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Position statement on Housing (provisional)

· Building the right sort of homes in the right place and at the right time

to protect the special rural quality of our region 
This statement summarises our regional position at May 2004 – please see our national web site www.cpre.org.uk for our national policy position statements and related publications on planning and housing.
Sustainability, growth and quality of life  

Population growth in the South West is currently double the national average rate, the fastest of all the English regions. It is putting pressure not simply on green-field land for housing, but has a knock-on effect to road space, public transport, flood control, water resources, waste-disposal systems and green-house gas emissions. Current development levels amount to about ten new cities the size of Exeter every twenty years.

The South West is still on average the least densely populated of the English regions, but its special rural character, valued both within and beyond the region, is being eroded. Our monitoring shows:

· a 20 per cent loss of tranquil areas between the early 1960s and 1990s  — and our projections suggest loss at a similar rate if current policy continues. 

· on average, the light pollution shining upwards at night from each square kilometre in the South West has risen by over 17 per cent in the last decade.

We think that regional policy for the South West needs to show a substantial shift in the forthcoming Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) to slow the pace of development —  to address the longer term and cumulative environmental impact. Growth in the South West is entirely due to net in-migration: while this is not easily limited, policies aimed at positively increasing it should be discontinued. The region also needs to do much more to implement current urban renaissance policies. 

Housing levels 

The current Regional Planning Guidance (RPG10) target of 20,200 new homes per annum was developed from the Government’s 1996 Population and Household projections, broad-brush (and highly variable) projections of the region’s labour needs and assumptions of the net inmigration needed to the South West to support that. This was essentially a ‘Predict and provide’ approach — despite the introduction of ‘Plan, Monitor and Manage’ in 1999.

Contrary to popular understanding, the recent Barker Review of housing is not demonstrating a need for more housing per se. It is suggesting hypothetical housing levels to meet specific macroeconomic aims. It clearly states that environmental and amenity considerations have not been taken into account and it refers to census data that indicates that in 2001 there were 4.6% more dwellings than households in the South West — a surplus that has risen from 3.4% in 1991. CPRE research nationally also indicates that the land banks of the major house-building companies has increased in recent years. 

We think that the development of the annual housing numbers for RSS in the South West needs to be policy-led — and based on environmental capacity and full sustainability appraisal. This needs to be informed by more detailed ‘bottom-up’ information, such as: information from local housing needs assessments, urban capacity studies and constraints mapping around the Principal Urban Areas (all required by RPG10, but not yet consistently and comprehensively available); and information from, for example, the specific business sectors identified in the Regional Economic Strategy (as opposed to the broad-brush approach used in 1999).

The economy  — Regional prosperity needs to be addressed in a more sustainable way than simply by building more houses: through greater emphasis on added-value, skills and training; by replacing GDP with a basket of measures to reflect quality of life and the contribution that the environment makes to this; and by ensuring that homes and jobs are more closely related.
Plan, Monitor and Manage, affordable homes and mixed communities 
The South West is meeting its overall housing target, but monitoring shows that only a small proportion of these homes are affordable — way below the figure indicated in RPG10.  The situation is being further exacerbated by an increased proportion of larger homes — instead of the mixed communities required by RPG10. New housing is often attracting new in-migrants, particularly from the South East, while many, often young, people within the region cannot afford homes. 

· Local housing needs assessments also show that type of tenure is also important to help meet local need: 65 per cent of the requirement indicated in the West Dorset Housing Needs Survey is for affordable rented accommodation. 

We would like to see: strengthened regional policy for the provision of affordable and mixed housing to meet local need; an implementation plan to deliver best practise in relation to Plan, Monitor and Manage and phasing; and monitoring of policy to produce mixed communities where homes and jobs are related and which reduce the need to travel.
· In Macclesfield, for example, tight control of the release of land in tandem with monitoring is resulting in developers coming forward with schemes for 100 per cent affordable homes.
Urban renaissance, density and design 

Monitoring also shows that the South West is still following a trend of dispersed settlement — despite policies to support urban renaissance in RPG10 and, while some progress is being made in the use of brown-field land, there is no indication of an increase in housing density. RPG10 requires:

‘30-50 dwellings per hectare …with significantly higher densities on urban sites, 

especially close to town centres and transport nodes’  

Yet the average density of new housing in the South West from 1998-2002 (the latest figure available) was only 26 dwellings per hectare.  

We think that the region should develop a special plan to increase density and the efficiency of urban land use  — in tandem with improved design. 

The South West could double the new homes on brown-field sites, and substantially reduce the uptake of green-field land, if an average of 50 dwellings per hectare were achieved.

Contrary to popular opinion 50 is not high density and is needed to make new public transport provision viable; Cornish fishing villages average 60; private garden space can be included at 80; Georgian Bath is over 100; while highly desirable parts of Kensington and Chelsea in London reach over 200 dwellings per hectare. Car parking provision also makes a crucial difference to achieving higher densities – and can be varied according to proximity to town centres and public transport. 
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