THE CHICHESTER SOCIETY

Registered Charity No. 268055
 

Highgate House, West Broyle Drive, Chichester PO19 3PP

Tel. 01243 538585   Email: tonydignum@btinternet.com
20th June 2010
Dear Councillor

A One-Off Opportunity to revise the Housing figures imposed by the South-East Plan

We have as a Society consistently opposed the high housing targets imposed on the District by Government through the South East Plan, and before that through the WSCC Structure Plans. We have done this not out of a crude nimbyism but because we regard our City and District as a valued and vital part of our national heritage, and the character of both depends on limiting the scale of future development. 

The  Coalition Government has stated its intention “to rapidly abolish Regional Spatial Strategies and return decision-making powers on housing and planning to local council.” This, together with advice issued on 27 May 2010, offers the District Council a long sought, and probably one-off, opportunity to review the housing figures for Chichester District. This would be in consultation with the people of the area and in the light of the significant changes in circumstances that have taken place since the Regional housing targets were set. 

Not least of these are the changes to the economy and public spending.  The economic context is now very different from that which created past housing rates and in which the Regional housing targets were imposed.  Economic forecasts have been revised downward.  Unemployment is rising.  The Government is committed to large cuts in public spending and increased taxes.  Mortgages are harder to get.  The Prime Minister has warned of hard times to come and that they may last for many years.  All this could add up to reduced demand for housing for sale, even in relatively prosperous areas like Chichester.  The new situation surely requires a reassessment of housing figures for the area.  Not to do so could render the Core Strategy unsound.

District Councillors have often expressed concern about the regional housing figures and the impact they would have on the whole area:  loss of countryside; altering the character of villages, towns and Chichester city; increased traffic and congestion; more pressure on facilities and services; and concerns about the increased pressures on all kinds of infrastructure including roads, water supply, sewage and drainage. The current draft LDF option proposals could mean an increase of 40% in the number of homes within the Chichester city boundary
The review of the housing figures could be achieved by including a new informal consultation stage in the Core Strategy programme.  Inevitably it would mean delaying the consultation on the Core Strategy and its submission, probably until mid 2011.  However, it would result in a more robust strategy. Also there might be opportunities to catch up some lost time so that final adoption would not be significantly later than currently planned. 

While we consider lower housing numbers to be essential in preserving the character of both city and district, we nevertheless recognise that the many communities that make up the District continue to have a pressing need for affordable housing of many types and tenures. The Society is fully aware of the social and economic pressures facing the younger parts of the local population in their search for accommodation. Although we seek a reduced total housing target, we wish to secure a higher proportion of affordable housing on those sites which do come forward.  It appears only one-third of all housing built in the recent past has been affordable – this proportion needs to be increased to help reduce need. 

We urge the District Council not to miss this opportunity to review the total housing figures in full, frank and open consultation with local communities, parish councils and residents’ groups throughout the District.  It would provide local communities with “. . . far more ability to determine the shape of places in which their inhabitants live . . .” – one of the Government’s stated intentions in radically reforming the planning system.

A number of other Districts in West Sussex, for example Mid Sussex and Adur (see attached press release and report on pages 6-7) have welcomed the Government’s new approach and intend to review the housing figures for their areas. Indeed Chris Bower, a partner in one of Britain’s largest firms of solicitors, DLA Piper, warns that “others (local authorities) could plough ahead without waiting for clarification and their decisions could subsequently be challenged (in the courts)”.
You will have been presented with arguments in favour of pressing ahead with the Core Strategy on its current timetable and sticking with the housing target imposed by the South East Plan. However, we urge you to consider also our powerful counter arguments which are set out in the attached briefing on pages 3-5.

The South Downs National Park Authority has stated that it is unlikely to have its own Core Strategy in place until 2014 (see attached report on page 5 dated 15 June 2010 from its Interim Head of Planning). So a few months’ delay by CDC would not mean an SDNP LDF being agreed first.
In addition you may be concerned that reviewing the housing target or extending the Core Strategy timetable would lead to the danger of losing more sites on appeal.  However, the District Council’s Five Year Housing Land Supply document 2010-2015 already offers the necessary protection which would continue during the slightly extended period for completing the LDF.
After due deliberation, we suggest that a resolution be tabled, preferably by the Executive Board, to full Council recommending a careful but prompt review of the housing figures in the LDF in the light of changed circumstances, including Coalition Government policy.
Action is urgent as the CDC’s current timetable sees Councillors having an LDF workshop on July 5th; then  the Executive Board and the Council adopting the draft core strategy (on July 13th  and 20th  respectively), before going out to consultation on August 20th. 

We urge you to vote for our suggested resolution and so allow the District to determine its own housing strategy, free from central direction.  This is a historic opportunity for you to determine the future of the District for many years ahead.
Yours sincerely

Tony Dignum

Chairman

The case for and against reviewing the housing targets

	Reasons given to us by Chichester DC Officers in support of sticking with the existing housing targets
	Why we say these reasons  are not sufficient justification to retain the present excessive housing target


	The recent past trend in housebuilding (450 dwellings per annum) has been very close to the annual average required by the South East Plan (480 dwellings per annum)

	Past trends are not a good guide for the future. 

Past totals were themselves the result of top-down directives from Government, not an expression of local wishes.

Demand for houses for sale in Chichester results from the combination of several factors.
Some demand for such housing is from people already living here, for example young people moving to set up their own homes.  However a lot of older people live here and so over time the number of deaths relative to the number of births means that locally-generated population growth is low.

Most of the net new demand for homes for sale is from people moving here from outside.
· Some is because people move in to take up work.  Employment growth is likely to be lower for the foreseeable future and therefore we can expect fewer job-related moves in. 
· Others move here on retirement.  Again this is likely to be lower in future because of the trend towards higher retirement age, reduced private pensions etc.
· Reduced economic growth will also affect demand for second homes etc.

Taken together these suggest lower housing demand in the foreseeable future.
In any case we have to question how far the district should accommodate movement from outside at the expense of strains on its infrastructure and impact on its character and sustainability.


	Reasons given to us by Chichester DC Officers in support of sticking with the existing housing targets (continued)
	Why we say these reasons  are not sufficient justification to retain the present excessive housing target


	The South Downs National Park LDF could be adopted first, pushing more homes from that area (currently 2500 including the north east of the District outside the SDNP) into the south of the District (currently set at 7100)

	The SDNP says it is unlikely to have its own Core Strategy in place until 2014 (see attached report on page 5 dated 15 June 2010 from its Interim Head of Planning).

Even with a 4 - 6 months extension to Chichester’s current timetable, CDC would have its Core Strategy in place well before then.

In any event it seems likely that the SDNP will also wish to review the RSS housing targets – in this it should have common cause with Chichester DC.



	The Inspector conducting the Public Examination would not accept a lower figure.
	Inspectors must take into account the Government’s intention to scrap Regional housing targets.

The Inspector will consider the evidence in support of a different figure.

In our view the Inspector is more likely to find the Core Strategy unsound if the District Council has NOT carried out a thorough review of the appropriate housing target for the District in the light of the new Coalition planning policy and economic situation. 

Also without a review there could be a successful legal challenge to CDC(as quoted in my letter above)



	There is strong evidence of unmet housing need in the District and without the planned development there will not be sites for affordable housing
	We accept that there is substantial housing need in the District and that policy should aim to reduce it.

A reduced housing target does not mean that there would be no new sites for development, in some cases wholly or partially for affordable housing, including underused parts of existing communities, like Parklands in Chichester.

Although we seek a reduced total housing target, we wish to secure a higher proportion of affordable housing on those sites which do come forward. 

It appears only one-third of all housing built in the recent past has been affordable – this proportion needs to be increased to help reduce need.  


Extract from

SOUTH DOWNS NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY (SDNPA) Report SDNPA 14/10

15th JUNE 2010

DELIVERING PLANNING SERVICES FOR THE SOUTH DOWNS NATIONAL

PARK

REPORT BY THE INTERIM HEAD OF PLANNING

Policy

5.1 Policy is clearly a responsibility of the SDNPA. The legal advice is that policy cannot

be delegated, and by taking a lead on policy, the SDNPA will be adding value by

providing strategic leadership, in accordance with the Guiding Principles.

5.2 Initially, however, the policies applicable in the SDNPA are the statutory policies of

the constituent Local Planning Authorities (LPAs), overlaid by National Park policy in PPS7.The South East (SE)

Plan is also a statutory policy document, although the new Secretary of State has

confirmed the Governments’ intention to rapidly abolish Regional Strategies,

including the SE Plan. All LPAs in the SDNP are in the process of preparing, or

reviewing Local Development Frameworks, and specifically Core Strategies for their

areas. It will be for the SDNPA to prepare its own Core Strategy in due course, and

meanwhile it is necessary to work with the current LPAs to ensure that emerging

LDFs meet National Park purposes.

5.3 However, it will not be until the SDNPA adopts its own Core Strategy (probably not
until 2014) that policy consistency across the SDNP can be confidently ensured.
Given the pre-eminence of policy in planning decisions it is imperative, therefore, that

the SDNPA makes the development and adoption of planning policy a key priority.

This should include resourcing a policy team both to work with LPAs on the 15

emerging LDF/LDF reviews, and also to progress the SDNPA’s own Core Strategy

with some urgency. Comparing workloads to other NPs and LPAs, this is considered

to require a team of about 10, of whom 3 might be dedicated to working on emerging

LDFs. This capacity is common to both the in-house and delegation options

5.4 It is broadly assumed that the Councils will resource their emerging LDFs from their

own resources through to adoption, on the assumption that they have adopted Local

Development Schemes for their LDFs without any assumption of NPA support.

However, any LDF that is adopted after April 2011 will be a joint document, i.e. it will

be a SDNPA document as much as it is a Council document, so it would be

reasonable for the SDNPA to share any extraordinary costs, or any costs that are

particularly attributable to the SDNP.

Sussex new home targets fall 'significantly'

5:50pm Thursday 3rd June 2010

· By Andy Tate, Parliamentary Correspondent for The Argus» 


The number of new homes planned for Sussex will fall “significantly” following the Government’s decision to effectively tear up long-standing regional housing targets, a senior councillor has said. 

Neil Parkin, Conservative leader of Adur District Council, made the prediction after Communities Secretary Eric Pickles wrote to all local authorities urging them to ignore unpopular top-down targets contained in the South East Plan. 

A Bill promising to abolish the Plan - under which Sussex councils were expected to provide 116,000 new homes by 2026 - and “return decision-making powers on housing and planning to local councils”, was included in the Queen’s Speech. 

But Mr Pickles said he did not want communities to “wait any longer to start making decisions for themselves” and, in a letter to councils, said local planning authorities and the Planning Inspectorate - which might otherwise have pushed through developments against the wishes of local councils - should treat his written confirmation that targets would be scrapped as a “material planning consideration” in any future decisions. 

A spokesman for the Department for Communities and Local Government said the letter would provide cover for Sussex councils to discount the South East Plan when taking planning decisions, even though the Decentralisation and Localism Bill, which would formally abolish the strategy, was not expected to come into force until next year. 

Councillor Parkin said: “I welcome the new Government’s approach to this, letting local people decide how many new homes they want in their area, rather than arbitrary targets imposed centrally. It will reduce the number of new homes significantly, and it should be welcomed that there will be fewer, but we will have a deliverable number of homes.” 

Coun Parkin said the process of Sussex local authorities re-evaluating their housing needs would “have to start soon”, adding: “We need new homes but it should be up to local areas to decide how many new homes they want.” 

Council welcomes Minister’s commitment to abolish housing targets 

In light of the recent announcement by the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, The Rt Hon Eric Pickles MP, Mid Sussex District Council will debate a motion to consider its impact. 

In recent correspondence the Secretary of State confirmed his intention to "rapidly abolish regional strategies and return decision making powers on housing and planning to local councils".

Leader of Mid Sussex District Council, Cllr Garry Wall, said, "While we fully appreciate the need for a level of new housing, the South East Plan imposed an unrealistic level of housing on Mid Sussex.  We have consistently challenged the targets placed upon us which many members believe are not deliverable and not sustainable.

"The recent announcement gives the Council the opportunity to look again at our housing requirements and the best way to deliver the relevant associated infrastructure whilst protecting our landscape and sustaining the quality of life for our residents."

Mid Sussex District Councillors will discuss the motion at their meeting on Wednesday 16 June.
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PR1249/CT/JB
15 June 2010

PAGE  
1

