NORTH WEST REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY 
HBF/0515/MATTER4A 

EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC 2006

__________________________________________________________________________ 


4A Overall Housing Strategy

(i) Is the methodology and evidence base underpinning the scale and distribution of housing in policy L4 sound? 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?

1. The HBF objects to the fact that reference to the housing figures as being a maximum is not only retained – but also has been moved to within the body of the policy, rather than the accompanying text as it was in the Interim Draft document. We would also draw the Panel’s attention to the HBF’s letter dated 2 October 2006 to Michael Gallagher at the Regional Assembly in connection with overall housing numbers (copy attached). 

2. The HBF welcomes the updated reference to sub-regional housing market assessments in the fourth bullet point. 

3. We also note an added reference to the transport network needing to be able to accommodate new housing. Whilst the HBF welcomes this addition to the policy there remains concern that success achieving the growth strategy in the North West will be hampered by inadequate transport connections and severe congestion (see our comments in Section 10). 

4. We note that equal weight is afforded to the re-use of vacant and under-used brownfield land and buildings, which is in accordance with national guidance, although this conflicts with policy DP1 (see previous comments relating to Policy DP1).

5. Much clearer guidance continues to be needed regarding Net and Gross provision, with guidance for local authorities on replacement and linkages to a vacancy rate aim of 3.5% by 2011. This would align with targets set in the Yorkshire and Humber region. 

6. The HBF’s recommendation (at the Interim Draft stage) to include phases in the provision of housing has not been considered – which we continue to object to, as we feel strongly there should be phases to allow for growth – particularly considering that the housing provision is stated as a maximum figure.

Paragraph 9.19

7. We are generally supportive of the sub-regional, individual housing market approach and the need to deliver numbers within markets and not districts. However we would advise caution against the market areas approach being used by Districts to not provide their allocation by assuming other Districts in their market area will take up the shortfall. 

(c) South Manchester/ North East Cheshire 

We strongly disagree with the restraint approach in Southern Manchester. We see this as a recipe for disaster – leading to overheated housing markets, unsustainable commuting patterns and worsening affordability issues.

(d) Northern Manchester, Mid Mersey and Greater Preston

We disagree with the approach taken to these market areas and refer to previous comments made in Part 2, Section 7. 

Table 9.1 

8. This tables lacks transparency, there are no gross provision rates and there is a disparity between population and provision in neighbouring districts. It is unclear where the figures have been derived from, bearing in mind the detailed research undertaken relating to economic growth forecasts and population growth in the region. The housing provision in some districts does not seem to reflect the findings of this research. Warrington fails to accept reality and trajectory planning.

9. We would strongly recommend a 3-phased approach similar to the other Northern regions approaches. This would enable growth to be factored in throughout the plan period, in accordance with the Northern Way Growth Strategy.

10. In connection with housing development and the use of brownfield land and buildings  (Table 9.1) the HBF is concerned that the RSS seeks to significantly raise the target (in certain areas) beyond that set out nationally. In some instances the figure has been raised from 60% to 90 %. Whilst it is appreciated that the northern regions have a greater proportion of industrialised and brownfield land the fact that the build rates over the last few years have exceeded the Government target does not justify increasing that target to a much higher percentage at the regional level. The fact that house builders are now becoming adept at tackling brownfield and contaminated land and exceeding targets surely means that the number of brownfield sites available for development is more likely to diminish over the plan period with the result that Greenfield sites may also be required to be brought forward. The HBF would request that any change of brownfield land target should be based on robust evidence and an investigation of site availability before arriving at a regional target.

11. The housing provision figures should not be regarded as maximums as stated in Paragraph 9.20. They should be targets that require very close monitoring, which in some circumstances could be seen as a floor and in others ceilings. 

Paragraph 9.21

12. This reflects the old approach; we would like to see housing market assessments and local market assessments being used to determine the management of supply. This is a far more intelligent led approach. Again the second bullet point in this paragraph gives equal weight to brownfield land and buildings and not buildings first as is stated in Policy DP1 to which we have already objected.

13. We would advise caution with regard to Paragraph 9.22 and provision of housing within housing market areas that cross administrative boundaries. The draft PPS3 assists in this matter. The provision of housing needs to be related to sub-regional housing market assessments undertaken in partnership with the private sector in accordance with advice - Housing Market Assessment Draft Practice Guidance that was issued with the draft PPS3. These would of course be carried out with the involvement of private sector stakeholders, which our members would welcome.

14. There remains concern regarding the interpretation of these policies by the Region’s Local Authorities and the possibility that they will be used in a prescriptive manner. The RSS needs to be flexible and responsive to housing market change and should take into account the Quality of Place/ Residential Offer research recently commissioned by the Northern Way Sustainable Communities Team. 

(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?

1. If the Regional Assembly is truly seeking to meet housing demand in the North West and more closely reflect the changing housing markets it must create a policy framework that is more flexible and less prescriptive rather than seeking to ensure that all developments, in all areas, conform with a generic distribution of housing or household mix. Market responsiveness, a central planning requirement identified in the Barker Review, can only be achieved if the house building industry has sufficient flexibility to respond quickly to market demand and unnecessary regulatory impediments are removed.
(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?

1. With regard to paragraph 9.16 we would request much clearer guidance be included in the RSS on net and gross housing provision, given that the North West demolitions are currently running at 5,000 per annum, which is a substantial number. Further clarification is required, and we would suggest referring to other Northern regions approaches to dealing with net and gross, and replacement rates. 

(iv) Should the draft RSS include indicative phasing of the housing figures set out in Table 9.1?

1. The HBF’s recommendation (at the Interim Draft stage) to include phases in the provision of housing has not been considered. We continue to object to the lack of inclusion of phasing as we feel strongly there should be phases to allow for growth, particularly considering that the housing provision is stated as a maximum figure.

2. We would strongly recommend a 3-phased approach similar to the other Northern regions approaches. This would enable growth to be factored in throughout the plan period.

(v) Do the housing policies reflect emerging national guidance? Will they help to provide affordable housing and achieve balanced housing markets?
1. Whilst the HBF supports many of the overarching principles and policies within the draft RSS we believe that the plan can only succeed if it is founded on a robust and up to date evidence base as required by Paragraph 32 (iii) of Planning Policy Statement 1 – Delivering Sustainable Development (PPS1).

2. The RSS should fully reflect the Government’s stated objectives in draft Planning Policy Statement (PPS3) on Housing - paragraph 1, in seeking to:

· ‘Ensure that a wide choice of housing types is available, for both affordable and market housing, to meet the needs of all members of the community;

· Deliver a better balance between housing demand and supply in every housing market; and

· Create sustainable, inclusive, mixed communities in all areas. Developments should be attractive, safe and designed and built to a high quality. They should be located in areas with good access to jobs, key services and infrastructure.’

3. The draft PPS3, states at paragraph 7: 

‘In determining the region’s level of housing provision and it’s distribution, regional planning bodies should undertake a sustainability appraisal and take into account: 

(b) the Government’s latest published household projections and the needs of the regional economy, having regard to economic growth forecasts;’  

4. Whilst it is accepted that the timescales for including the emerging guidance contained in the draft PPS3 into the RSS document were difficult, it is considered that there is now an opportunity for the Plan to be amended and much of the PPS3 guidance to be fully incorporated. 
5. It is considered that the Plan will not help deliver an appropriate range of housing to create sustainable communities and more balanced housing markets across the region. The Plan, by failing to adopt a sub-regional market area approach has not responded fully to meeting housing demand. This approach must be integrated into the plan in order to balance the supply and demand of housing.  

Emailed: Michael.Gallagher@nwra.gov.uk

Michael Gallagher

Director of Planning

North West Regional Assembly

Wigan Investment Centre

Waterside Drive

Wigan

WN3 5BA

2 Oct 2006

Dear Michael

RPG13 / RSS HOUSING AND THE NORTHERN WAY INFLUENCE

I write with regard to the above and your statements made in connection with the contents of a letter from my predecessor, Mark Johnson, at the recent Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) topic seminar on Housing in advance of the Examination in Public (EIP). I attach herewith a copy of that letter to Tim Hill dated 10 May 2005 for your ease of reference. 

I understand you referred to a realistically deliverable figure for annual housing provision as 25,000, which was put forward by the Home Builders Federation (HBF) in the above-mentioned letter. 

I would now like to take the opportunity to put the comments contained in that letter in context for the avoidance of any doubt in terms of assessment by the EIP Panel.

At the risk of repeating much of what was contained in the letter there are a number of issues that I would like to clarify as follows:-

1. The RSS at that time was adopting a ‘highest’ employment growth projection and converting this to housing need in line with the aspirational Northern Way approach. It was noted the Consultant’s draft Housing Need and Demand report translated this level of growth into a net housing requirement of almost 40,000 units per annum, a stark contrast with the 13,000 units per annum in the existing RPG13. 

Whilst it might have been reasonable to suggest that actual demand for housing in the region in 2003 and 2004 could have been 40,000 per annum this level of housing demand related to a relatively short period of high economic growth. Adopting this level of growth for the entire RSS period of 2003 to 2021 would result in the need to immediately release a substantial number of planning permissions across the entire NW and double house building rates overnight.

2. The HBF found itself uncomfortable with the numeric outcome of the research, as the scenarios supplied for RSS were not forecasts and they were not intended to be taken to represent what would happen in the economy.

3. Whilst additional research on alternative future economic forecasts suggested the previous period of long-term low growth was unlikely to prevail in the NW – it also indicated that the forecast rate of growth to 2025 might not match the highest ‘aspirational’ figures provided for RSS.

4. Acting as an organisation that represents a key sector of the construction industry, we fully support the desire to narrow the North / South economic divide. We believed then and now that arguing a case for very high housing numbers based upon ‘highest’ aspirational economic growth scenarios is a high-risk strategy and, without being too negative, we would question the appropriateness of this type of approach as a basis for RSS. HBFs concern with the approach is one of credibility.

5. However, in our opinion, there is sufficient evidence in the region to demonstrate that a recent annual build rate of 18,000 units has not kept pace with demand.

6. In essence, what the industry needs is an RSS that not only promotes growth in all sub-regions, but also provides a framework that allows growth to be progressively delivered to support both growth and regeneration objectives and that allows housing growth to be responsive over time.

7. The HBF considered a middle ground alternative scenario that offered a more a measured approach to housing supply and delivered a phased regional annual net housing requirement starting at 20,000 units in 2003 and growing to 25,000 units by 2015.  This higher build rate would then be maintained at that rate through to 2021 depending upon actual economic performance. This suggested level of supply offers the following benefits:-

· It offers an increase of housing to match a measured degree of Northern Way growth.

· It offers the industry a more realistic target

· It can and should be reviewed in 5 years.

· It offers the chance to progressively deliver more affordable homes where they are needed

· It would encourage industry to invest with a degree of confidence. 

8.
It is worth noting that 25,000 units net would equate to an approximate gross build rate of 28,000 units.  This alone would represent an increase in the house-building workforce of some 12,000 employees and an increase in the regional economy investment of £1 billion per annum. We believe this is not only achievable but would also fully support the principles of the Northern Way Growth Strategy.

Finally, It should be noted that the figure suggested above was never intended to be taken as and should not be interpreted as a maximum yardstick beyond which the house building industry does not have the capacity to build. It is considered to be a realistic and deliverable figure that will be influenced and inextricably linked to the economic growth and vitality of the region over time. 

I trust this clarifies the matter.

Regards

Linda Wright

Regional Policy Manager, Northern Region

HOME BUILDERS FEDERATION
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