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1. Matter 2A.5 and 2A.6 – Spatial Strategy

Question 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 (a) the draft Plan’s vision and public opinion; (b) demographic, housing needs and backlog, and affordability; (c) economic potential and regeneration; (d) local capacity for growth, including infrastructure and government policy initiatives; (e) environment?

1.1 Arlington is not a residential developer.  Nevertheless, Arlington’s ethos for the development of its current generation of business parks is that they mix commercial employment floorspace with residential, leisure and supporting service uses to create sustainable neighbourhoods and communities capable of performing a rounded role in conjunction with existing urban areas.  The company is keenly interested in the way in which housing matters are dealt with in the South East Plan as there is a strong correlation between economic development and growth with the location, mix, quality and choice of housing available.

1.2 Arlington’s fundamental position with regard to housing development is that new residential dwellings should mainly be built in close proximity to employment and principal services and facilities, or in locations where it will be possible to improve accessibility over time with appropriate infrastructure investment.  The South East Plan housing policies, particularly policy H1, must promote a sustainable pattern of development over the Plan’s lifetime and this pattern must produce a high quality of life and well being for those living and working in the Region.  

1.3 Above all, this requires that the South East Plan addresses and provides for the fundamentals of economic development and job creation as part of the strategy for housing allocation.  The RSS must take an economy-led approach as housing follows jobs and prosperity, not vice versa.  The location of businesses is determined by a wide range of factors, including quality and choice of housing, not simply a general accessibility to labour.  

1.4 The first objective of the Integrated Regional Framework (IRF) is to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to live in a decent, sustainably constructed and affordable home.  This reflects the housing policy goal of the Government as set out at paragraph 9 of PPS3.  This is a challenging objective in the South East where the Regional Housing Strategy recognises that the undersupply of housing has led to affordability problems with associated negative social and economic consequences.  These problems are particularly acute in areas of economic strength, such as the Inner South East where the Regional Economic Strategy has drawn attention to the problems of labour supply inhibiting economic growth.  

1.5 Arlington is concerned that policy H1 and the sub-regional allocations have been derived largely from a process of dividing a top-down housing figure into the sub-regions with the remainder falling into the ‘Rest of County’ areas which surround them.  The division of housing allocations appears to follow largely historic patterns of development rather than a fundamental re-appraisal of need, opportunity and integration with the role and function of individual towns, particularly the Regional Hubs.  The economic objectives of the Plan as a whole and the contribution of the individual sub-regions are not sufficiently appraised as part of the allocation process.  Arlington is concerned that this does not fit with the Plan’s own vision and objectives.

1.6 The sub-regional distribution of policy H1 allocations has followed a similar approach, based more on a top-down approach taking total regional housing allocations then identifying principal housing areas without adequately having accounted, cumulatively, for the factors listed in question 2A.5, not least of which the integration of new housing with economic objectives at the sub-regional level.

1.7 For instance, in the Central Oxfordshire Sub-Region, the towns where housing is to be mostly focused according to the Draft Plan are not the locations which have seen the strongest economic growth in the past, nor are they the locations where future economic growth and infrastructure can best be maximised to deliver the Plan’s regional objective of a 3% GVA growth rate per annum.  Oxford has the strongest economic role to play and yet this is not sufficiently matched with a future housing supply that deals with choice and quality as well as affordability issues found there.  Separately from the RSS process, it is Oxford’s identification as a City Growth point by DCLG that will provide the impetus for a more realistic provision of new housing in the City, in balance with its national and regionally significant economic role.  At present, there is a disconnect in the allocation of housing quantum in relation to those cities and towns which are best able to support the regional economy.

1.8 Turning to housing need and affordability, it is evident that a substantial backlog in unmet housing need remains at the regional level and within the various Sub-Regions.  The Plan’s response has not been to set forward allocations for new housing supply that would deal with both historic and likely future need, which in turn will assist in resolving affordability problems.  Rather it has been to place the emphasis on a lower overall quantum of housing development, with the private sector expected to deliver substantial levels of new affordable housing, up to 50% in some sub-regions, without sufficient housing market assessment or housing needs and viability assessments to show that this is deliverable in all cases.

1.9 The provision of adequate and sufficient transport, community and environmental infrastructure is a pre-requisite for housing development.  The allocations made under policy H1 must be predicated on the provision of infrastructure in a timely manner, with appropriate public finance made available to do so.  Without this, housing delivery of the scale envisaged in policy H1 would be difficult to sustain.

1.10 Arlington believe that the Draft South East Plan should set a higher overall housing requirement in order to resolve housing affordability, quality and choice matters as well as infrastructure investment.  Housing allocations must be refined through policy H1, firstly to focus more on the growth of the identified Regional Hub cities and towns, and secondly, their immediate spheres of influence.  In doing so, Arlington consider that any land already safeguarded for development should be brought into use immediately, with appropriate Green Belt review subsequently.  Arlington believes that this will provide the most sustainable pattern of development and will best support the economic objectives of the Plan.

Question 2A.6: Hypothetically, what would be the implications of higher regional housing levels on: (a) water supply and waste water treatment, and flood risk; (b) transport and other infrastructure; (c) affordable housing; (d) landscape, heritage and biodiversity assets.  And to what extent could these be addressed?

1.11 Arlington recognise that there will be impacts on each of the domains identified in question 2A.6, however these will be a matter of extent and degree, entirely linked to the amount of additional housing to be created.  While implications arising from higher regional housing levels will be both favourable and adverse, Arlington do not consider it appropriate for the Draft RSS to take a constraints driven approach to the levels of housing growth required if the Region is to continue to perform successfully in economic terms.

1.12 The principal, positive implications from higher housing levels will be for the overall provision of affordable housing.  Increased provision will allow a greater quantum of affordable housing to be developed, which in turn will assist in creating genuine choice and quality of stock in the Region.  This will begin to address the historic deficiencies as well as those that will accrue in future.  Nevertheless, concern remains that the South East Plan must allocate new housing in areas of greatest housing need and fundamentally where it can best support economic prosperity.

1.13 Impacts on utility infrastructure and on landscape/biodiversity and heritage are more likely to be adverse on initial consideration given current deficiencies and an increased requirement driven by greater population.  However, Arlington consider that it will be possible to resolve or minimise many adverse implications given:

· The appropriate sub-regional allocation of housing levels to focus firstly on the Regional Hubs and then on their hinterlands in order to support growth in economic prosperity;

· Effective spatial planning through both the RSS and Local Development Frameworks at the local level which provides for sustainable patterns of development reflecting detailed local landscape and environmental characteristics.  This can be achieved through a combination of utilising previously developed land to its optimum, releasing land safeguarded for future development immediately, appropriate review of Green Belt and through the identification of new urban extensions following comprehensive sustainability assessments.

· Planning policy and building regulations which support the highest quality of architectural and masterplanning design standards in terms of the creation of spaces and the individual buildings within them;

· The concentration of public and private resources into appropriate infrastructure to resolve or mitigate environmental impacts.

1.14 The implications of higher housing growth levels will not be a static situation over the lifetime of the South East Plan.  Effective management and monitoring will be required to ensure that implications and consequences, often unintended are resolved.  Nevertheless, with new infrastructure investment (in many instances funded by new housing provision) and effective spatial planning, the adverse impacts can be addressed.  Furthermore, Arlington consider that significant positive impacts in terms of the role and function of Regional Hubs, economic prosperity of the Region’s best economic assets and assistance in resolving overt affordability matters can also be derived. 


