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Matter 4A: Overall Housing Strategy
(i) Is the methodology and evidence base underpinning the scale and distribution of housing in policy L4 sound? 
The methodology and the evidence base do not assess or take into account the environmental capacity of the region as a whole, or the individual districts, to accommodate the proposed level of housing. Urban Potential Studies have provided some useful information, but were not available for all districts. The Sustainability Appraisal recommends that “consideration be given to requiring sub-regions to undertake assessments of the environmental capacity of their areas to better inform their ability to accommodate the level of growth identified” (p 67).
The fundamental question about housing provision and distribution is whether it is sustainable. We cannot know this without robust environmental capacity assessments at a range of levels (eg regional, sub-regional, site specific).
To the extent that the methodology and evidence base fails to incorporate or require this information, it is not sound. We appreciate the resource constraints on NWRA and LAs in conducting such assessments, but nevertheless this information is required in order to provide a sound evidence base, if RSS is to be consistent with the UK Sustainable Development Strategy (GEN10) principle of “Living within environmental limits” and PPS1 paragraph 19. Without such information, any figures should be regarded as provisional, and no increase on current build rates permitted.
It is vital that ‘mitigation’ policies EM5, EM11, EM15 and EM16 are given priority over the figures in Table 9.1, if increasing housing numbers threaten to undermine the need to reduce waste production, reduce and minimize energy demand and consumption, reflect existing water supply and waste water treatment capacity, or otherwise have significant negative impacts on environmental capacity.

The economy of the North West is currently performing well in terms of recent growth, and there is no evidence to suggest that this performance is being constrained by current levels of housing provision, or that increasing provision will materially improve it. Very recent reviews to Structure Plans and UDPs all considered housing provision, and did not find any justification for such huge increases in provision.

That the proposed housing provision is largely based on scenarios designed to review economic strategy, not to produce household or population estimates, reveals the bias towards maximizing economic growth rather than pursuing sustainable development that runs throughout draft RSS. The technical appendix (4.53) repeatedly states the housing provision is economic (not sustainability) driven. While we appreciate the need to align regional strategies, this must be done in the context of overall sustainability.

The Panel Report from the East of England EiP (OREG4) makes it clear that the question of numbers cannot be determined by projections and capacity of industry, but these issues need to be considered alongside environmental issues as well and all need consideration at the local level: ‘neither general economic factors nor capacity of the industry provide a basis for determining a specific regional housing total’ (7.25).
Does the amount and distribution of housing reflect and reinforce proposals for the spatial distribution of economic growth and regeneration priorities (including HMRAs)? Does the distribution of housing reflect the draft RSS’s regional and sub-regional spatial framework?

The principle of locating the vast majority of new housing on brownfield land within the urban areas of the City Regions and regional towns and cities does reflect these frameworks and proposals, although there is a need to ensure that this provision is co-located with economic opportunities and particularly in areas in need of regeneration and urban renewal.

The policy approach in L4, DP1 & RDF1 is therefore broadly appropriate, but we do not feel that this is necessarily borne out by the actual figures provided in Table 9.1.

The total level of provision appears to be unsustainably high, as demonstrated by the Environment Agency’s finding that the proposed housing provision would result in very significant water deficits. Proposals for economic growth must not be pursued, assessed or reinforced (eg by this level of provision) independently of their implications for sustainability. 

The North West has more empty properties than any other region, and is the only region where this number rose last year. Greater focus should be placed in utilizing these existing resources and stores of embodied energy, which would better reflect and reinforce draft RSS’s regeneration priorities.
There is a danger that the proposed amount and distribution of housing will undermine regeneration priorities by permitting excessive development outside of the regeneration priority areas, including HMRAs. It seems likely to place great development pressures on the Key Service Centres and the rural/urban fringe, in contradiction to the intentions of the regional spatial framework.
We are particularly concerned at the high levels of housing proposed in areas that are already development hotspots, such as Chester and parts of Southern Manchester / North East Cheshire, which, despite the welcome brownfield targets, are likely to 
· require building on Green Belt

· undermine regeneration priorities and urban renaissance

· degrade rather than improve local environmental quality

As demonstrated by the recent Green Balance report “Sustaining the Economy and a High Quality of Life in North West England” (SLD/CPRE/1), it is not necessary to increase either economic or housing growth in development hotspots in order to regenerate other areas, and in fact this is likely to be detrimental to regeneration efforts.
(ii) Does the draft RSS need to be more flexible in terms of the housing provision to ensure it can respond to changes over the Plan period?

Draft RSS needs to be flexible enough to accommodate the results of environmental capacity assessments, at local and regional level. In many cases this is likely to indicate a requirement for a lower level of provision than is currently proposed; in other more provision may be possible.
There is also a need to respond to changing economic circumstances. Whilst ‘reality checks’ have been applied to the economic scenarios on which the housing figures are based, they are scenarios and not forecasts, and future performance may well deviate significantly from that assumed in draft RSS. 
There is also a need to be able to respond to other likely changes, eg in national policy and guidance, particularly with regard to the rise of climate change as a force driving national policy and the anticipated PPS26. There is also a growing acceptance that economic growth is a poor indicator of whether the economy is delivering the benefits needed by communities, and that other indicators are equally, if not more valid in assessing quality of life. 
CPRE’s report “What You Measure Matters” (SLD/CPRE/3) compares regional performance in economic terms against a basket of eight other quality of life indicators, and notes amongst other things that the North West ranks third in England on the alternative indicators. As such indicators gain greater credence (eg through the Quality of Life Capital approach) and environmental capacity and quality receive greater weighting in policy decisions, it may be necessary to revise housing provision figures.
While the predicted trend is for increasing household numbers, we must ask whether this trend is in itself sustainable, and therefore whether it is the role of the planning system to accommodate it or influence it. There is no reason why this trend should be treated any differently to the trend for increasing energy consumption or increasing reliance on the private car if its consequences are similarly unsustainable.
(iii) Is the use of maximum targets (net of clearance replacement) for housing completions appropriate in all areas, or is there a need for flexibility to enable planning permissions or completions to be used as a basis to measure the annualised housing requirement against targets?

Flexibility to enable planning permissions as well as completions to measure the annualised housing requirement against targets would help facilitate the sustainable phased release of land for development.
(iv) Should the draft RSS include indicative phasing of the housing figures set out in Table 9.1?

The key issues regarding phasing are already captured by Policy L4 bullet point 6. However, this bullet point could be improved by:-

· emphasizing that the brownfield targets in Table 9.1 are minima, and that the sequential approach in DP1 must be followed for all land allocated for housing, even after this target has been reached

· noting that the co-ordinated provision of necessary infrastructure must include green infrastructure and other environmental considerations, eg capacity for water supply and waste water treatment
We have argued that there is no need for the proposed increase in overall housing provision. However, if provision is to increase, it should be phased so as to recognize the non-linear nature of the forces alleged to be driving the need for an increase, eg the increase in single person households aged over 60.
(v) Do the housing policies reflect emerging national guidance? Will they help to provide affordable housing and achieve balanced housing markets?
NWRA state that they do not have a robust evidence base to set out numbers of affordable homes required, despite the Regional Housing Strategy (HOU7, p 23) stating that RSS should do so. However, while the exact scale of the problem may not be known, that there is a significant problem is evident. Any level of affordable housing likely to be proposed is highly unlikely to meet annual need for affordable housing, let alone the existing backlog. Lack of exact data is not a reason for not indicating the general minimum level of provision required.
The Sustainability Appraisal notes that 80% of households in the North West are below the affordability threshold (p 21). While this figure should be treated with some caution, it clearly indicates a very significant problem. On this basis we suggest that RSS includes an indicative minimum of 30% affordable housing annually for all districts, rising to 60% in those districts where the need for affordable housing is most acute. This is the approach that has been taken by the South West Draft RSS (OREG10, Policy H1, p131).
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