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WRITTEN STATEMENT BY TERENCE O’ROURKE ON BEHALF OF EAST OF OXFORD CONSORTIUM AND OTHERS FOR RECONVENED SESSION  SUB-MATTER 2A (SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION) OF THE DRAFT SOUTH EAST PLAN

Revised 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?

1.  Since the draft Plan embraces and rolls forward the growth area proposals in the ODPM’s Sustainable Communities Plan, then it can be argued in general terms that Policy H1 is providing for an appropriate level of housing in the East Kent and Ashford, Kent Thames Gateway and Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale sub-regions. In addition, the proposals for South Hampshire are planning for a step-change in housing. It is notable that in South Hampshire there is unanimity amongst the local authorities about the level of growth and at the South Hampshire debate the CPRE “reluctantly accepted the level of growth for the sub-region”. The housing level for South Hampshire has been developed having regard to the economic growth prospects. It is  reasonable to conclude that the level of housing growth for South Hampshire is appropriate. 

2. The view that the level of housing provision in Policy H1 for the East Kent and Ashford, Kent Thames Gateway, Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale and South Hampshire sub-regions can be considered appropriate is in marked contrast to the conclusion for other sub-regions.

3. Notwithstanding the Government’s exhortation to plan for a step-change in housing it is only in the sub-regions named above where there is evidence of this.  In other sub-regions despite evidence of both acute housing affordability and economic dynamism and potential Policy H1 fails to make appropriate provision for housing growth. The general  area stretching from south and west of London  round to Oxford is one where housing affordability is more acute than most of the rest of the region and it is also the general area where the economy performs particularly strongly and has the potential for that strength to be perpetuated.   

4. The Central Oxfordshire sub-region, which forms part of the wider area described above, is a good example of the failure to plan for an appropriate level of housing.  It is a sub-region with a strong economy with strengths in education, science and technology and containing the region’s only world class research university. It is strong in the sectors of the economy which can be expected to grow and deliver prosperity. The Regional Economic Strategy has identified Oxford as one of the region’s eight diamonds for growth and which are intended to stimulate prosperity across wider areas.  The housing market in the sub-region is tight and characterised by a high house price to earnings ratio. SEERA’s  Regional Monitoring Report 2005 refers to affordability problems  being “acute” in selected parts of the region including “much of Oxfordshire”.  The economic potential of the sub-region and ensuring housing affordability is not exacerbated by the inappropriate level of housing in Policy H1 are powerful arguments for a major increase in housing in the sub-region.

5. As with all the sub-regions there are issues relating to infrastructure in Central Oxfordshire.  In this sub-region a key issue is the stress on the A34 , but as our representations elsewhere have indicated new spatial options  could minimise adding to those stress levels.  Similarly, there are environmental issues in all the sub-regions, including Central Oxfordshire. However, in Central Oxfordshirer those issues do not appear to be as acute or potentially limiting as in some other sub-regions.

6. Assuming that the Panel is minded to recommend a higher regional housing figure,  Central Oxfordshire stands out as a sub-region where it would be most appropriate to allocate dwellings for a step change in provision. 

7. Notwithstanding the general comments at the beginning of this written statement that the figures for the growth areas and South Hampshire are generally appropriate,   the greater the increase in regional housing figures above the figure in the draft South East Plan, then the more likely the need for a further increase in dwellings in those areas. For example, in the case of South Hampshire the   

draft South East Plan proposes an increase of approximately 20% over and above current proposals.  If the Panel were to recommend an increase in regional housing figures to circa. 35,000 (approximately 20% greater than existing regional policy)  then, for example, it would become more likely  to expect South Hampshire to contribute more than the figure in the draft Plan.  

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?

8.  Clearly higher regional housing numbers will put greater pressure on water supply, waste water treatment, transport and other infrastructure. However, these issues can best be addressed by an early recognition and acceptance of  the levels of growth so that measures can begin to be put into place to deal with them.  Those measures will range from planning for and enabling capital investment; new and innovative approaches; and behavioural changes. 

9. Affordable housing should be a beneficiary of higher regional housing figures. At its simplest higher regional numbers should ensure that housing affordability is not exacerbated. Higher regional housing levels should enable a greater number of affordable dwellings to be delivered.

10. Higher regional housing levels will have an effect on landscape since there they are likely to lead to greater use of greenfields. However, higher housing levels can undoubtedly be accommodated without directly impacting on nationally designated landscapes. There is the possibility that higher housing numbers will indirectly impact on nationally designated landscapes through recreation use and pressures.  This can be addressed by encouraging and managing non-designated landscapes for recreation uses. 

11. Higher regional housing levels are likely to have an impact on biodiversity assets. Direct impacts can be minimised  through locating development in ways which avoid sites designated for their international or national importance. There is sufficient scope within the region for this to be achieved. Indirect impacts can be addressed through mitigation measures including management and the provision of alternative land  to deflect/accommodate the indirect impacts.   Finally, the ability for new development to create new habitats offers great potential to address biodiversity issues.  
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