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Matter 7B

Is the sub-region’s housing provision and distribution appropriate and achievable?  Are the PDL targets in table 9.1 realistic, deliverable and based on robust evidence?

The overall strategy of the Oldham Rochdale Pathfinder is to provide high quality, new mixed-use neighbourhoods adjacent to the town centres of both Oldham and Rochdale and to transform the image and conditions of both Borough’s.

In doing so, it is the explicit intention of the Pathfinder to develop a greater number of homes than are lost through clearance activity.   This is fundamental to addressing currently dysfunctional housing markets in the two Boroughs.

However, the Oldham Rochdale Pathfinder has two concerns relating to policy L4 that, in our opinion, leave it's effectiveness open to question and could jeopardise HMR strategy.

Firstly, the Pathfinder is concerned that the manner in which the annual housing requirement is expressed in policy L4, table 9.1 – i.e. as an annual average over 18 years - could work against HMR strategy in Oldham and Rochdale as it does not reflect the complexities of delivering a long term housing market renewal programme.  The Pathfinder request that consideration be given to amending Policy L4 to incorporate a phased housing requirement in order to provide consistency with phases of clearance, site assembly, housing development and with the characteristics of household growth.

Clearance

The HMR Scheme Update (August 2005) estimates that 8,600 houses will be demolished within the Pathfinder by 2019.  This level of clearance reflects the need to rebalance the housing market by reducing obsolete housing and providing sites for new modern homes in order to achieve much greater choice of house types.  

It is expected that some 70% of clearance will take place within the Oldham portion of the pathfinder area.  Issues relating to the manner in which the requirement is expressed therefore pertain in particular to Oldham.

Although the Pathfinder strategy is clearly predicated on significant level of clearance, the scale and timing of that clearance is uncertain as it is based upon long term funding projections and will depend upon further consultation and analysis of housing market change.

The amount of clearance in any one year can have a dramatic impact on the ability of a local authority to demonstrate compliance with the Draft RSS requirement.  The Pathfinder is particularly concerned that pressure to demonstrate such a compliance in a situation of temporary high clearance levels could lead to an over-release of “housing” land outside of the Pathfinder (especially previously undeveloped land) and land from within the Pathfinder but which is needed to provide employment opportunities and to provide social infrastructure.  

This scenario has the potential to be particularly damaging if it occurs in the early/middle years of the programme when clearance levels are expected to be the highest, particularly within Oldham, and when housing markets are arguably at their most vulnerable.  The Pathfinder intends to redevelop most clearance sites for new housing.  Therefore within the Draft RSS plan period clearance sites will contribute significantly towards total house building, particularly in the middle and later years of the timeframe suggested by Policy L4 (Table 9.1).  

Site Assembly and Housing Development

It is the intention of the Pathfinder that it will make an important contribution to the sub-regional housing land supply with a particular emphasis on improving the level of quality and choice within the housing stock in support of regional economic objectives.  The Pathfinder is therefore taking a pro-active approach to stimulating housing development and is currently finalising a consortia agreement with four lead developers and working with other partners such as English Partnerships and lead housing associations in order to bring housing sites forward.  Further, expected changes to the economic structure of the two Borough's will lead to an increase in housing land supply through the release of industrial land for housing development over the lifetime of RSS – a process supported by planning policies in the two Borough's.  

However, almost by definition, sites within the Pathfinder can be difficult to assemble and develop, consisting, as many do, of previously developed land in marginal market areas.  

The Pathfinder is concerned that the expression of a housing requirement as a single average over a long-timescale does not sufficiently take into account the timescales involved in bringing such sites forward for development.  This could result in early pressure for the release of easier to develop sites outside of the Pathfinder in order to meet the housing requirement.  

Household Growth

In Oldham and Rochdale, projected household growth figures are anticipated mainly beyond 2010, with the highest level of growth in the years 2011 – 2016.  A phased approach to the housing requirement would allow for a closer fit between projected household growth and house building and, again, avoid the over-release of housing land in the short-term to meet an average expressed over a significant timescale.

In light of the above, therefore, a phased expression of the housing requirement which recognises the complexity of the current position, such as the phased approach proposed by AGMA in the Manchester City Region Strategy, would help to address our concerns, allowing for a more realistic match between the timing of new housing development and clearance activity.  Close monitoring of total housing building and the level, location and rate of clearance will allow the phased requirements to be modified in subsequent reviews of RSS.

Secondly, Draft RSS clearly envisages closer working relationships between different local authorities with common issues.  This is welcome.  However, Draft RSS does not recognise linkages between areas within the Manchester-Salford Pathfinder and the Oldham Rochdale Pathfinder.  The definition of housing market areas that recognise the important connectivity with the inner areas/regional core of Manchester and Salford, as suggested by AGMA in the Manchester City Region Spatial Strategy, would provide an appropriate justification and mechanism to work with the Manchester Salford Pathfinder to identify and form a common policy response to interrelated housing market issues. 

Conclusion

Renewing dysfunctional housing markets involves a complex process over a long period of time.  We welcome the fact that Draft RSS is generally supportive of the HMR Pathfinders.  However, we are concerned that the current drafting of Policy L4 could hinder the ability of the Oldham/Rochdale to meet its objectives.  This is because the framing of the housing requirement as a single long-term average does not obviously reflect the complex nature of housing market renewal and because there is an unclear approach to the definition of housing market renewal areas.  AGMA is, we understand, submitting suggested revisions to Policy L4 that we believe will offer ways of addressing these points and provide a more positive framework within which the Pathfinder can pursue it’s objectives.
PAGE  

