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Housing density and the more efficient use of urban land

We would like to draw your attention to our proposal (within our response to the questionnaire on developing the Regional Housing Strategy) for a special initiative to increase the density of new housing. If the South West could achieve an average of 50 dwellings per hectare (see attached information sheet) it could double the effective use of the region’s brown-field sites and considerably reduce the need for green-field land.

We are therefore proposing a new ‘Urban land efficiency’ work stream within the Regional Housing Strategy — to include a team of facilitators, who would help to achieve higher density in new housing development (in tandem with good design, open space provision and other environmental improvements) and encourage the more efficient use of existing buildings and vacant property. 

Your consultation comes as Creating Excellence is asking for comments on its regional design initiative. We are therefore copying this letter to the Chair of its Design Implementation Panel – to request a parallel initiative to develop training and networking of good practise on the subject.

We welcome the Rural Housing Enablers established to help deal with rural housing affordability, and would now like to see this complemented by a team working on urban land efficiency. 

Our proposal is made within the context of our continued deep concern at the current overall level of housing development in the South West and its lack of sustainability. It is placing pressure on a wide range of environmental assets and the special rural quality of our region is fast eroding.

Yours sincerely

Wendy Lutley
Regional Policy Officer 

CPRE South West
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Housing density and the more efficient use of urban land

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

The average density of new housing in the South West from 1998-2002 (the latest figure available) was only 26 dwellings per hectare, yet Regional Planning Guidance requires:

‘30-50 dwellings per hectare …with significantly higher densities on urban sites, especially close to town centres and transport nodes’  

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; 

· highly desirable parts of Kensington and Chelsea in London reach over 200 dwellings per hectare (dph).

Quality and design — Higher density does not mean low quality. Coupled with good design it can generate and sustain vibrant communities. It can create pleasant places with shops, work and leisure close to hand; and sought after places where people want to live. 

Car parking standards make a crucial difference and can be varied according to proximity to town centres and public transport. The following can be readily achieved:

· 30 to 60 dph (suburban situations, with detached and linked housing and 1.5 to 2 car parking spaces per unit);

· 60 to 100 dph (closer to public transport, mixes of terraced housing and flats, with 1 to 1.5 car parking spaces per unit);

· 100 –200 dph (town centre developments, mostly flats, close to public transport nodes with less than 1 car parking space per unit).

Local authority achievement — The average density of new housing for planning authority areas in the South West ranges from only 14 to a maximum of 55 dph (average 1998-2001). 

New data should be available from ODPM soon and hopefully will show some improvement, but with good design the South West could surely do better.
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