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Matter: 4A(v)

Matter 4A: Overall Housing Strategy

(v) Do the housing policies reflect emerging national guidance? Will they help to provide affordable housing and achieve balanced housing markets?

Comments on Interim Draft RSS

In general terms, Macclesfield Borough Council welcome the policy on affordable housing (L5) but it is recommended that the criteria identified should not be exclusive, as there needs to be flexibility to reflect local circumstances. However, the inclusion of the whole of Stockport and Trafford authorities in an area of greatest need for affordable housing is inappropriate.

The housing policies provide for meeting local housing needs and affordability with limited open market housing.  Current housing policies allow for 200 houses/year.  The Interim Strategy recommends a maximum of 400/year.  The Borough Council Panel support a figure of 300/year (200/year affordable).

The Borough Council’s Local Housing Needs Survey identified a need for 200 houses a year, which should be regarded as a minimum figure.  This will need to be reflected in the plans developed for bringing forward affordable housing.

Comments on Submission Draft RSS

The Borough Council strongly supports the affordable housing policy (L5) and it is essential that this policy is retained and if possible strengthened.  The Borough has the highest average house prices in the North West Region (Housing Needs Assessment 2004) and strongly supports this policy.

Background Evidence to Support Macclesfield’s Case

The Council is making representations about the proposed annual average rate of housing provision for Macclesfield, recommending that the figure be reduced from the 400 proposed to 300. This recommendation is on the basis that the draft RSS clearly states that continued restraint will be necessary, limiting housing provision to that which meets local and affordable housing needs, plus limited amount of general market housing (subject to provisos). 
The Borough Council published a Local Housing Needs Survey dated 2004, which followed the government guidance and advice. This survey identifies a need of 200 houses a year for the foreseeable future and this should be regarded as a minimum figure. This 200 would be 50% of the RSS proposed figure of 400 which would not represent limited amount of general market housing but half market housing and half affordable housing. The 300 proposed would accord with the aims and objectives of the RSS allocation for Macclesfield. 

The policy could be strengthened by setting a target percentage for the provision of affordable housing as a percentage of the annual average rate. This would reinforce the policy and make it clearer to the house building industry and all parties concerned. For Macclesfield this figure could 60% based on the above.

The Draft Regional Spatial Strategy refers to continued restraint, limiting housing provision to that which meets local and affordable housing needs but the 400 per annum figure does not seem to reflect this.  300 per annum would seem to be a more appropriate total figure meeting affordable housing and local needs.  200 or 60% should be the affordable housing target. 

The Borough Council has both undertaken and attended stakeholder events on affordable housing issues.  At such events the house building industry has clearly stated a preference for clarity in policies indicating the provision or target required with the flexibility that site viability will be taken into consideration.

Macclesfield’s existing adopted local plan policy requires 25% on sites of 25 dwellings or 1 hectare. Macclesfield’s experience has been that developers place applications below the threshold i.e. 24. The emerging PPS3 states the threshold can be reduced to 15. The experience of other authorities across the country is that even where the threshold is less than 25 dwellings or 1-hectare developers circumvent this requirement. It is therefore imperative that a target is set out in RSS, as it is difficult to deliver affordable housing under current policy.

Many authorities have a restriction or moratorium on general housing at present however allowing affordable housing as an exception. The experience of Macclesfield is that additional sites have come forward for affordable housing that would have otherwise been general market housing.  In the period of the Restrictive Housing Policy there has been a 3 to 4 fold increase in permissions given for affordable housing.  The number of affordable houses being given planning permission per year is currently over 150.  Only 50 affordable houses were being given planning permission per year before the Restrictive Housing Policy was introduced.  In addition, there have been positive discussions on a number of sites that without the policy would not have occurred. Without a target in RSS it will be difficult to achieve affordable housing to the levels required across the region.  A target in RSS will give rise to a much stronger negotiating stance.

To reflect emerging planning guidance, RSS is required to set out sub-regional housing market areas and then for each of these set out the level of housing provision and target for affordable housing.  All the Cheshire Districts have undertaken affordable housing surveys in accordance with government guidance and good practice. In the absence of defined sub – regional housing market areas, RSS could use the data and evidence available to set targets for affordable housing at existing local authority areas. The policy could allow for sub- regional housing market area targets once available.

ECOTEC have studied sub regional housing market areas and how they should be defined. The methodology used included identifying employment centres and analysing journey to work patterns. The research indicates that housing markets are not based on local authority boundaries and that Macclesfield has varied/diverse housing markets. This in turn indicates the need for flexibility in any affordable housing policy rather than a blanket requirement across any local authority. Macclesfield Borough Council would largely like to support this study.

The Council therefore request the following amendments:

Policy L5 is strengthened by adding targets for affordable housing provision initially at local authority level and then at sub-regional housing market area level once determined along with the flexibility to allow for changing household needs. 
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