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Sub-matter 1A	STRATEGIC ISSUES, VISION AND OBJECTIVES





This submission focuses on Sub-Matter 1A.1 only.





1A.1	What are the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East and is the response of the draft RSS adequate?  (To include reference to the results of monitoring performance against RPG9)





Performance against RPG 9





Affordable housing provision is one of the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East region.





The National Housing Federation was instrumental in securing the policies on affordable housing set out in RPG 9, and welcomed them.  These established that there should be 11,500-12,000 new affordable homes supplied through the planning system in the South East each year (not less than 40% of the total supply).  The affordable housing figures were established by the Panel following a Public Examination in the spring of 1999, and survived subsequent amendments to the RPG at a political level.





Delivery of those policies in the intervening years has been a disaster.  Affordable housing supply has been a policy area characterised by joined-up-government failure – in central, regional and local government, and in planning and finance.  Year after year, monitoring reports have shown that affordable housing supply has been lagging behind requirements, and any attempts to tackle this have achieved little (though the increases in government funding in recent years are welcome).  Policy H4 in RPG 9 has been a policy on paper only.





Affordable housing supply (including new build and conversions, but excluding purchase of pre-existing dwellings) is shown in the Table 1, against a policy objective of at least 11,500 dwellings annually.





Table 1	Affordable housing supply and supply policy


Year�
Affordable Supply�
Shortfall�
�
2001-02�
c.4,000�
>7,500�
�
2002-03�
4,800�
>6,700�
�
2003-04�
5,400�
>6,100�
�
2004-05�
6,700�
>4,800�
�
2005-06�
n/a�
n/a�
�
Source: SEERA Annual Monitoring Reports





The cumulative shortfall in affordable housing supply after just four years amounts to at least 25,100 dwellings in the affordable sector alone against the RPG 9 target.  The South East Plan does candidly accept that “the failure to deliver sufficient affordable housing in the past has resulted in a significant backlog of unmet need” (D3 para. 5.2).





The massive under-supply in the affordable sector accounts for all the shortfall in overall housing provision against the policy objective of 28,050 dwellings annually in the South East.  The policy objective for private supply annually is up to about 16,550 dwellings (i.e. 28,050 minus 11,500), and Table 2 shows that this has been more than satisfied each year since 2001.





Table 2	Overall housing supply and sector split





Year�
Affordable


Supply�
Private


Supply�
Total


Supply�
�
2001-02�
c.4,000�
21,300�
25,299�
�
2002-03�
4,800�
19,800�
24,585�
�
2003-04�
5,400�
23,000�
28,426�
�
2004-05�
6,700�
25,100�
31,833�
�
2005-06�
n/a�
n/a�
proj 33,501�
�



Source.  Total supply figures from: Roger Tym & Partners, May 2006, Augmenting the evidence base for the Examination in Public of the South East Plan, Table 3.5 (NB similar to figures in SEERA Annual Monitoring Reports)





The figures show more private provision in the region than anticipated, while affordable provision has been massively behind its own target.  With rising supply in the private sector, overall housing objectives are now being met, even though affordable provision languishes at only a little over half its own target.





The consequences of this affordable supply failure are as upsetting and socially unsustainable as they are inevitable in the South East region:





Housing waiting lists:


	rose from 115,901 households in 2000 to 181,196 in 2005.





Relets available:


	declined from 48,419 in 2000 to 38,008 in 2005 (mainly due to losses of stock through Right To Buy).





Households in temporary accommodation:


	were virtually unchanged from 11,560 in March 2001 to 11,160 in March 2006 (while Government policy is to halve the 2005 figure by 2010).





There have been no reliable statistics on overcrowding since the 2001 Census, though from anecdotal evidence we suspect that there has been further deterioration since then.





The number of households in the South East region has been increasing somewhat faster in recent years than provision of new homes.  (The 2003-based household projections show an increase in households of 151,000 between 2001 and 2006, whereas Table 2 above shows that the supply of additional homes has been 143,644.)  This increasing shortfall in overall supply suggests worsening overcrowding and greater pressure on the affordable housing sector as households at the margin of home ownership are squeezed out for want of supply.





The only surprising feature of the figures on housing stress presented above is that, in view of the wider supply failure, they are not a good deal worse.  The explanation for this is that the  pressure has been mitigated by the more efficient use of the housing stock which has taken place across the region in recent years (as NHF anticipated in 1999).  The gap between need and supply has to some extent been soaked up by the decline of vacancy rates from about 3.0% in 2001 to 2.7% in 2005 (paragraph D3 1.8.3).  Vacancy rates are now at a level where further efficiency improvements are most unlikely to be able to repeat the achievements of the last few years, particularly in the areas under the greatest housing pressure.  Driving down the number of unfit and long-term vacant dwellings (empty for more than 6 months) will still help and is desirable for many reasons, but is unlikely to be a major solution to the affordable housing crisis.  From now on, further failure to supply sufficient housing overall can be expected to translate directly into additional housing stress and increasing numbers of households left on affordable housing waiting lists everywhere.





Is the response of the draft RSS adequate?





The South East Plan sets out as one of its 21 objectives “The need for a substantial increase in the supply of appropriate affordable housing, and for a package of measures to deliver that goal.”  The National Housing Federation welcomes this.  However, given the remarkably low starting point, we consider that the ‘substantial increase’ should be not just over current rates of provision but over current policy for provision.  Our detailed suggestions on this are made in response to Matter 4A.





Against the current miserable and depressing failure of performance, the new South East Plan proposes to:


•	increase overall housing supply from 28,050 to 28,900 dwellings p.a. and


•	provide 35% affordable housing.


This is in effect more of the same policy, though on this occasion with a more urgent belief in its delivery.  It is not enough.  We argue in Sub-Matter 1H that the overall level of housing supply is insufficient, though we accept in Sub-Matter 4A that the proportion of affordable housing on offer is about right.  The delivery of even the proposed level of provision is far from assured:





(a)	At the regional level, delivery of the overall level of supply depends on proposed Policy H2 for ‘Housing Delivery Action Plans’.  It is possible that these could provide the focus to drive local housing supply, but it is also possible that they could postpone the day when a transparent commitment is made and methods specified for delivering the housing commitments established at regional level.  We would much prefer the delivery mechanisms to be specified in the RSS.





(b)	Delivery of affordable housing depends for its achievement on the effectiveness of Policy H4 that “To help ensure the deliver of affordable housing, Local Development Documents will provide comprehensive policy and guidance on financial viability and the role of public subsidy in the light of guidance from the Regional Assembly and Regional Housing Board.”  This open-ended and vague commitment, though a step in the right direction, is little more that a leap of faith.  It cannot be effective until LDDs are finalised (perhaps two years away), and is insufficiently transparent to be reliable.  The real risk is that the paper policy of RPG 9 is once again not implemented.





To address the affordable housing challenge, the National Housing Federation proposes an alternative housing provision figure in Policy H1 and an extension to Policy H4 to improve the delivery prospects for affordable housing.  These are presented under Sub-Matters 1H and 4A respectively.  We also recommend that Policy H2 ‘Delivering adequate levels of housing’ should be amended by the addition of the following words:





“Housing Delivery Action Plans should identify barriers to development of affordable housing; assess a range of non-pubic funded delivery options; and ensure that regional best practice on delivery of affordable housing through s106 agreements is applied.”





The National Housing Federation concludes that affordable housing provision is still more of a key issue than it was for RPG 9 and that the response in the submitted South East Plan, despite considerable goodwill towards affordable housing, is fundamentally inadequate to resolve the problem.  There is a mitigating element in that we would not expect the Regional Spatial Strategy to solve this problem by itself, but the submitted Plan does not set out a sufficient strategy around which all relevant parties can focus their efforts.





We therefore conclude that the submitted Plan fails at least the following tests of soundness, in respect of affordable housing, as set out in PPS 11 Regional Spatial Strategies at paragraph 2.49:


(i)	“whether it... contain[s] policies which sufficiently link with those related policy initiatives and programmes to deliver the desired spatial change”;


(ii)	insofar as it fails to achieve the objective of RSSs set out in paragraph 1.7 of PPS 11 to “be focused on delivery mechanisms which make clear what is to be done by whom and when”;


(vi)	“whether it is founded on a robust and credible evidence base” (which it is not in respect of overall future housing requirements, the subject of Sub-Matter 1H);


(viii)	“whether it is realistic, including about the availability of resources, and is able to be implemented without compromising its objectives”.





In making these recommendations to the Panel, the National Housing Federation does not wish to condone the view that substantial further growth should be focused differentially in the South East (which is sometimes supported on the basis of ‘assisting the motor of the national economy’).  The view of the English Regions network, quoted at length in GOSE’s submissions on the draft plan (page 10), that constraining growth in the South East would have greater adverse impacts overall than benefits for the peripheral regions, seems to us to miss the point.  If the Government directed investment in research, academia and the functions of government more effectively into the other regions, then more private investment would follow there from choice.  NHF would prefer a more even distribution of growth around England, reducing the ‘hotspot’ nature of the South East (with its consequential need for large amounts of affordable housing in a high-priced region) and similarly tackling the poverty of substantial urban areas to the north (which necessitate the Pathfinder areas and reinvestment of public money in creating new housing markets).  It is the differentials in society which are in part fuelling so large a need for expenditure on affordable housing.  Nonetheless, there can be no waiting for Government policy to bring about this more equitable pattern to English society.  There is an absolute necessity, in our view, to commit to housing people in the South East who find themselves unable to afford to buy or rent on the open market, even if this is holding back the redistribution of funds from prosperous areas like the South East to other less wealthy regions.





1A/National Housing Federation (8129)
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