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SOUTH EAST REGIONAL HOUSING STRATEGY REVIEW

Report by Head of Sustainable Development

Introduction

1. On 15 March 2005 the Executive endorsed a report which set out a number of recommendations as a response to consultation on the draft South East Regional Housing Strategy 2006-2009. The Executive recommended to:

· agree the five priorities for the allocation of funding – social rented housing, key worker housing, other tenures of affordable housing, decent homes standards and private sector renewal.

· support the 60% funding allocation for affordable housing to local authority areas with the highest level of need.

· seek to include Banbury within the Oxfordshire sub-region for the purposes of funding for affordable housing.

· delete Bicester airfield from the list of strategic sites support the notion that key workers should be defined locally.

· express concern about the lack of detail in terms of funding for infrastructure which will be needed.

· support points made concerning gypsies and travellers, rural affordable housing, the use of public sector land, homelessness, health and housing support and design.

2. The final Strategy was published in July 2005. The South East Regional Housing Board (RHB) is now due to submit its advice to Ministers on the allocation of the housing element of the Regional Funding Allocation in the summer of 2007, to cover the years 2008/09 to 2010/11. As in previous years the Board’s recommendations will address the allocation of funds between different areas of housing investment and its spatial distribution across the region.

3. The Regional Housing Strategy Review is now out for consultation from 5 February to 27 April 2007. A copy of the Review document is in the Members Resource Centre. The questions posed in the Review and proposed responses are set out in Annex 1. This report suggests a formal response to the RHB on the Review consultation.

Overall Allocation of Funds

4. The Regional Housing Strategy identifies that 20% of the regional programme will be allocated to the region’s Growth Areas, 50% to the areas with the highest levels of need and 30% to the remaining areas. This spatial distribution was arrived at by mapping the affordability index derived from three weighted measures

· homeless households in temporary accommodation; 

· overcrowded and sharing households; and,

· housing affordability. 

5. The Review suggests that in selecting areas for investment in affordable housing, the RHB focus could be on areas that deliver sustainable development by supporting the regional priorities in the South East Plan. As the majority of the planned level of growth set out in the Plan is located within the sub-regional areas, the Review argues that this provides a more appropriate spatial geography for the allocation of regional funding. 

6. The key issue is the allocation of funds between the sub-regions, how areas of highest housing need are to be defined, and the lack of direction on the inter-relationship between sub-regions as defined in the South East Plan (SEP), and Housing Market Areas as proposed in Planning Policy Statement 3 – Housing.

7. The Review also raises the question of whether the allocation of funds should be based on percentage of the total funding available, or on the number of homes to be delivered. There is not enough detail in the Review to be able to make a robust assessment on which of the two options would be most beneficial to Oxfordshire.

Funding for Different Types of Project

8. In autumn 2006 the Housing Corporation consulted on proposals designed to ensure that its investment programme achieves greater certainty of delivery and real efficiency gains. These included proposals for longer term funding of strategic sites to be determined by the RHB and the possibility of leaving a proportion of the National Affordable Housing programme as uncommitted at the bid stage in order to provide a degree of flexibility at the delivery stage. Given the problems encountered in providing the necessary infrastructure for Great Western Park at Didcot, including affordable housing, the notion of setting aside an uncommitted proportion of the National Affordable Housing programme beyond the bidding stage seems reasonable.

9. The RHB will be updating the list of strategic sites in the Regional Housing Strategy and it is important that those in Oxfordshire remain included. These currently are:  Banbury Regeneration Area, Bankside at Banbury, SW Bicester, Upper Heyford, Oxford West End, Didcot West (also known as Great Western Park), Ladygrove East and Grove Airfield. The consultation questionnaire asks how much affordable housing funding should the RHB invest in strategic sites – 5% (£22M), 10% (£44M), or another amount. Since by far the largest number of affordable dwellings will come forward on strategic sites, it is considered that the proportion of funding should be higher than 10%.

10. The RHB plans to spend 1% (£5m) of its budget on providing and refurbishing Gypsy and Traveller sites. A partial review of the SEP on the provision of pitches for Gypsies and Travellers is currently underway and will provide the basis for preparing Local Development Frameworks. There is as yet no indication of the total cost of providing and refurbishing sites in Oxfordshire. 

11. The RHB invests funding to improve the condition of private sector housing. The current level of funding is 5% (£20M a year) and it asks if this should be higher or lower. It is also seeking views on what should the criteria for funding to improve private sector stock be and suggests poor condition and energy efficiency.

12. The RHB are seeking views on the minimum target for affordable housing in small settlements across the region. Affordable housing is currently being provided in rural areas at a level of at least 360 homes per year across the region. This number appears to be low when an analysis of Parish Plans carried out on behalf of the Oxfordshire Rural Community Council in April 2005 found that affordable housing was the top ‘action plan’ priority for 15 Oxfordshire parishes. 

13. The evidence base for the draft South East Plan suggests that 70% of new affordable housing should be social rented. A proportion is likely to be achieved without public subsidy. The Regional Housing Board asks how many affordable homes should be social rented accommodation. The Regional Housing Board also states that to emphasis the need for large, family-sized housing it should adopt either a single regional target applied to the total of all affordable housing, or to have separate regional target for social rented and shared ownership housing. The proportion of social rented housing to be provided, and its type and size, should be determined locally on evidence in Housing Market Assessments. 

14. In 2005 the RHB recommended to Government that those making a direct contribution to the local economy, including other workers essential to providing front-line public services (not already covered by the Key Worker Living Programme), and workers in the voluntary and community sectors should qualify for half the homes under the First Time Buyer Initiative (FTBI). It is suggested that the RHBs advice to Government include a strong message that more public subsidy should be channelled into more intermediate housing options. 

Infrastructure and Land

15. The RHB is intending to use a proportion of its funds (about 2%), on a recyclable basis, towards creating a Regional Infrastructure Fund that will ensure infrastructure is delivered alongside development. It is suggested that this is supported in principle.

16. There is also the aim to buy surplus public sector brownfield land for affordable housing development via the Brownfield Land Assembly Trust (BLAT) model. It is suggested that this is supported in principle.

Housing for Vulnerable Groups

17. The consultation document refers to vulnerable groups including older people, the homeless, ex-offenders and those with other specific problems. 

18. In relation to older people an appropriate way forward would be to create capacity at all levels of the housing market to enable people to be suitably housed at all stages of their lives. This would mean creating more attractive, low maintenance, accessible and affordable accommodation to attract older people away from large family homes; attractive, accessible rental accommodation centrally located to be able to maximise floating support; opportunities to develop mixed economy schemes of extra care housing to be able to accommodate social renters and private funders. There is also a need for homes that have telecare technology (for example, a mechanism which alerts carers if a fridge is not opened for 24 hours) within them as standard or the capacity to install easily.
19. There is a need to recognise that certain groups of people are disproportionately affected by homelessness - for example care leavers and young offenders.  Responses to prevent homelessness and support for homeless people needs to meet varied needs. In addition there appears to be an increase in the number of homeless families who have no recourse to public funds.  Housing authorities do not have a responsibility to assist these families, but social services do because they have to protect the children.  It is important to recognise that homelessness is not just the responsibility of housing authorities. Although homelessness among the priority needs groups is dropping, it is also important to measure homelessness among non-priority needs groups. Households may be homeless but not in priority need e.g. intentionally homeless people and families with no recourse to public funds. The Regional Housing Board will need to monitor to ensure that homelessness is really being prevented, and not just that responsibility for some homeless people is being shifted from housing authority to social services or the voluntary sector.
20. Overcrowding - the work to examine this issues in more depth is welcome.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that this is particularly an issue in the private sector, and among new immigrant groups whose long-term immigration status is uncertain.

21. Supported housing - there is a need for a clear link between the Regional Housing Strategy and supporting people strategies.  The paper mentions the need for more work to identify the need for general housing versus specialist supported housing.  Each County will have written a supporting people strategy which should have information on the need for supported housing, so the gap in the evidence base may not be as large as the Board believes.
22. Needs of young offenders - experience in Oxfordshire would support the emerging regional view that many Youth Offending Team clients are unable to access suitable housing.  There is a lack of housing for young people with multiple problems, for example offending, drug use, and mental health problems. This group often displays chaotic behavior and struggle to either find housing or to maintain it.  There is a need for more funding to provide high level, flexible support to this group.

23. Homelessness needs to be considered throughout all of the Board's priorities. While the needs of young offenders are mentioned as a separate group in this report, no mention is made of care leavers.  This group is consistently over-represented in figures indicating social exclusion (homelessness, offending, few qualifications etc).  The Housing Review needs to consider the specific needs of this group to ensure that their housing and support needs are quantified and addressed. 

24. In the spirit of the Every Child Matters agenda, the Local Area Agreement, and the fact that the Oxfordshire Children & Young People’s Plan has specific targets relating to housing and other support for young vulnerable people, the Regional Housing Strategy needs to refer to local strategic partnerships who, through the increasingly important LAA process, can ensure resources are targeted where they are most needed.
RECOMMENDATIONS

25. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

(a) agree the recommended County Council responses as set out in Annex 1 to the report;

(b) note the points made in the report concerning Gypsy and Traveller sites, the creation of a Regional Infrastructure Fund, public sector brownfield land, and housing for vulnerable groups; and,

(c) thank the Regional Housing Board for the opportunity to comment on the draft Regional Housing Strategy Review and request that they make reference to the Every Child Matters agenda and the Local Area Agreement in relation to housing and sustainable community targets as set out in the report.

CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Service for Sustainable Development

Background papers:
 Nil.

Contact Officer:
Dawn Pettis, Economic Development & Housing Programme Manager, Tel: (01865) 81 6082

April 2007

ANNEX 1

Regional Housing Strategy Review

Consultation February – April 2007

Note: The paragraph numbers refer to those in the SE Regional Housing Strategy Review document which can be found in the Members Resource Centre or at www.southeast-ra.gov.uk
Overall allocation of funds

1. In selecting areas for investment in affordable housing, should the Regional Housing Board (para. 5.3)

· Measure homelessness, overcrowding and affordability, as it does now?

· Focus on areas that deliver sustainable development by supporting the regional priorities in the South East Plan?

Recommended response

It is not clear how it is proposed to allocate funds between the sub-regions within the South East and between the Growth Areas and remaining areas, or how areas of highest housing need are to be defined. It is vital that there is more understanding of the inter-relationship between sub-regions as defined in the south East Plan, and the Housing Market Areas proposed in Planning Policy Statement 3 – Housing – there appears little direction on this from Government.

Oxfordshire is one of four pilot areas in the South East that is carrying out a Housing Market Assessment (final report was published at the end of March) which identifies the key housing issues in Oxfordshire and the need for both affordable and market housing. I consider that altering the way the overall allocation of funds is distributed whilst there is still a lack of understanding of the inter-relationship between the SE Plan sub-regions and the Housing Market Areas is premature. It is hoped that the issue around the spatial allocation of funds is resolved for the post-2011 period.

2. Should the Regional Housing Board allocate funds based on (para. 5.2):

· A percentage of the total funding available?

· The number of homes to be delivered?

Recommended response

A change in emphasis in allocating funds from a percentage of the total funding available to the number of homes to be delivered would mediate against different costs across the region. For example, in 2006-2008 15% of funding will deliver 20% of the housing numbers as a result of lower costs in the Growth Areas. The Review does not go into enough detail about how this might work in the sub-regions across the South East, and it is likely that a more robust analysis of the potential impacts on the Central Oxfordshire sub-region (and the Oxfordshire Housing Market Area) would have to be carried out to determine which method of funding would be most beneficial in delivering the affordable housing needed.

Funding for different types of project

3. How much affordable housing funding should the Regional Housing Board invest in large strategic sites (para. 2.8.1, 5.7)?

· 5% (around £22m a year)

· 10% (around £44m a year)

· Other (please state)

Recommended response

When it is considered that for the bidding round 2006-2008 Oxfordshire housing authorities received £51.1 million for 1,095 new affordable dwellings in the county, £44 million for funding affordable housing on strategic sites throughout the South East region between 2008 and 2011 will not go far enough. How much funding should be sought depends on the proportion of affordable dwellings to be built based on policies in Local Plans/Local Development Frameworks. In Oxfordshire this ranges from 30% to 50% on suitable sites. Since by far the largest number of affordable dwellings will come forward on strategic sites, I consider that the proportion of funding should be higher than 10%.

4. The Regional Housing Board plans to spend 1% of its budget (around £5m a year) on providing and refurbishing Gypsy and Traveller sites (para 11.1 -11.3). Is this:

· Too low?

· About right?

· Too high?

5. How much should the Regional Housing Board invest in improving the condition of private sector housing (para 12.1 – 12.5)?

· 3% (around £12m a year, below the current level)?

· 5% (around £20 a year, the current level)?

· 7% (around £30m a year)?

· 9% (around £40m a year)?

· Other

6. What should be the criteria for funding to improve private sector homes (para. 12.3 – 12.4)?

7. Do you support the Regional Housing Board using funds for loans or equity release schemes as a way to improve the condition of private sector housing (para. 12.5)

· yes

· No

Recommended response

Generally the private sector stock in Oxfordshire is good, but there are issues particularly in Oxford City. The RHB are suggesting that funding is focused through a criteria based programme that will tackle poor condition and energy efficiency. It is envisaged that this will include cross boundary and partnership working with energy installers and private sector landlords. This is supported.

In relation to Q 7 above, there is not enough detail in the Review to be able to comment.

8. What should be the Regional Housing Boards minimum target for rural affordable housing in small settlements (para. 4.10 and 15)

· 360 homes per year (the current level)?

· 500 homes per year?

· Other?

Recommended response

Research commissioned by the RHB indicated that the backlog of rural affordable housing need could be addressed by the provision of 360 new affordable homes across the region per year over a ten-year period. Additional housing need is estimated to be about 950 households per year for people who cannot afford market purchase or private rents. The RHB noted that there is no proven economic case for increasing the emphasis given to targeting public sector funds towards investment in small villages. In particular there is no evidence that providing affordable housing in such circumstances will guarantee the sustainability of communities or that housing need must of necessity be met where it occurs. In this context the nature of the relationship between small villages and their market towns is more critical and supporting the role of these larger rural communities offers a more sustainable solution to housing need.

In Oxfordshire, local assessments of rural affordable housing need through Parish and Village Plans, and the Oxfordshire Housing Market Assessment, should lead to the development of appropriate local policies that will reflect the needs and aspirations of rural communities across the county.

9. The evidence base for the draft South East Plan suggests that 70% of new affordable housing should be social rented. A proportion is likely to be achieved without public subsidy. How many of the Regional Housing Board’s affordable homes should be social rented accommodation (para 3.2 and 16)?

· 70%?

· 60%?

· 50%?

· Other?

10. To emphasise the need for large, family-sized affordable housing, should the Regional Housing Board adopt (para 16.3 – 16.6):

· A single regional target applied to the total of all affordable housing?

· Separate regional targets for social rented and shared ownership housing?

· Other suggestions?

Recommended response

The proportion of affordable housing to be social rented will vary across the region depending on a range of factors. Numbers of social rented and intermediate housing to be provided in a sub-region should be based on local needs assessments.

In relation to family-sized housing and tenure, since the type of households accessing social rented housing and intermediate housing are quite different, I would suggest that separate local (as opposed to regional) targets for both tenures are adopted, based on robust evidence in Housing Market Assessments.

11. Should the Regional Housing Board fund low cost home ownership for ‘essential’ local workers (para 17)?

· yes

· No

12. If the Regional Housing Board decided to fund low cost home ownership for essential workers, what type of workers at what income levels should be eligible?

Recommended response

The Review document states: ‘The First Time Buyer Initiative will only make a small number of homes available. The region’s acute affordability problem is such that further provision of homes for ‘essential’ workers could be seen as being an essential part of the affordable housing programme’. Recent work in the county has demonstrated that most of Oxfordshire’s essential workers, in all sectors, simply do not earn enough to access even shared ownership housing starting as low as 25% equity. This is a sensitive subject given that these workers aspire to home ownership, will never be in such need as to be able to access social rented housing (which goes to those in the greatest need, e.g. those living in temporary accommodation) and so occupy a housing vacuum. It is imperative that the RHBs advice to Government includes a strong message that more public subsidy must be channelled into more intermediate housing options that are flexible and allow those who aspire to home ownership access the first rung of the housing ladder.

Infrastructure and land

13. How important is infrastructure to support new affordable homes (See paragraph 14 of main report)?

· Very important?

· Important

· Not at all important

14. Do you support the Regional Housing Board’s intention to use a proportion of its funds (about 2%), on a recyclable basis, towards creating a Regional Infrastructure Fund that will ensure infrastructure is delivered alongside development (See paragraph 14 of main report)?

· Yes

· No

15. Do you support the Regional Housing Board’s aim to buy surplus public sector brownfield land for affordable housing developments (See paragraph 13 of main report)?

· Yes

· No
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