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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To provide Members with an update on current policy issues in relation to housing and to consider mechanisms for delivering affordable housing.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities:

· Council Ambitions – Understanding the housing position is key to the delivery of the Council’s ambition to match the supply of homes in our area to identified needs.

· Community Objectives – The information in this report relates to a number of community objectives but is particularly relevant to the broad objective of conserving our countryside and enhancing the local environment.

· Corporate Priorities – This information is relevant to the Local Development Framework, which is the spatial expression of the Community Strategy.

· Other Considerations – None.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
Members will recall that over the last 18 months a number of issues concerning housing and the delivery of affordable housing have been considered.  The position of over supply, the current moratorium, pressure for affordable housing and market demands have been reviewed on many occasions.  A key factor has been the need to await direction on our strategic planning requirement for the provision of housing.

2.2
Members considered information on housing land supply in November 2006.  At that time the position with regard to housing monitoring was presented, together with the arising implications as a result of the emerging Regional Spatial Strategy.  Members were advised that the issue would need to be given more detailed consideration in the summer of 2007 and whilst housing monitoring has continued, we are still awaiting further progress on the Regional Plan.

2.3
A number of policy documents also need to be considered.  Each has a different status and over the next 6 months will change in terms of the relevance and in particular what this means for determining planning applications.  At the same time the Council will be developing is new Local Development Framework to ensure there is a clear and up to date policy framework in place.  In such changing circumstances there is great potential for confusion, growing developer pressures and a need for the Council to meet its priorities, particularly in relation to the provision of affordable housing and protecting the local environment and countryside.

2.4
The policy context is set out in a number of key documents as follows:

· National Planning Policy Statements (PPS);

· Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS);

· Joint Lancashire Structure Plan (JLSP);

· Adopted Districtwide Local Plan (DWP); and

· Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG).

2.5
Planning legislation provides that planning decisions should be made in accord with the relevant development plan for the area which currently comprises the existing Regional Spatial Strategy, the Joint Lancashire Structure Plan and the Districtwide Local Plan.  The Council must also take into account any other aspects deemed to be material considerations.  An important example of this would be the need to take account of National Planning Policy Statements such as PPS3 – Housing, particularly where they are more up to date than the relevant development plan.

3
THE DEVELOPMENT PLAN

3.1
The Development Plan comprises the adopted RSS (formally RPG13), the Joint Lancashire Structure Plan and the Districtwide Local Plan.  Normally the Local Plan takes precedence in determining applications except where, as a result of adoption of the Structure Plan, policies are judged to be out of general conformity.  There are a number policies in the adopted Local Plan that are formally superseded as a result and these are listed at Appendix 1 for reference.

3.2
A further matter to be aware of is that the existing Local Plan is treated as a “saved” plan following the 2004 Planning Act, which means the plan is saved until the end of September 2007.  A process by which the Council request the Secretary of State to continue the validity of policies where relevant has been implemented and the Council will be informed in due course which policies will continue as saved policies.  Policies that are not saved will cease to have any relevance status.  Members considered a report on saved policies in January 2007.

3.3
A further key change relates to the Lancashire Structure Plan.  This plan continues as a Saved plan until March 2008.  The publication of the new Regional Spatial Strategy (anticipated to take place in the spring of 2008) will replace the structure plan and that document will then cease to exist as part of the Development Plan.  From that point the relevant policy documents will be the RSS, National Planning Policy Statements and those policies of the Districtwide Local Plan that are saved.  Where Supplementary Planning Guidance relates to a saved policy, it too will remain valid unless superseded by national policy.

3.4
The Council’s programme to produce the Local Development Framework is set out in the adopted Local Development Scheme.  The first document to be produced will be the Core Strategy.  This strategy sets the overall framework for development in the area and will provide a key link to other strategies and plans.  In this way it will be a spatial plan that provides a land use  interpretation of other plans.  Progress on this document is important to ensure the move to the Local Development Framework system as a transition from structure and local plan systems avoids significant policy gaps.

4
CURRENT HOUSING LAND SUPPLY

4.1
The Council monitors housing land and produces a bi-annual report that indicates movements in housing supply as a result of planning permissions.  At present all monitoring is carried out against the Lancashire Structure Plan requirements.  Past approvals and rates of construction, give a situation of over supply.  Hence the continued application of the so-called “Moratorium”.  The “Moratorium” controls the release of new planning permissions.  Although now slowing a little, development has continued to come forward at approximately twice the planned rate given in the Structure Plan because of existing planning permissions.

4.2
In November 2006 the Government published its latest Planning Policy Statement on Housing, PPS3.  The 1 April 2007 became the critical date in terms of the implementation of the guidance.  Members have previously considered a report on this issue.  This is especially relevant in dealing with planning applications, wherein the Council needs to be able to demonstrate an available 5 year land supply capable of ready delivery, together with 10 and 15 year availability of identified land.  If the Council cannot demonstrate this, then the guidance indicates that unless there are particular policy conflicts, then applications should be approved.  Given the success of the Council’s restraint policy in controlling the position of over supply, and the increase in housing provision anticipated through the RSS, there will be strong pressure to release land for development.

4.3
As a consequence of our existing over supply, the Council has been cushioned from the immediate pressures on supply management.  As time goes on however, the erosion of the supply, coupled with a higher strategic figure, will mean the implications of PPS3 are much more significant and the Council will come under increasing pressure to release land for housing.

4.4
The current position is that the RSS proposes an increase from 80 units per year (set out in the Structure Plan) to 161 units per year.  However the position may change and the Council should await the publication of the Secretary of State’s amendments (anticipated in autumn of this year) before committing to the use of RSS figures for decision-making.  Ultimately this change will be inevitable as a result of the RSS becoming adopted and the Structure Plan being consequently replaced.  It remains a matter for the Council to determine how much weight is to be attached to the plan as it emerges, however there is increasing opinion that the relevance of the RSS should be considered.  The commencement period for monitoring purposes of the RSS is April 2003.  Therefore there is an element of back accounting on housing delivery which will need to recognise the rates of provision that have already taken place, however the critical feature is the move to a position of undersupply and hence a need to lift the restraint policy as the new figures are taken account of.

4.5
Given the need to develop the Local Development Framework and the desirability to give the Council the opportunity to establish a co-ordinated response to development in strategic terms through the Core Strategy, it is my view that there is strong merit in maintaining reliance on the structure plan and not seeking to implement the RSS ahead of its adoption and certainly at least not ahead of consideration being given to the preferred options for the Core Strategy currently programmed for later this year.  Developers on the other hand may well argue that the RSS has weight now and should be taken into account, development pressures given the nature of the Ribble Valley area will inevitably be strong.  This in itself gives a merit to a more cautious approach, allowing the Council to develop its Core Strategy.

4.6
It should also be reaffirmed that whilst a change in the strategic housing figures will lead to an easing of current controls, that in itself does not remove the need to have proper regard to the underlying Development Strategy.  The Development Strategy continues to set the framework for the location of development and its delivery at an appropriate scale to that location. 

5.
Mechanisms to Provide Affordable Housing
5.1
The issues surrounding affordable housing provision has been raised with Members during recent meetings which received information on the current approaches taken by the Council.  It was also the subject of a special debate at Full Council held on 4 September.  Current methods of delivery include provision through Housing Association partners and private schemes with legal controls put in place to retain the relevant affordability aspects.  Such approaches include the provision of units for rent, shared ownership, shared equity and discounted market pricing.  In each case, occupancy criteria are attached to ensure that people taking up the properties meet the Council's eligibility criteria.  The Council also retains nomination rights in the case of properties for rent in most cases.

5.2
Legal agreements seek to retain affordability controls in perpetuity.  In the case of properties that are marketed for discount sale, nominations are not made, however, eligibility compliance is a requirement.  A recognised problem with discounted sale however, is that at the rate at which house prices have risen and the underlying high market values experienced, homes quickly move out of identified needs.  Properties are still discounted but the real impact becomes much less effective over time.  New mechanisms looking at resolving this are being explored, including Community Land Trusts and different ownership systems.  Increasingly, concerns are being expressed as to whether in practice discounted sale is going to make a significant long term contribution in Ribble Valley circumstances to the provision of affordable housing.  It may well be that in considering schemes, greater regard will need to be given to the need to ensure continued access to affordable homes to meet the needs demonstrated by survey.  

5.3
Local demands for these properties remain high, however, they may often not meet the needs being identified in the housing surveys and evidence is increasingly showing that peoples ability to afford such properties is reducing, such that there may need to be greater concentration on shared ownership products and properties for rent as a priority over the provision of discounted market housing.  In addition, what will also have to be considered is the level of discount rates that are applied and how effective they will be.   

5.4
At present the typical level of discount is in the order of 25%.  However, increasingly the relationship between house prices, build costs and the ability to afford means higher levels of discount may need to be used in order to enable local people to access the properties.  This could mean substantial discount rates (40% or more) which in many cases would make schemes unviable.  The most likely schemes would increasingly be those where there is no or minimal account taken of land value in determining the overall cost of the development.   In reality, these are likely to be few and far between.

5.5
Few schemes have been delivered as a result of market housing developments making either an on-site or off-site contribution to affordable housing.  This needs to be addressed particularly as the pressure to release land for market housing will grow.  Two approaches are available in practice.  Both of which are supported by the policy framework of the recently published PPS3 and which the Council should treat as a material consideration when dealing with applications.  A percentage approach on each site can be promoted using the information from our housing needs information.  Establishing a borough wide target would mean that sites coming forward would deliver a mix of market and affordable housing.  Delivery on site is clearly the preferred option highlighted in government policy and promotes the creation of mixed communities.  This would ultimately be informed by the extensive Strategic Housing Market Assessment required as a result of PPS3.  

5.6
Work is being undertaken to make progress on this assessment.  However, it is a substantial task with a methodology provided through government guidance.  In the interim, the Council would need to rely on its baseline  housing needs survey information which is up to date and continues to provide evidence of need.  The surveys of course will need to be kept up to date with an ongoing programme of re-survey.  Currently the Longridge and Clitheroe surveys are due for an update which the housing enabler is progressing.  In addition, Members will be aware of current targets set in the housing strategy for the provision of affordable housing.  Taking this information together and accounting for the findings of the initial boroughwide housing needs survey, though now dated, in itself set the starting point from which affordable housing is to be addressed in the borough and together gives an indication of the continued high requirements for affordable housing that the area has.  Members need to bear in mind that the needs and provisions of choice of house type requires, within the constraints of strategic housing figures, for some market housing to be provided in any event.  It seems reasonable therefore that in the absence of the detailed housing market assessment but with the information the Council does hold, to require the majority of housing on a site to be within the Council's established definitions of affordable housing.

5.7
For the purposes of establishing a target at this stage in the event of releasing the moratorium if the requirement for a majority was accepted, the target could be 51% of units as a minimum provision.  It has to be borne in mind however, that in applying this target in the absence of the strategic housing market assessment, the Council would have to be prepared to justify this position in any consequent appeal, should that happen before new information becomes available through the LDF process.  The alternative is to take a position of negotiation on any site to ensure some affordable housing delivery takes place.  This would obviously reduce the opportunity available to the Council to deliver affordable housing in conjunction with the pressure to release housing land and could only be properly informed through the combination of strategic housing market, strategic land assessment and progress with the LDF.

5.8
An alternative approach to mixed developments is to secure off-site provision where it can be fully justified either by the developer building at another site or a financial contribution in lieu of the on-site provision.  In any event, a target figure would still be required in those circumstances.  The need to have a target coming into effect at the point at which the Council moves away from its moratorium and starts to release housing land in response to the RSS will be vital to ensure to maximise the opportunity to deliver affordable housing unlike the current position which requires 100% affordable housing.  Any contribution should be of broadly equivalent value and any agreed approach should contribute to the creation of mixed communities in the local authority area.  The policy set out in PPS3 clearly recognises that developer financial contribution is acceptable, providing that the approach is robustly justified and is acceptable to the Council.  It would be for the developer to make its case in promoting the approach such that it would satisfy the Council.  There may be circumstances where off site or in-lieu contribution is considered as an alternative to the current 100% requirement.  However this would have to be capable of being fully and robustly justified by the developer.  Such justification could be based for example on viability grounds, wider regeneration benefits or environmental factors.  Each case would need to be looked at upon its merits and would be an exception rather than a rule.

5.9
An important aspect of a contribution scenario is whether such an approach would be compatible with the Council's strategies and how any financial contribution would be managed by the Council.  PPS3 itself seeks only to ensure that in agreeing an off-site or in lieu contribution that the approach agreed contributes to the creation of mixed communities in the borough.  This does give the Council an opportunity to maximise the impact that inevitable housing development can make on supporting the Council's ambitions and priorities to match the supply of homes in our area with identified housing needs.

5.10
If off-site provision is not practical and can be justified the option of securing developer contributions would provide a sum of money that could be utilised to put local needs homes on the ground.  A number of approaches could be possible.  Funding could be provided to partner housing associations to support delivery schemes, help with site acquisition or be targeted towards smaller village based schemes for example in accord with identified needs.  Another option could be to apply the money towards bringing empty homes back into use to enhance the Council's existing empty homes strategy.  Similarly, the contribution could be applied to supporting deposit schemes or bringing unfit homes up to standard, thereby assisting in meeting identified needs.

5.11
The Council has, in its adopted housing strategy, already put in place a series of measures to deliver affordable housing.  The strategy aims to provide additional homes throughout the Ribble Valley particularly in the rural communities.  It also aims to work with private sector housing landlords to deliver more rented houses through grant assistance and house renovations.  The housing strategy also seeks to make supported housing available for vulnerable households, actively dealing with homelessness issues through the provision of affordable homes and measures such as tenancy protection schemes incorporating rent guarantee and deposit measures.  This strategy already exists and provides the basis from which to apply any contributions delivered through housing.  

5.12
The Council consequently can demonstrate through the housing strategy how it proposes to take forward the delivery of mixed communities across the borough in line with the policies of PPS3.  The strategy could also be developed to provide a clear programme of actions that any in-lieu financial contribution would be used to support.  Further consideration would need to be given to the strategic mechanisms the Council would need to put in place to manage this delivery and this would be a matter for other committees to determine.  

6
SUMMARY

6.1
The housing position in Ribble Valley will change significantly over the next six months depending upon the implementation of changes brought through the Regional Spatial Strategy.  Development pressure is anticipated to be strong given the nature of the area.  Whilst the Council is in the process of developing it Local Development Framework, the process is complex, resource intensive and will inevitably take time to come into full effect.  There is a need to ensure that a clear approach is in place to enable the Council to continue to plan properly for the needs of the area.  

6.2
As the move to the RSS strategic figures is a key element in the process, yet one that continues to remain subject to possible change, planning applications should continue to be judged against the existing Joint Lancashire Structure and the assessment of housing supply for decision making purposes be based upon its requirement.

6.3
The provision of affordable or local needs housing should be made on the basis of the most up to date policy position reflected within PPS3-Housing, which identifies the need for Local Planning Authorities to take into account its provisions as material considerations and also, significantly that its policy where it is more up to date will supersede the relevant development plan.  The policy context set out in PPS3, particularly in relation to Ribble Valley circumstances and the delivery of affordable housing, should therefore be taken into account when dealing with planning applications.  

6.4
For the purposes of establishing a target for affordable housing in the absence of a full strategic housing market assessment the Council should seek to achieve a majority of any site to be provided as affordable housing where needs information supports this.  The majority of the site would be taken as at least 51% of the number of the units on the site.  Guidance is also included within PPS3 that helps establish site thresholds at which there becomes a requirement to provide affordable housing which should also be considered in determining applications.  This looks at sites of 15 dwellings as a threshold although it is open for the Council to look at varying this through the LDF process dependant upon circumstances.

7.
RISK ASSESSMENT

7.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications:

· Resources – None.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – Local Planning Authorities in respect to determining planning applications are required to consider relevant material considerations.

· Political – Delivery of affordable housing .

· Reputation – None.

8.
RECOMMENDED THAT Committee

8.1
Confirms that until Members have had the opportunity to consider any proposed changes to the Regional Spatial Strategy that the Lancashire Structure Plan continues to be used as the basis on which housing supply is determined.

8.2
Confirm that for the purposes of affordable housing, applications are determined in the light of the guidance and considerations contained within PPS3 and that whilst the preference for onsite provision is held, other measures consistent with PPS3 will be considered.

8.3
Confirm that pending the completion of a Strategic Housing Market Assessment in circumstances where market housing is to be released in response to the Regional Spatial Strategy the Council would require a majority of the site, being at least 51% of the housing units provided to be affordable within the Council’s definitions.

8.4
Refer the matters set out in this report to the Housing Committee with a view to informing the future development of strategic housing policy and, in particular, mechanisms to help deliver affordable/local needs housing.  
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Background Papers

1.
Planning Policy Statement 3 – Housing – November 2006, CLG.

2.
Delivering Affordable Housing Policy Statement – November 2006, CLG.

3.
Housing Land Availability files.
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