevant from this sentence. Firstly, it is demand as well as the profile of housing which should influence what developers provide on site. Secondly, while local authorities can seek to influence the mix and type of affordable housing delivered, they have no role in dictating the equivalent in market housing.

Therefore the HBF would seek a more even split between social rented and intermediate to enable a greater proportion of intermediate tenure housing to be provided. We would strongly support an option for flexibility in the type of affordable housing required to enable the mix to be determined on a site-by-site basis.

Issue 5: How should the Affordable Units be Managed and Sustained in the Future?
HBF support flexibility to enable management of affordable housing by RSL’s and developers.

Thank you again for giving the Home Builders Federation the opportunity to comment on the discussion paper. We look forward to your consideration of our objections and trust we will be kept informed of the future progress of the DPD.

Yours sincerely
Gina Bourne
Gina Bourne

Regional Planner – Northern Regions

Home Builders Federation
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