Sub-matter 2A.5 (Revised): Level of housing growth

Berkshire Joint Strategic Planning Unit (4092)

Is it appropriate and deliverable, considering:

· Vision and public opinion;

· Demographic, housing need and backlog, and affordability;

· Economic potential and regeneration;

· Local capacity for growth, including infrastructure and government policy;

· The environment?

1. The criteria against which the Panel have asked us to consider appropriate levels of growth for the sub-region point to different answers;

·   The majority of public opinion in the region favours a level of growth at or below that proposed in the submitted plan. This is evident, for example, from the South East County Councils’ opinion survey, commissioned at the outset of the plan-making process, and the surveys conducted in the course of its preparation;

·   The plan’s vision (as set out on page 28 of the submitted Plan) does not point directly to any specific level of housing growth;

·   Demographics: Our understanding is that the level of forecast household formation from within the existing population, the meeting of Berkshire’s share of the regional backlog over ten years and a continuation of recent trends in net in-migration into the area would all be catered for by the level of growth proposed in the submitted plan, as well as providing scope for a modest increase in net in-migration. A more substantial increase in the level of net in-migration in this area has in the past only been achieved through things like Government-led policies for decanting London overspill into Bracknell New Town. In the absence of a similar new programme now, it is likely that a substantial proportion of any additional net in-migration would be international. The Panel’s attention is also drawn to the Regional Assembly’s follow up note to Matter 1H, dated 18 December, which discusses the demographic issues in much greater detail.  

·   Affordable housing: If one accepted the proposition that there was a mathematical relationship between the overall level of housing provided and the level of affordable housing that can be delivered, and if one also took the delivery of affordable housing as an overriding imperative, one might seek a very much higher level of growth than is proposed in the submitted plan. To provide a perfect fit with demand, it would also probably need to be significantly higher than any of the alternative levels currently being suggested. 

 If, on the other hand, one accepted the evidence submitted by the Berkshire authorities, that the delivery of affordable housing is primarily constrained by the availability of the subsidy needed to make it genuinely affordable, then the provision of additional affordable housing could not be used to justify a case for a level of overall housing provision higher than the current plan proposals. 

Turning to the overall price levels within the housing stock, the evidence of the ODPM-commissioned research (submitted to the Examination) suggests that the alternative higher levels of growth being considered for the Plan would not be large enough to have a significant impact on house prices overall. Their research (which used Reading as a case study) suggests that an increase in housebuilding within somewhere like Berkshire would result in changing migration patterns (drawing in more households from London) rather than a reduction in house prices locally;

·   Jobs/labour balance: Even allowing for the uncertainties associated with long-term forecasting, the balance of probability is that the Berkshire area will have an increased surplus of jobs over labour force by the end of the Plan period under the present growth proposals. The wide range of alternative economic forecasts makes it difficult to say how much additional housing growth would be needed to bring it back into balance, were this to be the objective. According to some forecasts it may be significantly more than the alternatives currently being considered, which may not have a significant effect upon the gap;

·   Regeneration is a relatively localised issue within Berkshire, and one which is unlikely to be significantly affected by the overall level of growth;

·   The capacity problems with the area’s infrastructure are documented at various points in our evidence. We refer you to: 

(a) the evidence that the strategic road and rail networks will be seriously overloaded, given even the level of growth proposed in the submitted Plan;

(b) the fact that, with road transport in particular, it is not entirely clear what could or should be done to address the problems, even if limits to funding were not an issue. The Highways Agency have told us that, within the timescales for which they are currently planning (to 2016), the only measures available for managing overload on the strategic road network in our area are the possible introduction of congestion charging, or the impact of congestion itself, in choking off demand. The former option looks politically very difficult to implement, given current opposition, leaving aside any questions about the technical problems of doing so and uncertainty over the outcome it would deliver (relative to the scale of the behavioural change required). The latter option seems a most unsustainable way of managing demand, and one that would have serious consequences for the competitiveness of the sub-regional economy;

(c) doubts about the availability of the funding required to support even the scale of investment in infrastructure needed for the levels of growth currently proposed, as evidenced in the Tym study for the South East County Councils and elsewhere;

(d) the fact that the delivery of even the currently-proposed levels of growth depend upon the achievement of behavioural changes, whose scale and deliverability are far from clear;

Infrastructure considerations would therefore argue for a lower level of growth than is proposed in the submitted Plan.

·   Government policy, for example in relation to the delivery of additional housing nationally, would argue for higher levels of growth;

·   Environmental considerations, such as air quality issues along the strategic highway network, pressure on some of the area’s water courses and of course the potential impact of the Special Protection Area (if this cannot be resolved satisfactorily), would all point towards a level of growth certainly no higher than is proposed in the submitted Plan (see the specific recommendation of the SPA assessor) or possibly lower, looking at some of the air quality and water issues.

2. The criteria set down by the Panel therefore do not make an overriding case for either a higher or a lower rate of growth than is currently being proposed for Berkshire in the submitted Plan. The matter comes down to the weight the Panel attach to these considerations individually, and their view of the consequences that would flow from providing more or less growth than individual criteria would suggest is optimum. 

3. It is not simply a question of environment versus economy. Studies of decision-making among the business community have shown the importance business leaders making location decisions attach to quality of life and environmental considerations, including such things as the avoidance of congestion. At the same time, the restriction of growth would not of itself necessarily produce the optimum environmental solution. For example, restricting the level of house-building could have adverse environmental consequences if it gave rise to unsustainable long-distance patterns of commuting. 

4. Nor is it simply a question of weighing known consequences against each other. The Panel also have to weigh up the uncertainties associated with many of these variables. For example:

·   Will there be a jobs/labour imbalance? If so, how big will it be, to what extent will smart growth be able to reduce its impact and what would its impact on the economy be?

·   Will investment in infrastructure continue at its present level, increase or reduce? What will the impact of this investment be on the various forecast shortfalls in capacity?

·   Will new initiatives to tackle congestion, such as road user charging, be introduced? If so, over what timetable and with what effects?

·   Will the behavioural changes needed to support growth happen? If so, how and to what extent?  

·   How will the many external forces acting upon our economy and environment (ranging from globalisation and climate change to European legislation) affect our calculations?

·   Which of the sub-regional options are most consistent with other wider policies in the Plan, such as CC9, which aims to reduce regional disparities?   

·   The Panel will also need to consider what constitutes the most sustainable solution to the problems and opportunities that face the area, and they may again find that economic and environmental measures of sustainability point towards different answers.

5. The uncertain world for which we are trying to plan is highlighted by evidence given by the Governor of the Bank of England to the House of Commons Select Committee on Economic Affairs on 31 October 2006:

We just do not know how big the population of the United Kingdom is and, because the composition of the population and its split between different groups of workers, young versus old, migrant workers versus normally resident workers, has changed in recent years, it may well be that some of the statistics we are using are not giving a very accurate reading. 

6. If the Governor of the Bank of England does not know even the current population of the nation, how much confidence can we have in our ability to forecast labour supply and demand at a sub-regional level twenty years ahead? In the light of these uncertainties, and of the arguments seeking to pull policy in both directions, the Berkshire authorities believe: 

· that the current proposals in the Plan for their part of the sub-region strike a reasonable balance between the different issues associated with alternative levels of growth; 

· that they involve a degree of risk, in aspiring to levels of growth beyond those for which the current infrastructure or planned improvements to it have capacity, but that those risks are manageable; and

· that with regular monitoring it should be possible to respond to changes in the context in which we plan, as these become more certain.

Issue 2A.6: Implications of higher regional housing levels

· On water supply, waste water and flood risk;

· Transport and other infrastructure;

· Affordable housing;

· Landscape, heritage and biodiversity.

1. These have been documented in our earlier evidence. Without repeating it in detail:

· Water supply and waste water: Our concerns stem less from specific identified shortfalls in the infrastructure, but rather: (a) the wide range of concerns raised by the House of Lords Committee on the water industry. These concerns encompassed everything from the overall security and adequacy of the sources of supply, to the shortcomings in the institutional structure of the industry and its ability to respond to increasing demands; and (b) the fact that even the level of growth proposed in the submitted Plan relies on the achievement of behavioural change, the extent and deliverability of which are far from clear. 

As the Environment Agency’s evidence on Matter 1E notes “Water efficiency savings will not be achieved without strong enabling mechanisms in place in the form of regulation (e.g. mandatory building standards), financial incentives (e.g. metering) and education/raising awareness initiatives.” Some of the main instruments of behavioural change currently employed by the water companies appear to be things like hosepipe bans and drought orders, which in our submission are neither adequate, sustainable nor publicly acceptable measures for managing demand in the longer term. 

Our concerns are further reinforced by the evidence of lack of available water supply, over-licensing and over-abstraction, submitted by the Environment Agency in relation to matter 8J.iii.1. 

Finally, we would draw the Panel’s attention to the evidence submitted by South East Water in relation to Matter 8J.iii. This highlights uncertainties about future supply arising from: 

· the Habitats Directive; 

· the Environment Agency’s Restoring Sustainable Abstraction Programme;

· Catchment Abstraction Management Strategies and 

· the Water Framework Directive.

Notwithstanding the relatively bullish statements of the water companies about their ability to service future growth (which they are in any event required to do), we believe there are very considerable uncertainties about the security and adequacy of future water supply in our part of the South East;

· Transport: Even at the levels of growth currently proposed, there are forecasts of serious overloading of the networks by 2016. We can find no evidence of a strategy that will fully remedy this on the part of the main agencies responsible for them (the Highways Agency, and Network Rail and the Train Operating Companies), far less one that will provide a springboard for further growth. Again, such proposals as exist for the highways seem to depend to a significant degree upon behaviour change through demand management or sheer congestion, with all its attendant uncertainties. A strategy for our area which depends heavily upon shifting people onto public transport suffers from other shortcomings:

· patterns of commuting are too complex to be viably replicated by public transport of a standard sufficiently good to attract people out of their cars in large numbers;

· even our relatively good network of rail lines covers only a small proportion of all the commuting journeys currently undertaken, leaving the majority to be served by road-based public transport;

· Road-based public transport in our area tends to be caught in the same congestion as the private car, taking away any time advantage and making it unreliable, as well as it having a higher marginal and overall cost;  

2. Other infrastructure:  Our evidence of December 2005 to the Regional Assembly gives a broad indication of the infrastructure needs of the housing proposals in the submitted Plan and, subject to some detailed updating, should still provide a reasonable basis for considering the implications of a hypothetical higher level of growth.

3. Affordable housing: Our views on the public subsidy constraints on the delivery of affordable housing, even at the level proposed in the submitted Plan, should be familiar to the Panel. They point to the conclusion that a higher overall rate of housebuilding will not generate more affordable housing, unless there is a substantial injection of additional subsidy. 

4. Landscape, heritage and biodiversity: The Berkshire area is heavily constrained, with Green Belt at the eastern end, AONB at the western end and a variety of other constraints, such as minerals-bearing land and floodplain, in the centre. Our concern is less that the unconstrained areas are physically incapable of taking more housing, but rather that these are the same areas that have already borne the brunt of over thirty years of sustained high levels of growth and are suffering the consequences, among other things in terms of pressure on open space and other facilities. The unappealing options, in the event of additional growth, are either:
· To increase further the pressures on these same areas; or

· To make substantial incursions into protected areas.
5. We find it difficult to be specific about the implications of a hypothetical additional level of growth, since its impact will be dependent upon a variety of other unknowns, which are being considered in parallel to it:

· How will the uncertainty of the SPA be resolved? This could have a major impact on some authorities’ ability to deliver even the levels of housing to which they are currently committed;

· Will there be a wholesale review of Green Belt or other designations as a result of the Panel’s report? If so, this might open up some new – albeit very controversial – possible directions of growth;

· Will greater certainty emerge about the funding and delivery of the infrastructure needed to deliver growth? Or will, for example, the Government Office’s suggestion about directing growth to areas with surplus infrastructure capacity be taken up? These matters could significantly affect the distribution of growth across the region;

· How much extra growth is being considered, and will it come with any additional guidance on location or other matters? For example, the distribution and its impact might differ markedly, depending upon how much of it had to be provided, and on whether it was linked to the promotion of the existing designated growth areas, to the creation of new strategic development areas or if its main objective was to try and increase the supply of affordable housing.  

