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Housing Green Paper “Homes for the Future:  More AFFORDABLE, More Sustainable”

 South East Plan Panel Report

Report by Head of Sustainable Development

Introduction

1. The Government has published a Green Paper entitled “Homes for the future: more affordable, more sustainable”. Comments on the paper are invited by 15 October 2007. This report outlines the main points in the Green Paper and recommends responses to it. The paper can be downloaded at: http://www.communities.gov.uk/pub/967/HomesforthefuturemoreaffordablemoresustainableHousingGreenPaper_id1511967.pdf. 

2. The Government also published the Panel report on the Examination of the draft South East Plan at the end of August. This report outlines the main points which relate to Oxfordshire and recommends an initial response to them, pending the publication of the Government’s formal response and proposed modifications to the draft South East Plan that are expected early next year. The panel report can be downloaded at 

http://www.gos.gov.uk/gose/planning/regionalPlanning/southEastPlan/
Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable

3. The Green Paper outlines the Government’s plans to provide more homes to meet growing demand; well designed and greener homes; and more affordable homes to buy or rent. The first challenge is seen to be to provide more homes: 

· The Government is setting a new housing target for 2016 of 240,000 additional homes a year compared with the current 185,000 a year. This would mean an additional 2 million homes by 2016 and 3 million homes by 2020.

· The extra 2 million homes by 2016 will include 1.6 million homes in existing regional spatial strategies (RSS) and plans now in place; 150-200,000 additional homes in the new round of regional spatial strategies (RSS) together with further partial RSS reviews; 100,000 extra homes in the 29 new growth points which have already come forward (including Oxford and Didcot); an additional round of new growth points - 50,000 new homes; and five new “eco towns” (of between 5,000 and 20,000 new homes), with the entire community designed to be able to reach zero carbon standards. 

· 200,000 homes to be delivered on surplus public sector land by 2016. 

· The Government will continue with the national target that over 60% of homes should be built on 'brownfield' land.

· Local planning incentives and enforcement, including a new housing and planning delivery grant.

4. The Government says it does not just want to build more homes but also proposes:

· New procedures for infrastructure plans and programmes; and targeted funding for growth areas, new growth points and eco towns programmes.

· A Planning Gain Supplement Bill - unless a better way is identified of ensuring local communities receive significantly more of the benefit from planning gain. The Green Paper sets out possible alternatives.

· Revisions to building regulations and other measures to improve the environmental performance of new homes.

· To monitor closely the effectiveness of new planning policy protecting new homes from flooding.

5. On affordable housing the Government proposes further measures, with some emphasis on increases in rural areas, including:

· An £8 billion programme for affordable housing in 2008-2011, a £3 billion increase compared to the previous 3 years.

· At least 70,000 more affordable homes a year by 2010-2011, including at least 45,000 new social homes a year and over 25,000 shared ownership/shared equity homes a year, with an ambition to increase further in the next spending review.

· Wider delivery of affordable housing in mixed communities, including setting out new ways for councils to use their land and resources to build homes.

· Local housing companies to deliver shared ownership homes and homes for first time buyers built on local council land 

· Private sector shared equity offering shared equity mortgages and shared ownership houses 

The Panel report on the Examination of the Draft South East Plan

6. The Panel report on the Examination of the Draft South East Plan was published at the end of August.  The report is in two volumes:  a 450 page main report and 300 pages of appendices.  The Government will now consider its response to the Panel report and is expected to publish proposed modifications to the draft South East Plan early in 2008.  The Council will have the opportunity to comment on what the Government proposes before the Plan is finally adopted.

7. For the South East as a whole, the Panel acknowledges that overall growth levels represent the single most controversial issue in the Plan.  It recommends an increase in the overall levels of housing from 28,900 to 32,000 per annum.  This represents an increase of 10% or 62,000 new homes over the Plan period.  During the public examination a number of authorities proposed potential additional provision which would have taken the draft Plan’s figure to 31,000 dwellings a year.  

8. The Panel applauds SEERA’s “pioneering work” on infrastructure and agrees with its “manage and invest” approach.  On water resources, the Panel, whilst supporting the twin track approach of demand management and water resource development, concludes that there should be a stronger geographical reference to a possible Upper Thames Reservoir because of the long lead times involved in its potential development (para 10.20).

9. As far as Oxfordshire is concerned, the Panel thinks that insufficient support has been given to economic growth in the strategy, and recommends an increase in the housing total from 2,360 a year to 2,730 a year.  The report proposes an extra 6,100 dwellings in central Oxfordshire and 1,300 dwellings in the rest of the county.  The major component of this additional housing provision is proposed to be a “strategic development area” of about 4,000 dwellings south of Oxford.  This would require a selective review of the Oxford Green Belt and joint working between South Oxfordshire District Council and Oxford City Council.

10. The Panel considers that the draft Plan’s approach to Didcot is generally sound, and accepts the objective of promoting Bicester as a location for spin-off activity as part of the Oxford to Cambridge arc.


Comments of Head of Sustainable Development

(a)
Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable
11. The Green Paper contains many proposals and aspirations, together with some ambitious targets. Achieving them will be difficult given that lower housing targets have not been achieved in recent years, limits to the amount of 'brownfield' land that can be developed and acknowledged problems with the local planning process. The assumptions about the potential contribution of new growth points and eco towns by 2016 given delivery lead times seem likely to be particularly difficult to achieve.

12. Improving the regional planning process.  The Government says it will encourage the early review of housing provision in RSSs, especially in areas of high demand, which will enable proposals for new eco towns and additional growth points to be properly assessed. The Government clearly expects the numbers of houses provided for in regional spatial strategies to increase.  Some may argue that this could imply that the Secretary of State is effectively pre-judging the outcome of regional spatial strategies when there is still some way to go in the process.  It also seems odd that - if this is the Government's view - it is proposing to address the issue by a series of mini reviews of RSSs by 2011 rather than by the Secretary of State using her powers to modify RSSs which are still going through the system. 

13. Moving to a single regional strategy. The Green Paper refers to the Government’s proposals for a single strategy for each region embracing the current RSS and Regional Economic Strategy with executive responsibility lying with the Regional Development Agency. Although local authorities are said to play a key role in proposing the vision for their area and in drawing up proposals to feed into the regional strategy, there is a lack of clarity over what is proposed.  The Green Paper says (page 32, paragraph 10) that 'local council leaders will need to endorse the final draft strategy before it goes to independent examination'.   The Green Paper is silent as to what happens if local council leaders decide not to do this.

14. Sustainable development. The balance to be struck between economic and environmental objectives is a concern. RSSs will include specific economic growth objectives and specify a level of housing needed to accommodate projected household growth, unless there is strong justification otherwise. The primary task for local authorities is to identify enough housing land and those that do can expect financial rewards through the housing and planning delivery grant.  (In passing, I am concerned that this could mean that such grant is not available to county councils in two tier areas, despite their considerable responsibilities for minerals and waste planning and as principal authorities under the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004.)  Those that do not will find the housing provision enforced through call in and appeal. The Green Paper says (page 33) that 'the Secretary of State will not hesitate to use her powers to recover planning appeals and take decisions herself, in order to reinforce PPS3 Land Supply policies'.  This seems somewhat at odds with the recent planning White Paper's promise that the Secretary of State would be less involved in individual planning decisions through call in and appeals.

15. Affordable housing.  The strong emphasis on and increased funding for affordable housing is welcome. However, there are concerns that the overall amount of funding falls short of what is required. The funding and homes are needed now whereas the increase will be into the next decade. A robust mechanism is needed to ensure that public sector land can be used effectively for affordable housing.

16. More sustainable new homes. While improvements to building regulations and other measures might be welcome, the Green Paper seems comparatively silent on the question of how location of new development can contribute to overall sustainability.  This is a particularly live issue at the moment, with so much of the housing development, particularly in the South East, likely to take place in areas, which are (a) most prone to flood and (b) under most stress in terms of water supply.  This is addressed to some extent (pages 45 and 46) of the Green Paper, but needs developing.  The Green Paper also has little to say about the need to improve the environmental performance of the existing housing stock, which is where the greatest potential contribution to reducing carbon emissions lies.

17. Funding for infrastructure.  There is a good deal of mention of infrastructure in the Green Paper, including the planning gain supplement and possible alternatives to it.  A key question for local authorities is whether enough money is being made available. Infrastructure funding needs to be adequate, often up front, to address past shortfalls and in many cases will need to come from Government.  Any planning gain funding needs to be available to the localities in which the impact occurs.  The Government needs to provide assurances on these points if the suggestions in the Green Paper are to be acceptable.

(b) 
The Panel report on the Examination of the Draft South East Plan

18. There has been only limited time to consider the Panel report.  Much will depend on the Government’s reaction to it and the form of proposed modifications to it when they are published.  

19. For the South East as a whole, the Panel considers that insufficient attention has been paid to economic factors, and argues that the Plan should seek a better match between new jobs and new labour supply through an increased housing provision.  The Panel proposes an increase of 10% over the figures in the draft Plan.  However, the Panel report states that “it is precisely because we accept the strength of the Assembly’s arguments and much of its background work, that we do not go higher” (para 1.6).  Indeed, what the Panel proposes is fairly close to the figure of 31,000 dwellings a year that emerged at the public examination, and certainly well short of the sort of levels apparently advocated by Ministers.

20. For Oxfordshire, the Panel also considers that insufficient support has been given to economic growth.  Partly as a result of this, the Panel recommends an increase in overall housing numbers of which the largest component is potentially the “strategic development area” south of Oxford. 

21. The Panel’s report recognises that while central Oxfordshire is a city region based on Oxford it also has important centres outside Oxford.  The recommendations aim to “strengthen the polycentricity objectives of the strategy while seeking to accommodate the needs of Oxford city”.  The Panel’s recognition that the key objective should be to avoid worsening the jobs – housing balance is welcomed, but its recommendations appear to be potentially internally contradictory in that the release of further land for employment at Oxford would be likely to fuel pressures for more housing.  The recognition that the release of land on the northern edge of Oxford, beside the possible release of safeguarded sites at Peartree, could damage Bicester’s development is important in supporting delivery of the strategy.

22. The proposed increase in the amount of housing is perhaps to be expected, given the general tenor of the national and regional debate on housing in recent months and the widespread concerns about providing affordable housing.  However, the Panel supports the view taken by the County Council and most other local authorities that simply building more houses will not solve the problem of housing affordability.  This is due to a number of factors, including the fact that the size of the existing housing stock dwarfs the amount of new building proposed even by the most ambitious pro-growth advocates.

23. The Panel’s recommendation for a “selective” review of the green belt south of Oxford (their report actually says “in south Oxford” but it is clear that they intend to refer to land immediately to the south of the built up area of Oxford mainly within South Oxfordshire district) is bound to be controversial.  The Panel’s proposals for South Oxfordshire District Council and Oxford City Council to work together in the preparation of a plan for this area beg a number of questions, and it is by no means certain that it would lead to the rapid development the Panel appears to favour.  The City Council has pointed to a preferred option in their draft core strategy to accommodate 11,000 dwellings within Oxford (4,000 more than the draft South East Plan).  If this level of development were to be achieved within Oxford itself then it appears that no release of Green Belt land would be needed to accommodate the overall housing levels the Panel proposes.

24. The Panel’s recommendation on the Upper Thames Reservoir would, if accepted, be helpful to Thames Water in pursuing its proposals.  However, the report makes it clear that any proposal would need to be subject to further testing through the various statutory processes.

Financial and Staff Implications

25. There are no direct financial and staffing implications arising from these papers.

RECOMMENDATION
26. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to endorse the comments in paragraphs 11 to 24 as the County Council’s comments on the Green Paper “Homes for the Future: more affordable, more sustainable” and the initial response to the Panel report on the draft South East Plan.
CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Sustainable Development
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