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MATTER 4
LIVING IN THE NORTH WEST

Matter 4A:  Overall Housing Strategy

(i) Is the methodology and evidence 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?

Scale of housing

1) Since the publication of the Draft Regional Spatial Strategy, the 2003 based household projections have been issued.
2) Whilst the dwelling provision proposed in the RSS review is significantly higher than the adopted RSS, it is still less than the projected increase in the number of households over the period 2003 to 2021.  The 2003 projections indicate that between 2003 and 2021 there will be an increase of 416,000 households whereas the RSS proposes a maximum provision in the region as a whole of 411,160, which equates to a shortfall of at least 4,840 dwellings.
3) In terms of the distribution of the housing numbers, the RSS places too much emphasis on the City Regions to deliver more housing at the expense of the areas outside the City Regions.  The North West Household Growth Estimates Study published in August 2005 provides information on historic build rates.  It is noted that the net addition to the housing stock through the completion of new dwellings in Manchester in 2002/03 was 2,268 and in Liverpool it was just 49.  The RSS requires the annual average rate of net housing provision in Manchester to be 3,500 and in Liverpool 1,950.  Given that these rates apply from 2003 onwards there is already a significant backlog to make up.  Whilst it may be possible to achieve these average annual rates over time, it is unrealistic to expect completion rates to rapidly accelerate to these levels.  An undesirable consequence will be that insufficient housing will be delivered in the region as a whole, which will contribute to worsening affordability, overcrowding, homelessness, and a greater number of sharing and concealed households.

4) The Spatial Distribution of Housing provision in Draft RSS compared to existing RPG13 (Table 4.16 on page 75 of the Technical Appendix) indicates that the proportion of the housing provision will be higher in the Manchester City Region and less in all of the other sub-regions.  In the case of South Cheshire the annual requirement (2.3% of 12,790) was 294 in RPG13 and in Draft RSS it is 450 (1.97% of 22,844).  The 2003 based household projections indicate that the increase in households and therefore the demand for housing in South Cheshire will result in the need to make provision in Crewe and Nantwich Borough to enable an average of 556 net dwellings per annum to be completed (556 x 18 = 10,008).

5) This raises questions about the deliverability of the RSS strategy.  Whilst the strategy seeks to deliver development in the most sustainable locations, it cannot control the delivery of development to the extent needed to guarantee that it will occur in the most sustainable locations.  The provision of insufficient housing will have a detrimental impact on the economic growth of the region.
(iv) 
Should the draft RSS include indicative phasing of the housing figures set out in Table 9.1?

6) Policy L4 requires Local Authorities to monitor and manage the availability of land released in plans and strategies to achieve as a maximum the housing provision (net of clearance replacement) set out in Table 9.1.  It will be a matter for Local Authorities to determine how development should be phased and for the Regional Assembly to monitor completion rates across the region to determine the appropriateness of the phasing policies and to provide advice on the need to increase land supply.  The housing provision for each Local Authority should be a target and not expressed as a maximum. This will encourage authorities to adopt a cautious approach and will inevitably result in housing provision below the level required to meet household growth.

7) The main concern with the application of phasing policies is that they will act as a constraint on housing supply.  There will be a need to significantly increase housing completions across the region as a whole, not only to meet the future growth in households but also to address an existing shortfall, and economic growth could be affected if housing delivery fails to keep pace with demand.

8) It is appropriate to express the housing provision as an average annual requirement and for Local Authorities to monitor delivery against the agreed targets.  However, given that the completion rate has been historically much lower than that now being proposed in the RSS, it will take time before the required level of completions is achieved.  This is inevitable, given that there will be a lag in the supply of housing land as a result of allocations not coming through until DPDs on housing allocations have been adopted following the adoption of the RSS.

(v) Do the housing policies reflect emerging national guidance?  Will they help to provide affordable housing and achieve balanced housing markets?
9) The national policy context is changing and Draft PPS3 was published for consultation in late 2005.  The Plan does not take account of the Barker affordability agenda in so far as there is little recognition of the impact of restraining housing provision in areas of high demand.

10) Draft PPS3 at Paragraph 7 indicates how the regional level of housing provision and distribution should be determined taking into account the Government’s overall ambition for affordability, the latest published household projections, the needs of the regional economy, sub-regional housing market assessments, sub-regional Housing Land Availability assessments, environmental, social and economic implications of development and impact on infrastructure.  Paragraph 8 advises that regional planning bodies should plan to distribute provision so that housing need and demand are met within the sub-regional housing market area unless there is very clear evidence that this is not possible, having regard to Housing Land Availability, environmental, social and economic implications and impact on infrastructure.  The Regional Assembly has not provided any evidence to suggest that it would not be possible to meet the need and demand for housing in this housing market area.  The amount of housing proposed for Crewe and Nantwich should reflect the demand for housing in this area.

11) Making provision for less housing than is required will put more pressure on the housing market in this part of the region.  Housing demand in Cheshire is very high and house prices have nearly doubled (99%) between 2000 and 2005 (Annual Monitoring Report RPG13 – April 2006).  The huge increase in house prices over this period is not matched by similar increases in the Median wage.  It is noted that the Ratio of Average House Prices to Mean Incomes in Crewe and Nantwich is between 7 and 9.  There are only five districts that are less affordable than Crewe and Nantwich, where ratios are over 9 times mean incomes.

12) Paragraph 4.100 of the Technical Appendix is an extract from the Cheshire Housing Strategy which highlights the issues facing Cheshire which is experiencing a reduction in the working population, and an increasingly ageing population.  This is forcing businesses to leave the area or encouraging more people to move into the area to take up jobs which is increasing pressure on the housing market.  Employers are having difficulties in recruiting to lower paid vacancies which are vital to the local economy.  The amount of affordable housing being provided both numerically and as a proportion of all completions has been steadily falling over the last few years and coupled with the loss of social rented accommodation through the Right to Buy, the stock of affordable housing has been steadily diminishing.  The potential to provide affordable housing through new housing developments will reduce as a result of a reduction in the amount of housing being provided overall.  Thus in the parts of the region where supply will be constrained through the RSS and where demand significantly outstrips supply, the gap between the amount of affordable housing being delivered and the need for affordable housing will widen.  This is the case in Cheshire and if the need for affordable housing is not provided for where it arises, it will result in some households having to meet their need for housing elsewhere and having to travel longer distances to work.

13) Whilst generally supportive of the sub-regional housing market approach, and the need to deliver housing numbers within markets, there is the danger that unless closely monitored some authorities will take the opportunity to under-allocate on the basis that adjoining authorities will make up the shortfall.

14) With regard to Paragraph 9.19, the two areas where we have significant concerns are c) South Manchester/North East Cheshire and k) South Cheshire.  The restraint proposed in both of these sub-regions will lead to overheated housing markets, unsustainable commuting patterns, and worsening affordability issues.
15) Draft PPS3 makes it clear that one of the Government’s objectives is to deliver a better balance between housing demand and supply in every housing market and to improve affordability where necessary.  The Ecotec study on Housing Market Areas in the North West commissioned by the Government Office identifies a housing market area centred on Crewe, Nantwich and Sandbach.  House prices in this area are higher than the North West average.  The median house price for the year 2005 was £129,950 in Crewe, Nantwich and Sandbach, compared to £118,000 for the North West region. 

16) The prospect for increasing the supply of affordable housing will be considerably improved by raising the total housing provision to a level that will meet demand.  Thus the housing provision for Crewe and Nantwich should be increased to a minimum of 10,000 dwellings for the period 2003 to 2021. Between 2000 and 2004, only 105 affordable dwellings were built, an average of 26 dwellings per annum, against an identified need for 139 dwellings per annum (Crewe and Nantwich Housing Needs Survey 2005).

17) The alternative scenarios set out in Table 4.17 in the Technical Appendix shows that based upon the long term trend of economic growth/medium economic activity rate scenario, provision should be made in Crewe and Nantwich for a net increase of 10,220 dwellings between 2003 and 2021.  The recent trend of economic growth/medium activity rate scenario results in a requirement for 12,908 dwellings over this period.
18) With reference to Table 9.1, we share the HBF’s concerns that the RSS seeks to significantly raise the brownfield target beyond that set nationally.  In some instances the figure has been raised from 60% to 90%.  The fact that house builders are now becoming adept at tackling brownfield and contaminated land and exceeding targets means that the number of brownfield sites available for development is more likely to diminish over the plan period.  It is noted that the HBF has requested that any change to the brownfield target should be based on robust evidence and this request is supported.  The key issue will be to ensure that brownfield sites are genuinely available and deliverable and urban capacity has not been overestimated.
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