Matter 2A Revisited – Didcot Town Council (7581)


STATEMENT OF CASE
DIDCOT TOWN COUNCIL

 
February 2007

1.0    INTRODUCTION

1.1     Didcot Town Council wishes to make the following additional points:

· The housing distribution proposed in Policy H1 of the SEP for Central Oxfordshire and the rest of the County is inappropriate.  Insufficient regard has been given to the key issues of deliverability and affordability.
· Increasing the scale of housing above the levels proposed in the Draft SEP, would serve to exacerbate many of the problems associated with the draft distribution and strategy – including affordability, capacity of infrastructure and water supply.
· It would not be possible to fully mitigate the likely impact of higher levels of housing development, even if the necessary investment in new physical and social infrastructure was made available.     
2.0    CASE
2A.5
Does Policy H1 plan for an appropriate and deliverable level of housing growth for each sub-region and ‘Rest of County’ area, taking account of best available information and all relevant factors, including:
· The draft plan’s vision and public opinion;

· Demographic, housing need and backlog, and affordability;

· Economic potential and regeneration;

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

· Environment?
Introduction
2.1
Didcot Town Council considers that Policy H1 in the SEP does not provide for an appropriate and deliverable level of housing growth, particularly for the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region and the ‘Rest of Oxfordshire’.  The Town Council does not consider that sufficient account has been taken of the relevant issues as set out below.
Higher levels of housing development would exacerbate the problems identified. 


Housing Need, Backlog and Affordability
2.2
Roger Tym & Partners Report (Para.2.3, CD:Sr3) used the ‘demographic’ and ‘economic’ methods to derive a series of scenarios for testing.  The current housing levels set out in Policy H1 of the SEP are based upon demographic factors.  Higher levels of housing provision would be needed to meet the labour requirement implied by potential economic growth.   
2.3
The housing market is an important indicator of housing need, particularly with regard to affordability.  The housing distribution should be reconsidered, with more new housing focused on those areas where the problems of affordability are most acute.

2.4
An indicator of housing demand is average house prices.  There is a wide disparity between house prices in Oxford and elsewhere in Oxfordshire (see Para.2.14 of previous Statement on Matter 2A).  Allocating additional housing to Oxford, and less to the ‘country towns’, would do more to address the acute affordability issues in Oxford 
2.5
Housing Needs Assessments are usually based on ‘supply’ rather than ‘demand’ indicators.  Such assessments are mainly used to calculate affordable housing need rather than overall market housing need.  However, within Oxfordshire, the latest Housing Needs Assessments for South Oxfordshire, Vale of White Horse and Oxford concluded that a requirement of 100% affordable housing on all new development sites would not be enough to address the backlog of affordable housing in the County.
2.6
The conclusions of all the Housing Needs Assessments in Oxfordshire and the affordable housing target recommended for new developments showed clearly a significant need for more affordable housing across the County, with the greatest need in Oxford.

Deliverability
2.7
Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 3: Housing (November 2006) states that Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) should “identify sufficient specific deliverable sites to deliver housing in the first five years” (Para.54).  
2.8
Deliverability is therefore a key issue.  Large allocated sites often take much longer to deliver (see previous Statement on Matter 8Eii, Para.2.14 & 2.15).  Therefore, ensuring only a 5-year supply of housing on allocated sites is short-sighted.  Difficulties with deliverability of large sites include: achieving the necessary build rates; delivering the required infrastructure in a timely manner; and landownership constraints.

2.9
Problems with deliverability are highlighted in South Oxfordshire District Council’s (SODC) statement on matter 8Eiii; it is confirmed that deliverability could be so challenging that they have made alternative plans. 

2.10
There are also further deliverability problems in the Didcot area.  In the report published to inform the split of housing allocated to South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse Districts (CD:SOXDC1) at Didcot, transport and accessibility was a key consideration.  Halcrow (Oxfordshire County Council’s Highway Consultants) advised SODC in para 3.7 of the report that “even without the additional 3,000 dwellings, the wider road network will be at capacity by 2016”.
2.11
Halcrow (CD:C032) has advised that a number of road improvement measures would be required to accommodate growth, including a number of new stretches of road.  This includes the Harwell Bypass (A4130 to A417) and a Southern Perimeter Road between the Bypass and the B4106 at East Hagbourne.  Both of these would be major projects requiring significant investment from developers and the County Council.  The social, economic and environmental impacts of these schemes would be significant.  The Southern Perimeter Road option could involve the compulsory purchase of some homes, so there is likely to be substantial local opposition.
2.12
There are significant issues associated with the deliverability of the proposed scale of development at Didcot.  The alternative is to focus more development at Oxford, where the existing physical and social infrastructure is better placed to accommodate new development, affording greater certainty of delivery. 


Economic Potential and Capacity for Growth
2.13
The potential economic growth of Didcot could be served by the housing commitments in the current adopted Local Plans for South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse up to 2011.  The Town Council is concerned that the scale of additional housing growth proposed in the SEP would lead to an imbalance between the local workforce and local employment opportunities (at Milton Park and Harwell Science and Innovation Centre (HSIC)), perpetuating the current high levels of out-commuting to Oxford and other employment centres. 
2.14
It is questionable whether the forecast increase in local employment opportunities will balance with the increase in the resident workforce resulting from the additional dwellings allocated in the SEP.  However, what is clear is that the likely increase in local employment opportunities, when seen in the context of the level of new housing proposed in the SEP, will do little, if anything, to address the overall level of out-commuting from South Oxfordshire to Oxford and other employment centres.

2.15
The limited future capacity of the A34 (Para.8.3.12, CD:HA3) is a constraint upon economic development at HSIC and Milton Park.  This is therefore a constraint on future growth for both employment and housing.
2.16
Any additional dwellings at Didcot would have a greater relative impact on the demand for local services and existing infrastructure than in a regional hub as Oxford

Environment
2.17
Additional dwellings at Didcot would lead to the requirement for a new road between Oxford and Didcot to relieve congestion on the A34.  It is inevitable that this would lie within part of the Oxford Green Belt.  

2.18
The Halcrow report (CD:CO32) also recommended a number of road improvement measures, including new roads, which could also have a significant environmental impact.

Rest of Oxfordshire
2.19
A number of settlements have been excluded from the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region that have a population of more than 3,000 e.g. Henley-on-Thames and Thame (South Oxfordshire), Chipping Norton and Carterton (West Oxfordshire), Banbury (Cherwell) and Faringdon (Vale of White Horse).  These towns would benefit from some housing growth to support the continued viability of community facilities and services.  The current proposed housing distribution would severely limit growth in these towns and thereby limiting the options for ensuring their continued viability.

2.20
Therefore, consideration should be given to an increase in the housing figure for the ‘Rest of County’ area, as well as Oxford, in proportion to any decrease in the figure for Didcot.  

Conclusion
2.21
The proposed level of housing in Policy H1 is not appropriate for the Districts within the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region.  The level of housing for South Oxfordshire should be decreased, with a proportional increase in the housing for Oxford City, which is a more sustainable location for development.    
2.22
The points made above in relation to Didcot could apply to towns located close to larger cities elsewhere in the Region.  

2A.6
Hypothetically, what would be the implications of higher regional housing levels on:

· Water supply and waste water treatment, and flood risk;

· Transport and other infrastructure;

· Affordable housing;

· Landscape, heritage and biodiversity assets;
and to what extent could these be addressed?

Introduction
2.23
If regional housing levels were set higher, large urban areas should be the focus of development.  Inevitably this would mean Greenfield development.
2.24
It is imperative that these urban extensions are brought forward in truly sustainable locations, helping to minimise the adverse environmental impacts.

2.25
It should also be noted that the current proposed housing levels are already challenging and subject to controversy.  The Town Council does not support any increase.

2.26
Higher regional housing levels would have an overall detrimental impact on the environment.  In addition, the existing physical and social infrastructure would be unable to cope with this scale of development, and there is considerable uncertainty over the investment that would be available to provide the required essential new infrastructure. 

Water Supply and Flood Risk
2.27
The Environment Agency and SODC have recently published updated Flood Maps for the area around Didcot.  These maps show that there are a number of areas at risk from flooding around the town, particularly to the north, the west along the A4130 and to the south around East Hagbourne.  This further limits the areas around Didcot available for development.
2.28
In relation to water supply, the Environment Agency has stated (in its Statement relating to Matter 1E) that “the region will be in deficit by 2025 only if there are no significant resource developments and minimal progress on demand management.”  
2.29
A new reservoir at Steventon is proposed to supply the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region.  However, Vale of White Horse District Council has informed Thames Water it is not satisfied that the need for a reservoir has been demonstrated up to 2030 (VWHDC website).  It is more likely that a new reservoir, with its significant environmental impacts, would be required if the housing levels were to increase.

Transport and Infrastructure
2.30
Higher levels of housing would lead to increased pressure on existing transport and infrastructure.  The Highways Agency, in its statement on matter 8Eiii, advocates housing allocation at regional hubs such as Oxford to try to maximise the opportunity of sustainable travel.  It goes on that the stress levels predicted for the A34, including the stretch between Oxford and Didcot are some of the highest in the South East.
2.31
Higher housing levels would not only impact on the capacity of the road network, but also on all forms of public transport.  The highest number of commuter trips by rail in the County is from South Oxfordshire to London, Reading and Oxford (Para.8.2.7, CD:HA3).
2.32
Although an increase in population may make some services more viable, First Great Western are currently experiencing major capacity problems on the route between Didcot and London Paddington.

Affordable Housing
2.33
Higher levels of housing provision would help to further address the issues of affordability in Central Oxfordshire.  However, a proportional increase in the housing figures for each of the Districts in Oxfordshire would not be appropriate, as this would not assist in addressing the disparity in house prices between Oxford and the rest of the County.  

2.34
It is also possible that the level of affordable housing proposed in the SEP would not be achievable.  A higher level of housing provision may lead to other infrastructure requirements, which may make the affordable housing target unviable (see Para.2.24, previous Statement on Matter 8Eii).

Environmental Assets
2.35
The majority of new housing in Didcot would be developed on greenfield sites (see Para.2.22, Statement on Matter 2A).  If additional housing was required, this would also be on greenfield land.
2.36
Whilst Didcot is not immediately constrained by national landscape, archaeological and nature conservation designations, further development in this area would inevitably impact upon the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) to the east and the Wessex Downs AONB to the south of the town.  An increase in housing provision at Didcot would require a new road be built between Didcot and Oxford to relieve congestion on the A34.  This could lead to a significant impact on environmental assets.

Conclusion
2.37
Higher regional housing levels would have an overall detrimental and would put even more pressure on existing infrastructure.  There is currently a high level of uncertainty over the amount of additional investment in infrastructure required to meet the needs of current proposed housing levels.  Additional, possibly uneconomic, investment would be required if housing levels were increased.

