CPREsouthwest 								Sept 2002





Comments on South West Regional Housing Strategy 2002 - 05 





We welcome the preparation of this document as a step towards implementing the housing policies set out in Regional Planning Guidance (RPG). At present, however, it can be taken as a new stand-alone strategy. The introductory text, and possibly the title also, need to make clear that it is rather more a plan of action to help implement the housing policies set out in Regional Planning Guidance (see further comment under D below). 





The document could therefore usefully emphasise the need to make the practical change from past practice (of ‘predict and provide’ for open market housing, excessive use of green-field sites, low density and failure to meet affordable housing targets) to the more sustainable policies set out in PPG3 as translated into RPG. The experience of our branches in the South West is that although the national and regional policy has changed, practical implementation on the ground is both patchy and slow. There is a considerable sense of frustration – while the funding mechanisms available to deliver affordable housing targets are still largely missing.





A. Key gaps 





1. Density and design - The draft is very weak on actions re improved design - especially its inter-relationship with increased density. Specific actions need to be identified to support local authorities in achieving increased density through good design. This might include actions to:





	set up a design working group to exchange best practice;


employ a certain number of urban design officers across the region. 


co-ordinated activity with South West Regional Development Agency (SWRDA). 





2.Brown-field and urban capacity - The draft is also weak on practical support to help local authorities achieve higher levels of brown-field take-up. The text needs to mention the fact that the South West has only achieved an average of 29 per cent in recent years and that therefore considerable effort will be required to meet the RPG target of 50 per cent. The document needs, for example, to collate and present information from the recent urban capacity studies to give an indication of what percentage each structure plan area might be able to contribute (even if the final percentages have not yet been agreed). Again practical support needs to be identified. This might include action to:





establish a Principal Urban Areas (PUA) working group;


establish joint/co-ordinated activity with SWRDA.





3. Urban renaissance – There is particular potential to address issues 1 and 2 (design, density and brown-field take-up) via urban regeneration and renaissance programmes in the region, but this potential is not yet fully developed in Chapter 4. Similarly we would like to see greater mention there not only of quality built design, but also quality design of associated open space, footpath networks, etc to create high quality urban environments.





4. Second homes – More prominence should be given to the issue of second homes, as this is an issue of specific concern to the region. In many parts of the region the combination of: sale of council homes; slow replacement rate; rapid rise in house prices and desirability for holiday and weekend homes exacerbates the difficulties faced in achieving affordable housing for local people. This is a particularly acute problem in Cornwall at present. We understand, for example, that towns such as Padstow and Falmouth feature in the top ten of towns in the country with the steepest housing price rises over the last five years. Similar issues also occur in several other parts of the region, such as Exmoor and South Devon, and it is not confined to the west. For example the Cotswolds face pressure from weekend homes for those working in London. 





5. Affordable homes, combined factors and cross boundary working – The issues in 4.come together in a number of rural districts/areas across the region where a combination of high green-field house building rates in recent years, high numbers of second homes, high in-migration rates and high price rises are resulting in very high levels of need for affordable housing for local people. This is also often occurring in districts/areas where there is a limited supply of  brown-field land (East Dorset, for example). Initiatives need to be included in the document to identify the areas in the region facing these pressures and to identify specific projects to make full use of empty homes, purchase of existing buildings, etc – in order to minimize the pressure on green-field sites. In particular there is a need to avoid excessive or extended use of the ‘exceptions’ policy. Local needs surveys should incorporate parish-specific work. They need to clarify and distinguish needs specific to individual parishes and needs which might be accommodated in larger villages, market towns and larger conurbations in the near vicinity. The later are more likely to provide sustainable locations –  with good access to services and work on foot or by public transport and brown-field sites. This may require cross boundary working. Housing enablers therefore need to work in this wider context - rather than simply seeking green-field sites in small villages for new build. 





6. Urban extensions and quality environmental assessment. - There needs to be mention of the constraints mapping required in RPG. We enclose a copy of our letter to Regional Assembly about this (see attached). We understood in the spring that Assembly’s regional planning officers working group was considering setting up such a group. This should be included in the actions:





establish a working group to ensure a co-ordinated approach to PUA urban extension studies (including constraints mapping).





The quality of environmental impact statements in relation to housing development is also very variable and frequently poor. Guidance based on constraints mapping could be used to help improve standards so that the minimum of environmental features are adversely affected when green-field development is required.





7. Housing and housing planning teams – a short description and assessment of county and district housing/ housing planning teams and how they work, etc would be useful to give a picture of the staff and resources available to support planning and delivery of housing in the region. The document needs to consider, for example, whether these teams are adequately resourced to implement PMM, improve design, affordable housing, etc and what additional actions and resources might be required. 





8. Employment land and travel to work – We are aware of a trend in the region towards re-allocation of employment land for housing under Policy EC3, which is tending to result in use of town/city centre brown-field employment land sites for housing, with the knock on effect of new employment land then being needed and identified in urban fringe locations on green-field sites. In other more rural situations employment land is being re-allocated for housing, with the result that commuting is required to the work place. This trend needs to be monitored and actions identified to help housing planners and providers work towards reducing the need to travel.


B. Overarching priorities 





Our key priorities are therefore:





1. 	Achieving the brown field target and urban renaissance (through improvements in density and design and improved operation of Plan, monitor and manage)





2. 	Achieving a higher proportion of affordable homes (including addressing the issue of second homes and high price rises). 





Co-ordinated timing and consistent Local Housing Needs Assessments will be crucial to assist the review of RPG housing policy in a few years time.





C. Best practice





Our Avonside branch has commissioned an architect to produce plans for the largest brown-field site in Bath to illustrate good design and density and is holding a joint seminar with the University of Bath this autumn on design issues (see attached flier).





D. Co-ordination with other plans





Action plan format - To be a useful document the ‘Strategy’ needs to be as far as possible an action plan, and we therefore welcome the format of identifying specific actions and milestones and would like to see this approach developed further in the final document. 





Regional Planning Guidance  - The action plan format is especially useful in taking the housing policies in Regional Planning Guidance forward to practical implementation. We suggest therefore that there could be more specific reference to policies in RPG. 





Urban renaissance – There is a need to co-ordinate with SWRDA to identify joint actions, etc especially in relation to its work on urban renaissance.





Joint working – Assembly’s Officer support group for its Planning and Transport Members Group is currently largely confined to local authority planning officers. It and/or joint working groups as suggested above, would benefit from a wider cross interest membership to help drive more innovative approaches. For example, it ought to be possible to tap into European funding in some instances and to work with SWRDA to achieve some of the practical actions re design and density mentioned above. 





Glossary - We suggest that there is a glossary, so that there is an easy guide to all acronyms. This is especially important for a plan where professionals from planning, housing and other backgrounds are likely to be using the same document. 





Definitions - Consideration needs to be given to clarifying, defining and checking the consistency of the word ‘demand’. It seems to be used differently in different chapters. In planning terms it is often it used to reflect open-market conditions, whereas in some chapters it seems to be used to reflect assessing the market for local housing need. The term affordable needs to be clarified, defined and consistent (as to whether it is being used for low cost open-market housing only, or to cover that and social and special-needs housing as well). See also the need to be clear as to whether rural housing is covering housing in market towns as well, or villages only.





National policy and legislation - Some of the problems identified reflect the need for changes to national policy, legislation and funding mechanisms. We suggest that these need be identified as a specific type of action, so that they can be drawn together and the document used to lobby national government for the changes that would most assist our region. 





More detailed commentary 





Introduction 





We would like to see the introduction set the context of RPG more clearly and the objectives mention the priorities and gaps above.





Chapter one 





See above re the need for careful use of the word demand. Some careful rewording is needed within this chapter to more accurately reflect RPG policy – see individual comments below.





P2 – Figure 1.1 – We think that figures after 97/98 should be available and suggest adding them to give a more up-to-date picture.





P3 - population and household change - We suggest a sub-note attached to the word unadjusted, so that readers are able to understand immediately the status of these projections. Similarly (third line) rewording is required: were these projections to take place, most of the increase would be in the population aged 45 and over - rather than will be. 





P3 - population and household change - second paragraph - supporting the needs of an ageing population needs to be picked up for specific action in later chapters. 





P3 - Table 1.1 - the heading should read projected population growth and the sub-note should explain, as above, that the figures are unadjusted and assume similar policies and trends to those in past years. 





P3 - last paragraph - Again the wording needs to be adjusted to indicate that these are projections and not current policy, i.e. the largest components of change in household types would be single people.... 





P 4 - third paragraph re population projections and RPG - the projections are based on figures from 1996 – i.e. recent demographic trends is a little misleading. Last sentence - adjustments – This needs to mention that the major factor influencing the housing numbers given in RPG is the economy: the argument for higher housing figures was based on the premise that continued inward migration is required to support the region's economy. 





P4 - Para 4 - As above the 20,200 figure in RPG is aimed at meeting a combination of local housing need and assumed regional economic needs. 





P4 - Housing stock - private sector completions are at their lowest for man y ears – Judging by the graph in Fig 1.2 it would be more accurate to say have slowed from their peak in the 1980s. Are the figures available and could a graph for the last few decades be included? Figures should also be available by now for 2001/2 and it would be useful to give these in the text to emphasise the comparison with the RPG figures.





P5 - With the identification of such a high a loss of social housing stock, the recommendations need to include action to change this situation, even if it is identifying a need to lobby government for changed policy/legislation. 





P5 - Recommendations - Research on in-migration and housing trends in different districts/areas needs to be linked to their economic performance, so that we can be more accurately informed in the future on housing needs in relation to the economy. This is the main gap in information. The experience of Cornwall (where high house building rates has accompanied economic decline since the 1970s), suggests that the reality is more complex that the assumptions underlying the current RPG figures.





P6 - We strongly agree that S 106 agreements are presently inadequate. This needs to be picked up in the action for lobbying national Government.





P 7 - We welcome the action to ensure consistent Local Housing Needs assessments. This is needed on an early timetable. Similarly we welcome the action to ensure a co-ordinated timetable. Milestones by 2007 will be far too late however to address any problems identified by PMM and the information will also be essential to inform the RPG review in 2006. These need to be a high priority actions and resources need to be available to achieve them. 





P8 – The last action re key worker housing needs to be part of the above and include a date for action.





P9 – Bullet point 1 – for which provision should be made. The text needs to be amended, see comments below under Chapter 2 re the housing figures in RPG not being an absolute target. There needs to be greater a reference to Plan, Monitor and Manage (PMM) including action to:





Set up a network, or working group, to exchange and promote good practice in the operation of PMM. 





P9 – Sub-regions – Our feeling is that rather than any new rigid sub-regional arrangements for housing, the best way forward will be to identify key topics and issues and then set up flexible working groups to allow exchange of ideas, etc, plus encouraging cross boundary co-operation. See below how the key issues do not necessarily coincide with the RPG sub-regions.





Chapter two 





P10 – para2 – density – The brief reference to the National Policy requirement to achieve higher density housing development needs to be expanded. National data shows that there has been no increase in density over the last decade, while the figures in recent years for the South West averages only 29%. The plan needs to identify specific action in the South West if we are to achieve the 50% target in RPG. Planning committee members are apparently currently often reluctant to pass applications for higher density housing - because the designs being submitted by developers are simply cramming more housing of the same type into the same space. There is considerable need therefore to look at ways of improving design in order to achieve good quality higher density development. 





P 10 - To ensure 20,200 new homes are planned each year - The wording needs to be adjusted to reflect that in RPG, which is subtly different. RPG indicates that housing provision should be made, based on the following average annual rates. The figures are not therefore an absolute requirement. This reflects the fact that with PMM in operation, adjustments will need to be made according to the situation. (If for example, affordable housing is not reaching its indicative target, it would be inappropriate to replace the short fall with open market housing). 





P 11 - affordable housing - We welcome recognition that the number of affordable homes in the region requires action. The figure actually needs much more than doubling of current output and has significant implications for investment and subsidy. This is a key issue for the region. See above re the need to identify action to lobby government if actions within the region cannot deliver this. It would be both helpful and more realistic to give more specific information on the shortfall between delivery and targets, which has occurred in recent years and is likely under current plans and financial arrangements. In other words the document needs to make clear that the current targets are unachievable under current funding arrangements. There is also mention of the need for innovative solutions - a think tank needs to be established to help with this and identified as an action. For example, Chapter 4 refers to the establishment of a Centre of Excellence for Regeneration and renewal – but no more detail is given. 





P 11 - best use of land - The average use of brown-field land over circa the last decade has only been 29 per cent in the South West. A table or graph giving more detail of the region’s performance over recent years could usefully be inserted here to emphasise the considerable challenge which the region faces in moving to the new target of 50 per cent. This together with density and design is a major issue, which the document needs to address - see comments above. As well as PPG3, the text should refer to RPG and its requirement for densities of 30 to 50, with significantly higher densities on urban sites (Policy H06). 





P 12 - building in a sustainable way - The focus of development should be in and around the PUAs, with the first priority being development on brown-field sites within the conurbations (RPG Policy SS2). 





P 12 – Plan, Monitor and Manage (PMM) – This section could be strengthened - Continuous annual review is required by local authorities - see RPG Policy HO5, which talks about managing the release of sites to ensure a sequential approach. As commented above, specific action is needed to help local authorities in the region develop good practice in operating PMM.  





P12 & 13 - Sub-regions – We think that as more information is gathered that housing may best be tackled on a topic issue basis, with working groups aimed at developing best practice through exchange of information and partnership projects etc – rather than any system of groups based on any new bureaucratic sub-regions. A range of cross- boundary partnerships may be needed to assist with delivery. See elsewhere, for example re the fact that issues relating to second homes may affect not only parts of the Western sub-region identified in RPG, but also parts of South Devon, etc.





P13 – bullet point 4 -We understand that there are existing definitions of affordable housing. A consistent approach needs to be identified as a priority action.





P13-14 – empty homes – We support greater effort to bring empty homes into use – and more emphasis might be given to this in relation to areas where there is relatively little brown-field land. Cornwall, for example has relatively little brown-field land while its empty homes rate is higher than the 3 per cent regional rate. Rural housing enablers mentioned below should therefore be focusing on re-use of empty homes, use of flats above shops in market towns, etc rather than simply focusing on building new affordable homes on green-field sites. Financial disincentives, such as VAT for renovation, need to be flagged up as part of the package of changes required from national Government. 





P14 – We suggest that  local authorities should look to end discounts on Council tax for second homes as a priority action.





P 15 - community issues - second and third paragraphs - This needs rewording! Vocal opposition to new housing is in many cases legitimate, especially if the local environment will be damaged. See our comments above about the importance of constraints mapping around the PUAs as part of the urban extension studies and poor quality of current environmental impact assessments. Local opposition is also not necessarily NIMBYism. It reflects widespread concern within the region that housing delivery to date has been via a ‘Predict and provide’ approach for the open market, while the implementation of PMM and other new policies to meet local needs and ensure use of brown-field sites is both slow and patchy. The high housing figures are also based on assumptions that housing is required to support the economy of the region - and there is widespread skepticism of this analysis, especially in a situation where, as mentioned above, high a house building rates in Cornwall have been paralleled in recent decades by economic decline. 





P15 – Local Strategic Partnerships/Local Development Frameworks – The former are not yet fully active across the South West and the latter are not yet in place, so that actions for deliver for 2003 seem optimistic (and the plethora of different terms is confusing – see need for Glossary). 





P15 - We welcome the last part of the third paragraph with its reference to the need for education re the advantages of brown-field development, high-density, design etc. This needs to be translated into specific action - for example:





establish training for planning committee members. 





P 17 - Design - See above re the need for considerably more emphasis on design especially in relation to increased density and for the need to identify specific action points. There also needs to be reference to improved design, in relation to local character (ref parts of RPG Policies EN1 and EN4 re locally distinctive features and setting) both in the countryside and in more urban areas. The objective could thus be modified to add ‘and appropriately designed to fit the local context’- and the text might refer to, for example, village design statements.





Chapter 3 - Rural 





It would be helpful if the size of settlement being considered were clarified in the text. Is the chapter covering market towns, for example, or only smaller settlements – we assume the later? We suggest reference to RPG Policy SS2 bullet point 5 and SS19, which clarifies the policy difference between housing provision in market towns and that in smaller settlements.





P19 - We suggest reference to RPG Policy HO4 - as this chapter is essentially about looking at ways of implementing that policy. See also our overall comments about use of the word demand. It needs to be clear that this chapter is looking at ways of delivering housing to meet local need only. RPG policy makes it clear that provision should not be made for open market demand. 





P 19 - first paragraph - clarification of the affordability index and exactly what this means would be useful.





P19 - We welcome the emphasis on parish-based Housing Needs Studies. We are aware of examples where affordable housing has been provided in rural areas and then remained vacant, because it did not relate to the specific localities where need exists. 





P 20 - bullet point 3 – re unsupportive parish councils - this needs rewording. See above re the valid reasons for skepticism to housing in rural areas given recent history. 





P20 - recommendations - We suggest a working group to exchange best practice so that parish- based Rural Housing Need Assessments can be developed in a comparable way across the region. 





P20 - Rural housing enablers - It would be useful to know to know how many such posts exist in the region at present and what areas they cover. If there is any increase they need to be targeted, in those parts of the region where there is greatest need (e.g. areas with a high proportion of second and holiday homes and high housing prices) and tied into existing housing teams. They should not add an additional unco-ordinated layer, or result in more attention being given to providing housing in small settlements than to affordable housing in market towns and larger settlements. The need for urban design officers for both large and small settlements is at least equally important -  to assist with improvements to design, density and use of brown-field sites.





P21 – Planning obligations – Greater emphasis could be made of the need to adopt the one-to-one approach set out in the Rural White Paper – this approach is not yet being applied consistently across the region. Circular 6/98 also needs revision to make it easier to insist on affordable homes.


 


P 22 - agricultural and tied housing and the ‘exceptions’ policy - second paragraph and recommendations – The text needs to be clarified to indicate that it is referring to affordable provision for local need only. Similarly the second bullet point needs to be clarified. There needs to be some agreed definition for the term local. Presumably in the context of parish-based assessments, this would normally be the parish. Careful, sensitive and limited use of the ‘exceptions’ policy may be acceptable – but is unlikely to provide for the bulk of affordable housing need. We would be concerned at its excessive or extended use. Rather the main focus of provision for affordable homes in rural areas should be in larger villages and market towns, especially where brown-field sites can be identified and there is service provision to reduce the need to travel. Farm building conversions are unlikely to provide such sustainable locations.





P23 - energy efficiency and design - see above re the need for reference to RPG policies EN1 and EN4 re local distinctiveness and landscape setting. The issue needs to be carried through to the recommendations and an action point identified – see above re housing design officers. 





Chapter 4 





Many of our comments above re use of brown-field sites, density and design apply here. There is great potential to focus on these approaches as part of urban regeneration and renaissance programmes funded via the Neighborhood Renewal Fund, SWRDA, etc. At present this chapter seems to stand alone and not really reflect this potential or the urban renaissance policies set out in RPG.  





Action identified for Local Strategic Partnerships also needs to be realistic given that these are in their early days. Policy EC2 in RPG should help to determine the focus for initiatives.





P 32 – Re 65% of council stock concentrated in 10 authorities - It would be useful to know which these are, perhaps by including a distribution map. 





P32 - Center of Excellence for Regeneration and Renewal - More detail of what is intended and timing would be useful, including developing action points which the centre might take forward (see above re design and density, etc). 





Chapter five 





See comments above re identifying areas in the region where this is a particular issue for priority action, including the issue identified in Chapter 1 of provision for an ageing population. 








Sent: Tuesday, September 17


Addendum re Population growth


I now attach the comments from our Cornwall branch which I referred to in my e.mail last week. As per my note last week, you'll see it gives a sense of urgency re the problems there - and highlights the need to clarify the role of the strategy in relation to RPG, etc.


With further reflection we also think that the background context of population growth in the region might also usefully be emphasised in the final strategy. 


Rapid population growth is central to the Region's environmental problems (eg green-field development, waste disposal, increasing road traffic, loss of tranquility, etc). It is already twice the national average (namely 2.5 million more nationally per decade), and is forecast to rise at the rate of circa one new Taunton in the South West every year for the foreseeable future. 


At the moment the region lacks a long-term solution to this dependence on population growth - something the recent research for the Integrated Regional Strategy has picked up on. 


Population has increased by 12.7% between 1981-1999 (just over 1/2 a million to now reach 5 million as a whole - there are some useful figures in Prof Curry's recent report on Rural policy), and the 1996 projections show another 9 % between 1996 over the next 20 years (the RPG housing figure is adjusted only slightly down from these national projections).


Obviously the exact amount of space housing takes, and thus green-field loss, depends on the density, but it would be good to work out some scenarios/comparisons of the 'Taunton' type, based on different densities & including both existing and RPG recommended density rates. It could help to give a sense of the scale of growth in population and housing development that has happened in recent decades in the region, and that RPG is planning for in the future. 


Much of the growth historically has been as in-migration, mostly from the South East - so some more detail of sources and scale of inward migration would be useful. As Chris points out in his comments from Cornwall the data does exist already - but it could usefully be brought together in an over-view in the final strategy. 


The housing figures in RPG are based on an economic argument, which assumes continued net in-migration is required to asset the region's economy. We really think that this argument (put forward by Housing developers and supported at the time of the Public examination into RPG by the then newly formed SWRDA) needs very close examination - hence our comment about the need for research re the linkage between in-migration and economic performance. 


If GDP is used then attention needs to be on GDP per capita - but SWRDA is in any case committed both to "sustainable development" (which puts the emphasis of prosperity on improving quality of life rather than simply GDP) and reducing the large disparity in prosperity across the region. Within CPREsouthwest we have to date taken the approach of lobbying for investment in skills and training and added value to develop the economy, as opposed to depending on inmigration and fuelling the need for housing. 


Each additional person consumes more resources (housing space, water, energy, food, transport capacity etc), and produces more waste and pollution (urban sprawl, low flows in rivers, greenhouse gas emissions, landfill, road congestion etc), all of which stress the environment. Thus the current policy of directly increasing the population is a primary driver of environmental degradation — and it is a certainty that this cannot be solved against a background of indefinitely increasing population. 


We would therefore like the housing strategy to find a way of flagging up this issue - whilst obviously still having a commitment to inclusivity, the right to a decent home and freedom of movement, etc. 


Wendy Lutley


CPREsouthwest


 


**************.
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