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SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION
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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?

1.
As an additional invitee to Sub-Matter 2A, the National Housing Federation wishes to place its responses to Questions 2A.5 and 2A.6 in the context of the following approach to housing distribution:

–
housing development should be distributed around the region, reflecting different needs in different places, and certainly not concentrated in the already overheating areas with booming economies (mainly to the west of London), which would make existing differentials worse;

–
development should be focused on urban areas, where the bulk of needs and demands are, using brownfield land first: this suggests that recent practice should continue to be followed but more intensively;

–
the needs for housing – particularly affordable housing – in rural areas should be appreciated in the context of creating and sustaining mixed communities: this should result in a higher level of affordable housing provision to meet local needs (rather than any significant change in the distribution of development between urban and rural areas);

–
the sustainable development of the future will be at higher density than in the past, with people closer to the needs they have for work, education, shopping, leisure, etc., so that public transport works efficiently, and so that people need not be marooned in a distant suburb if they do not have a car;

–
in order to deliver the volume of housing required, the current strategies for the growth areas at Milton Keynes, Ashford and Thames Gateway should be maintained: they should be developed as mixed tenure communities while recognising that these are not high priority locations of need for affordable housing;

–
increased housing output should be achieved in part by putting effort into turning around the available sites more quickly: the increase in housing output in recent years without changes in planning policy suggests that enthusiasm is a key means of delivery, and in turn that ‘soft’ issues such as recruiting sufficient staff to the task are just as important as ‘hard’ issues such as land allocations.

2.
This statement picks out selected issues from EiP Panel Note 4, with key phrases in italic.  On growth areas, the Federation sees no pressure for housing need reasons for significantly higher levels of growth in the growth areas.  We accept, as Milton Keynes Council has already told the EiP, that additional growth would be very difficult to implement as a practical proposition.

3.
‘Growth points’ as conceptualised by the Government are a political initiative designed to support local authorities which would like to increase their rates of housing supply.  While wishing to see a higher rate of supply, the Federation would prefer to see this achieved by sound planning so that housing can achieve the most benefit for strategic reasons and in response to local circumstances.  Provision should also take an even-handed approach across the region to the constraints on development.  To do otherwise would exacerbate the difficulty of encouraging existing residents everywhere to see housing as both beneficial and fairly allocated (rather than a political imposition).  Overall, and taken together with growth areas, the Federation sees no need for ‘policy factors’ (in terms of the Panel’s Note 4) to be amended to accommodate additional housing.

4.
The impact of housing provision on affordability should be viewed in different ways in the market and affordable sectors.  In the affordable sector, improved access to housing will be achieved primarily by supplying more affordable housing.  This is the only way of providing adequate accommodation for households that have no realistic hope of affording to own their home.  The intermediate sector has attractions for those unable to purchase at present but who expect over time to have increased income or wealth to enable them to do so later.  We have already indicated our resistance to spreading the available funds more thinly into the intermediate sector, and agreed with SEERA that the tenure splits indicated in Policy H4 are about right.

5.
In the market sector, increased house building will enable more households to be housed, but it is a delusion to believe that house prices would be brought down to any significant (even detectable) extent in the process.  Affordability would therefore barely be affected.  This is the finding of the report on Affordability Targets: Implications for Housing Supply, led by Professor Geoff Meen (ODPM, December 2005), even though the authors chose to play it down.  Taking the most extreme assumptions tested in the modelling study which gave rise to the report, the following results arose.  On its assumption that an additional 120,000 houses are built in England each year, but concentrated in the four southern regions, the South East would take an extra 30,900 dwellings per annum between 2007 and 2016.  Then, on the further assumption that house prices would respond more quickly rather than less quickly (of the two options modelled), the affordability of houses (ratio of lower quartile house price to lower quartile income) would reduce from 7.59 to 6.07 in the region after ten years of that medicine.
6.
The model therefore shows that building houses is an extraordinarily inefficient means of improving affordability.  Even more than doubling SEERA’s proposed building rate, for ten years, would still leave affordability far beyond a level at which a lender would offer the necessary mortgage.  These small improvement in affordability under these extreme assumptions in the model involve rates of house building far in excess of anything which any contributor to this EiP has asked for.  Meanwhile, Figure 2 of the Meen report shows that affordability in the South East at median prices rose from less than 5.5 to more than 7.5 between 2000 and 2004.  During this period building rates in the region rose rather than fell, and SEERA monitoring reports show that land supply actually increased (from 169,400 plots allocated or with permission to 231,900 [2005 figure]).  So weak is the connection between increased building rates and affordability, let alone housing land supply and affordability, that planning policy should clearly not be based on achieving the objective of improved affordability.

7.
Other solutions are required to tackle the affordability problem, centred on evening-out disparities in income & wealth between areas (including between the South East and other regions), and influencing the demand side.  It is inconceivable that purely building more market houses will ever drive down prices so that significant numbers of households in housing need would be able to enter the housing market.  Hence there is no alternative for meeting their needs other than by supplying more homes in the affordable sector.

8.
Housing need rather than affordability should be an important factor in the distribution of housing.  We have argued that housing needs have different expressions in different places (e.g. shortage of affordable stock, very high prices in relation to incomes, numbers of households in temporary accommodation, length of housing waiting lists, etc.), but that need is nonetheless spread rather than concentrated.  Need is therefore not simply a problem of ‘rural areas’, or ‘hotspots’, but widely diffused, as the Three Dragons study Additional Advice on Affordable Housing Policy for SEERA showed (February 2006).

9.
The locational opportunities for additional housing are important.  There are obvious benefits in making use of surplus public land and previously identified local capacity.  Finding suitable places for housing development can be difficult, so these are clearly good places to look for them.  We urge the Panel to treat this as an opportunity, and to press the case for allowances for windfall sites to be used in the quest to supply the agreed level of housing: it is difficult to see how the Government’s policy of providing housing preferentially on brownfield sites can be delivered unless this is done.  To that extent at least, PPS 3 Housing is unrealistic on this point and will, in our view, need to be changed shortly.

10.
The possible relevance of new demographic information is raised in the Panel’s Note 4.  The Federation is not aware of any further important information since Matters 1 and 4 were discussed in Woking.  New information may appear, and we support efforts to use the latest data available.  However, it is the Government’s occasional household projections which form the main basis for discussion, and information provided shortly afterwards is only likely to inspire small numerical amendments.  Furthermore, planning policy is not based purely on those projections (e.g. they omit the backlog of unmet need), and is not a simply mechanical process.  The Federation therefore does not promote a slavish response to the latest figures (which may themselves be superseded shortly).  In the case of the 2004-based subnational population projections, changes to figures in the South East are largely mirrored by changes to those in London.  As we indicated in oral submissions on Matter 1H, the projections would only have a major impact here if London increased its building rate markedly to accommodate its anticipated extra households.

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?

11.
The impact of higher regional housing levels on affordable housing would be most beneficial.  The principal means by which the benefit would be achieved is by supplying additional market housing to cross-subsidise affordable housing.  More market housing allows additional land value to be raised and then applied to affordable housing.  The occasions when affordable housing is now built in the South East by Housing Associations acquiring land and building on it have become very few.  All the pressures are on Housing Associations to make Government subsidy ‘go further’ by using not only private finance but also cross-subsidy through s106 agreements too.  To secure the spread of affordable housing which the Federation seeks, there is a parallel need for a spread of market housing around the region.

12.
The more houses that are built overall, the more affordable houses can be cross-subsidised.  With the backlog of need for affordable housing being as enormous as it is, whatever affordable housing is supplied can readily be occupied by those in need.  The parallel requirement is that the Government finds the money to assist them: without it, the cross-subsidy will be spread far more thinly, producing either fewer homes for rent or a switch from social renting to shared equity.  Neither is desirable.

13.
Providing affordable housing where it is needed would reduce the need for long-distance commuting, thereby saving on transport infrastructure requirements and avoiding the environmental damage which that infrastructure causes.  The location of need for water supply and waste water treatment would similarly be changed, but not altered overall.
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