[image: image1.jpg]HOME BUILDERS FEDERATION




BY EMAIL ONLY

Planning Policy Division

Mid Sussex District Council

Oaklands

Haywards Heath

West Sussex 

RH16 1SS









    4th September 2008

Dear Sir / Madam, 

DWELLING SPACE STANDARDS 

SUPPLEMENTARY PLANNING DOCUMENT

Introduction

Thank you for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on this draft Supplementary Planning Document. 

As we stated in our letter of 3rd January 2008 commenting on the sustainability appraisal for this document (copy attached), the house building industry has a fundamental problem with local authorities seeking to prescribe the size and type of products built by the private sector. This is because it goes way beyond not only traditional land use planning, but also spatial planning, and impinges on matters better dealt with by other regulatory regimes. It will also have unintended, undesirable and perverse consequences on the achievement of housing delivery targets and the cost (and so price) of new housing. It is therefore contrary to Government policy making the whole approach unsound and possibly ultra vires. All of the comments made in that letter of 3rd January regarding the approach to the sustainability appraisal and the procedures being used to introduce these requirements remain relevant to this current consultation.

These considerations and the comments which follow all set aside the current difficulties facing the industry at this point in time which are unprecedented in their severity and likely duration. 
Put simply, this policy document could not come at a worse time and these requirements are, on their own, likely to bring what little development as is currently underway in the district to a complete stop.

Space Standards

Turning to the requirements themselves I thought it would be helpful to highlight some of the considerations house builders and developers take into account when deciding whether, when or how to develop a site as these explain our fundamental opposition to this document and what it requires. 
Firstly and most importantly, developers have to respond, as best they can, to market demand. If developers provide a product that consumers do not want or cannot afford, ultimately, they will not be in the business of developing very long. The reason there has been a predominance of relatively small (in terms of number of bedrooms) and flatted development across the south east in recent years is because this is quite simply that this is what the market ‘wants’ by which what I mean is that, with the massive house price inflation over the past few years, this is what the market can afford. 

It should also be borne in mind that, in providing these products, house builders have simply responded to Government policy. There is a delicious irony in the fact that house builders were, until recently, criticised for building detached dwellings on greenfield sites yet we are now criticised for building too many small flats in towns; a switch which largely happened as a result of the imposition of a blunt policy tool in the form of PPG3. This very fact demonstrates the dangers of policy makers and politicians interfering in things they simply don’t understand.

Secondly, the reason the market dictates that the majority of new build should be made up of small units is the economics of supply and demand. Namely the huge demand for residential accommodation in the south east and the very limited availability of development land. Obviously these limits are artificial – the land exists to be developed but policy constraints prevent this from happening Restricted supply and a high demand for a product results in price increasing until it reaches an equilibrium. That equilibrium in the south east is at a very high level meaning both that property and the land on which it is built is very expensive and that there is great competition amongst builders for development land. In order to pay the price of development land builders must maximise densities in order to achieve the returns necessary to make development viable. Especially given the onerous policy and financial requirements imposed on them and the requirements to provide the planning obligations necessary to create a successful development; not least of which are ever increasing affordable housing requirements reaching 40 and 50% in some places. Affordability is, therefore, inextricably linked to demand.

Thirdly, the only way to achieve fewer units of accommodation on a site whilst still keeping price at anything less than an astronomical level would be for landowners to accept a lower return on their land. That is simply not going to happen in view of the scarcity issue highlighted above. 
That being the case, competition amongst developers to secure development land will mean that a developer planning to provide fewer but larger homes on a site will never be able to bid successfully for a site as they could never expect to achieve the level of return compared to a developer proposing more smaller units of accommodation. Therefore the ‘large unit’ developer will always be outbid for land by the developer proposing a larger number of smaller units of accommodation. 

Fourthly, even if developers were able to secure sites on which to build larger units of accommodation, as well as that accommodation being extremely expensive to purchase, it would also reduce the supply of residential completions at a time when the Government’s stated objective is to increase housing supply across the region. Mid Sussex District’s own housing requirement has increased from 705 dwellings per year as set out in the submitted South East Plan to 755 in the Panel Report and 855 in the Government’s proposed modifications. Seeking to build fewer larger units of accommodation would be wholly counter productive and, frankly, quite bizarre when viewed in the context of the objective to substantially increase overall supply.

Fifthly, consumers will buy the most space they can afford to purchase when looking at new build accommodation. The oft-inferred link between household size and size of accommodation is a tenuous one to say the least, if not non-existent. Particularly in the south east which operates at the extreme end (in terms of variations in property price, income and ability to pay) of the UK housing market. If consumers cannot, in the main, afford to purchase large units of accommodation there is little point requiring developers to provide them. 

Sixthly, it is worth bearing in mind that purchases of new build accommodation account for only approximately 1% of all residential property transactions in any given year. The overwhelming majority of purchases are made from within existing second-hand stock. In view of the above economic considerations, those consumers seeking to purchase a larger unit of accommodation have the existing stock from which to choose. 

Furthermore, since the over-arching policy objective is to create mixed, balanced and sustainable communities and given the preponderance of larger units of accommodation within the existing stock, this suggests that it is necessary for new build to comprise largely flats and smaller units of accommodation in order to achieve that objective and to produce choice and variety in the housing market.

 Finally, all developments are bespoke to their sites and locations. Developers are seeking to build homes that people want and which best reflect the nature of the specific local market in which the development is located. What will work in one part of the south east, or even Mid Sussex district, will not be appropriate in another. 
On the same basis, there is a very real concern that the application of a prescriptive set of standard space requirements across the whole of the district will result in homogenised and standardised form of development across the area rather than reflecting the variety of character that exists and which should be respected.

I trust this makes the HBF’s position and that of its Members clear. Put simply, we will not accede to this unreasonable and unwarranted policy imposition.

Yours faithfully,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)
COPY CORRESPONDENCE
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    3rd January 2008

Dear Sir / Madam, 

SPACE STANDARDS SPD – SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL SCOPING REPORT

Introduction

Thank you for affording the Home Builders Federation (HBF) the opportunity of commenting on this scoping report. 

The house building industry has a fundamental problem with local authorities seeking to prescribe the size and type of products built by the private sector in that it goes way beyond not only traditional land use planning but also spatial planning and impinges on matters better dealt with by other regulatory regimes. It will also have unintended, undesirable and perverse consequences on the achievement of housing delivery targets and the cost (and so price) of new housing. It is therefore contrary to Government policy making the whole approach unsound and possibly ultra vires. 

We will make those comments in greater detail and more forcefully at the appropriate point in the evolution of this SPD. However, sticking to matters relevant to this stage in the process we consider that the scoping report is also fundamentally flawed as it takes an illogical and unreasonable view of what is ‘sustainable’ and so what is to be appraised.

Sustainability Appraisal

The usual definition of sustainable development is the Bruntland definition which talks about meeting the needs of today’s generations in a way which will not prevent future generations from meeting their own needs. 

The key point is that it is about meeting identified needs; meeting them in as sustainable, efficient and effective way possible, but meeting them nonetheless. Not meeting clearly identified needs and so exacerbating the housing problems which exist (and remembering that the need for shelter is a basic human necessity) is inherently unsustainable. 

The policy approach being advocated, therefore, despite being touted on the back of the sustainable agenda will, in itself, be unsustainable if it brings all new development to a stop. Cake cannot be both had and eaten. If Mid Sussex claims an extremely high need for affordable housing then it should be seeking to facilitate and encourage new development rather than placing increasing numbers of obstacles in its way. It is illogical to suggest that the industry will be able to build more dwellings that are both larger and cheaper at the same time as delivering large amounts of affordable housing and meeting other planning obligations unless the council is to make substantially more land available for development.

This scoping report does not address these most basic sustainability implications of the proposed policy approach in these terms. It does not consider the implications of requiring larger units of accommodation on the overall delivery of housing and meeting housing targets and the cost of compliance. Building larger units of accommodation means achieving fewer units on any given development site. In turn this makes those units more expensive in order that financial returns are maintained. At a time of extremely high house prices it is perverse to seek to increase the cost further of that already expensive commodity as customers will not be able to afford to buy the product. This is a key aspect of the whole sustainability agenda and must be factored in to the sustainability appraisal if the SA itself is not to be fundamentally flawed.

Process

In view of the above fundamental concerns, HBF is also concerned that the council is proposing to introduce these policy requirements through the use of SPD. PPS12 is clear that Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD) must be consistent with national and regional planning policies as well as policies set out in the local development framework (PPS12, paragraph 2.43). 

Paragraph 2.44 of PPS12 goes on to state that SPD should not be used to avoid subjecting to independent scrutiny and testing policy which should more appropriately be included in development plan documents. 

Yet this is precisely the situation here.  The proposed policy approach suggested in this scoping report does far more than merely supplement existing adopted / saved policy. Rather it is likely to introduce wholly new and onerous policy requirements which will have widespread implications for the achievement of other policy objectives. This matter should not, therefore, be introduced as SPD but should be subject to proper scrutiny and independent testing through the DPD process. 

I trust that these matters will be taken on board during the sustainability appraisal process. Either way I would like to be kept informed of progress on this policy issue as it evolves.

Yours faithfully,
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Pete Errington

Home Builders Federation

Regional Policy Manager (South, East & London)
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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