North West RSS Examination in Public

Written Statement on behalf of Friends of the Earth North West

Matters 4A, 4B: Housing, Sustainable Communities
Matter 4a

(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?...
There is a clear relationship between housing, its construction and on-going energy use and climate change. An over-allocation of houses will have a considerable impact on regional climate change emissions which are already substantially influenced by housing design, construction and use. With current uncertainties about the efficacy of building regulations and other standards to boost housing contribution to climate change reduction targets, most if not all new housing will add to the current unsustainable trends – especially those completed in the next few years. This area requires a precautionary approach of under provision rather than over-provision as apart of plan, monitor and manage and Implementation and review arrangements. 

We therefore suggest a lower provision and, as part of implementation of the RSS, on-going monitoring of housing data, the worth of Government initiatives in housing and energy, and, of course, climate science.
See also response to (ii) below.

(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?
L4, along with L3, is far too weak.  We need the specific inclusion of a ‘building ‘hierarchy’ for housing – with refurbishment of existing buildings on brownfield sites at the top, and new build on greenfield only permissible in exceptional circumstances.  
In establishing this first principle, RSS policies need to take into account the vast superiority, in terms of energy efficiency, of refurbishment over new build.  Recently, David Ireland of the Empty Homes Agency calculated an embodied energy of just over 90,000kwh to build a new family house, based on estimates of all the typical components and materials used. However a typical £40,000 refurbishment of a three-bedroom semi would normally use only 15,000kwh of embodied energy. This is estimated to cause 63 tonnes of CO2 versus 10.5 tonnes of emissions. http://society.guardian.co.uk/environment/story/0,,1476295,00.html
The Environment Agency has stated, too, that “the energy used in constructing, occupying and operating new buildings represents a significant increase in greenhouse gas emissions by the UK.” 
(http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/aboutus/512398/289428/902889/?lang=_e )

(iv) Should the draft RSS include indicative phasing of the housing figures set out in Table 9.1?
Yes; to ensure that reviews take place with the authorisation and a brief to prevent over-provision and the associated waste of resources.

(v) Do the housing policies reflect emerging national guidance?  Will they help to provide affordable housing and achieve balanced housing markets?
It is vital that best practice sustainable social housing projects only – in terms of resource and energy efficiency, both in construction and in long-lasting lifetime use - are emulated.  Social and ‘affordable’ housing should meet the same exacting energy standards as any other housing.  Requirements for this type of housing must not be used as an excuse for developers to gain permission to build unsustainable numbers of homes or in unsustainable locations.  RSS needs to make this more explicit.
Given the considerable resource and greenhouse gas implications of new home-building, it is important that homes are built to serve needs and not “markets”, which include speculative buying, for instance, and are not so simple for planning policy to grasp.

There may well be a role for RSS to comment on the types, as well as the numbers, of homes to be built or adapted.  Clearly, there is a considerable gulf in the climate change, material resource and land use implications between, for instance, a large detached home a compact terraced house and a flat in a tower block.
Matter 4b
(i) Will the draft RSS help to secure mixed, cohesive, sustainable communities?
For this, once again there is a need to apply the ‘building hierarchy’ referred to above at 4a (ii); to prioritise regeneration in and close to the centres of existing settlements, with all ‘daily needs’ catered for as locally as possible; an emphasis on community safety; and a range of leisure facilities – including parks, green and tranquil spaces – designed to enhance the quality of life of a varied population.
(ii) Are health and education issues adequately addressed in the draft RSS?
It is vital that ‘health’ is not considered to be catered for only by the provision of remedial treatment centres and dispensaries.  Considerable evidence indicates that poor health and low life expectancy are found in areas where features that can improve quality of life, including trees, green spaces and social hubs such as post offices, are lacking.  RSS need to take this into account in aspiring to develop ‘sustainable communities’.
For other points on this Matter, please refer to Friends of the Earth NW’s Response Form to Submitted Draft RSS for the North West (June 2006).




