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3 July 2008
BY EMAIL ONLY
Dear Sir/Madam

TOWER HAMLETS: CORE STRATEGY SCOPING REPORT

Thank for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on the council’s scoping report to inform the preparation of the Sustainability Appraisal of the Core Strategy. As the new Regional Planner for London, I would be grateful if you could take note of my contact details at the end of this letter and update your consultation database accordingly. 

Our comments on the document are set out below. 

Section 1.7: Purpose and structure of the scoping report

Task A4 in table 1.1 states that the purpose of the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) is to assess the ‘environmental performance’ of the Local Development Framework and its alternatives. Surely, however, the SA must also be able to assess the social and economic impacts too (as the council has previously spelt out in paragraph 1.5.8)?

Paragraph 2.2.5

The protection of employment and industrial sites must be substantiated with evidence of continuing demand or the reasonable prospect that demand will increase at some point in the future. This assessment should be carried out in accordance with the Mayor of London’s Industrial Capacity SPG. Any land transferred from industrial use will need to be prioritised for housing and mixed use development. 

We can understand the growing demand for warehousing and distribution facilities but are less convinced by the argument of a demand for space for the ‘creative’ industries whatever these may be. The council should define these. 

Paragraph 2.2.13

Concentration of development around transport nodes could doubly disadvantage the people in these locations: increasing development pressure for existing residents and exposing all residents to higher pollution levels from the transport (see for example The Land Fetish by Peter Hall). Development locations, therefore, located a distance away from transport interchanges should also be explored. 

Paragraph 2.2.14

We strongly urge that the council considers what impact any demands for decentralised energy provision will have on the viability of housing development and also explore the impact this could have on affordability for residents: both owner-occupiers and renters. What are the costs associated with the installation, operation and maintenance of this plant and who will pay for this? We recommend that the planning department discusses the costs associated with going off-grid with the housing department, housebuilders and RSLs. 
Paragraph 2.2.24

The SA will need to reflect on the costs imposed on development by the operation of such policies: the costs of intractable negotiations between the council and developer over what is or what is not ‘appropriate design’ and what constitutes a ‘significant’ impact. Early and positive engagement with prospective developers is encouraged and consideration should be given to the preparation of design codes, pattern book housing and the use of local development orders to expedite developments through the planning system.  

Paragraph 3.1.1 
The Government’s national target to adopt code level 4 of the Code for Sustainable Homes by 2013 only relates to energy efficiency not to all the other elements that make up the code. The council will need to clarify this in the document. This is frequently misunderstood. 

Table 3.1: 9: Housing
Is it the council’s intention to insist that all these appraisal criteria are satisfied before a development is granted planning permission? We would welcome clarification. 
A touch of realism may be necessary and the list of criteria prioritised. Some of the criteria will be very difficult to assess at the application stage especially as many of these are beyond the means of planning to control or even shape to any great extent; e.g. “will housing ensure a good standard of living and promote a healthy lifestyle?”  What does the council define as a good standard of living? What is a healthy lifestyle and how can the planning system influence this or whether it should attempt to at all?

Table 3.1: 10: Transport:

We believe the measures to restrict car use are possibly unrealistic. The concentration of development along transport routes and transport interchanges can certainly help to increase the use of public transport, but all serious evidence suggests that rising affluence increases people’s need and wish for more mobility, so any reduction in one area, could be undermined by increases elsewhere (see, for example, Wendall Cox: The War Against the Dream or Robert Bruegmann: Sprawl: a compact history). We also need to guard against the inegalitarian assumption underlying policies seeking to reduce the number of trips or restrict car-ownership: the assumption that somehow poorer households have less need to travel than wealthier ones. In a period of greater employment flexibility people frequently have to change their travel plans. Whether we like it or not, the days when most people lived in tight-knit communities and were employed down the road for the majority of their working life are probably long gone. 

Car free policies

We are also wary of car-free housing policies for the reasons given above. Overly restrictive policies can have a detrimental impact on the marketability of homes. Middle class households, and those with families may be reluctant to move onto schemes without car-parking and this could be to the detriment of the Council’s own policies to create mixed and sustainable communities. Equally, there is an assumption that less affluent households should not have access to a car. Those responsible for formulating and implementing such policies should apply the following test: would one/could one live there without a car? Whether such policies are ‘sustainable’ in social and economic terms should be considered by the SA.  
Table 3.1 The Givens: Housing
Building all homes to Lifetime Homes may be an objective of the London Plan policy 3A.5 but it cannot be insisted upon since as paragraph 30 of Planning Policy Statement 1 (PPS1) states:

“Design policies should not replicate, cut across, or detrimentally affect matters within the scope of other legislative requirements, such as those set out in the Building Regulations for energy efficiency.”   

We should explain in a little more detail why the industry objects to the imposition of overly prescriptive space standards and why the planning system to date has not normally attempted to influence the type of product produced by home builders. As you are aware, within London, the demand for homes and the limited supply of land has resulted in both land and property being very expensive. There is, consequently, fierce competition among developers to secure suitable development sites and so in order to pay the price of the development land sought by the landowner, house builders must optimise densities to achieve the returns necessary to make the development viable.

We are concerned that by increasing the size of homes this would reduce the number of homes that could eventually be built. Keeping the price of these homes at affordable levels would only be possible if the land vendor can be persuaded to accept a lower price for his land. It would be naïve, however, to imagine that this will happen in view of the scarcity of land in London suitable for residential development, or the competition from other developers seeking sites for commercial, retail, industrial and services development. A developer planning to provide fewer, but larger, homes on a site will never be able to compete successfully for a site against another developer proposing smaller units of accommodation or a commercial or retail use. More units on a site would achieve a much better level of return for the landowner. Thus, the ‘large unit’ developer will always be outbid for land by the developer proposing a larger number of smaller units of accommodation, or a developer with a commercial scheme. 

Even if developers were able to secure sites in Tower Hamlets on which to build larger units of accommodation, the housing would still be more expensive than most people could afford, thereby only adding to the undersupply of affordable homes in the borough. Consumers, afterall, will buy the space they can afford to purchase. The oft-inferred link between household size and size of accommodation is a tenuous one to say the least, if not non-existent in the case in London which operates at the extreme end of the UK housing market in terms of variations in property prices, incomes and the ability to pay. If consumers cannot afford to purchase large homes there is little point in requiring developers to provide them (however laudable the intent behind this suggestion).

Finally, all developments must respond to the nature and character of their location. Developers seek to build the type of homes that people want and can afford reflecting the nature of the specific local market in which the development is located. What works in one part of London may not be appropriate in another. The construction of larger, and consequently, more expensive units in this part of London could be counter-productive and actually militate against the policy objective of providing more affordable homes to help foster more mixed, balanced and sustainable communities.

Consequently, we would strongly advise against Tower Hamlets adopting this policy, otherwise it could find itself left with a number of housing development sites within its portfolio incapable of economic development. This would have decisive implications for Tower Hamlets meeting its substantial housing target of 31,500 additional new homes by 2016. 
I hope these comments have proved helpful. I would be happy to discuss the contents of this letter, especially those comments in connection with the Lifetime Homes standard, further with the council if necessary. 

Yours faithfully
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James Stevens

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

CC:
Government Office for London

Home Builders Federation

1st Floor, Byron House, 7-9 St James’s Street, London, SW1A 1DW

T: 0207 960 1600 F: 0207 960 1601 E: info@hbf.co.uk   www.hbf.co.uk


