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Response to the South West Housing Board consultation on


Strategic Housing Priorities in the South West 2004/5 and 2005/6





We welcome the back-ground context provided on population growth and net in-migration to the region which, combined with housing market forces and disparity in incomes, is causing an acute shortage of affordable homes for local people in the region — while open market housing and green-field development are continuing apace. 





Our comments below are therefore made in the context of the need for:





an implementation plan for policies in Regional Planning Guidance for the South West (RPG10) to help deliver urban renaissance (locating development in urban areas and on brown-field sites; higher density and improved design; achieving mixed development; etc). 





additional funding to deliver affordable housing to meet local needs; and a special initiative to share best practise and lobby Government for improvements in the planning tools and other mechanisms available. We have separately proposed that the Regional Housing Forum establish a task group to determine what would be most helpful to improve the situation in the South West. 





Sustainability





We would like to see a number of sustainability issues given greater priority in the decision-making on spend. 





Meeting the needs of local people - schemes that would help to meet the needs of local people, as opposed to more general provision of affordable homes. 





Accessibility and transport - sustainable locations for housing, which minimise the need to travel and offer public transport options to employment and services such as schools and hospitals. 





The completion of housing need surveys at ward and parish level – These are essential to adequately consider both accessibility and local needs issues.





Best value - schemes, which contribute in the longer term and help to avoid continued depletion of the social housing stock (through recycling of investment, covenants, etc).





A checklist of other relevant criteria to inform funding decisions - such as sustainable construction and local distinctiveness would be useful. For example, recent statistics from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister show a significant proportion of new housing continues to be built at unsustainable locations on flood plains. 





Environmental representation — We are pleased to see that Sustainability South West is included in the membership of the Housing Forum, but in view of issues such as flooding, the wider impacts of climate change and other environmental considerations relevant to funding decisions, we recommend strengthened environmental representation on the housing body, preferably at steering group level.   





Question 1 - new provision versus maintenance





Given the current situation, it seems reasonable to move the emphasis from spend on maintenance to new provision - especially as we understand that other sources of funding may be available to assist with maintenance. In doing so however it is clearly important to carry out effective monitoring and review of the policy, especially to ensure that any problems of poor maintenance are not exacerbated. 





Questions 2 and 3 - criteria for spatial areas and geographical distribution





In general this should follow the urban renaissance and sequential approach set out in RPG10, with the highest priority being the Principle Urban Areas and brown-field sites and rural green-field sites being the lower priority. It is also a priority that a consistent approach to Housing Needs Surveys be developed across the region to inform decision-making in the future – to enable overlay of spatial information for individual aspects such as local needs, homelessness, etc.





Question 4 - allocation for regeneration 





We think a more challenging target for brown-field spend should be set than 60 per cent – 65 percent would still be very reasonable based on current achievement. The mention of increased density is welcome but could also be more challenging and increased use of existing property (through use of vacant property, conversion of existing buildings, use of flats over shops, etc) should also be prioritised to help reduce the impact on green-field sites and achieve higher density and use of previously developed land.





Questions 5 and 6 – rural housing and market towns





The Government target for rural affordable housing (which applies to villages and towns under 3,000 population) appears to be in conflict with RPG10, which sets out policy to ensure that the bulk of housing in rural areas is provided in sustainable locations in market and coastal towns and larger villages. It would therefore seem sensible to put more emphasis on provision in market and coastal towns. See also our comment above re the importance of good quality and consistent Housing Needs Surveys (including consideration of access issues and need at parish and ward level).  





Questions 7, 8, 9 and 10  - homelessness, older & younger people, supported housing and black & minority ethnic population





Housing Needs Surveys (with information at parish and ward level) and annual review are required.





Questions 11 and 16 - key worker challenge fund 





It is essential that any key worker scheme be established on an experimental and pilot basis with review after the first year. It should require active partnership from the employer and result in long-term benefit (see above). The recent Rowntree research suggested that the issue is most severe in the South East of England - where salaries for key workers are below average earnings. Similar situations may occur in adjacent areas of the South West, but in the far west of the region the low wage economy can result in public sector workers being relatively well off within the local community. The criteria for the fund will therefore need to be considered very carefully indeed - so as not to disadvantage local low-wage earners or encourage additional in-migration. 





Questions 12 and 13 – home ownership





We support a priority based on the current research data - which highlights a number of local authority areas – however, as above, consistent Housing Needs Surveys are urgently required across the region to inform decision making and annual review is needed.


 


Questions 14 - private sector renewal 





This will need to be reviewed at the end of 2006 to determine whether the spend is good value. Action is also required to bring more empty, second and under-occupied homes into use (see above).





Question 15 – allocation to local authorities





The production of a Housing Needs Survey, consistent with agreed criteria and including accessibility issues and specific ward and parish need – and a plan of action resulting from it - could form part of the funding agreement.





Wendy Lutley


Regional Policy Officer
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