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September 14, 2011
HOUSING NEEDS IN THE LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK

Chichester District Council has embarked on a consultation process leading to the provision of a new Local Development Framework, essentially concerned with the numbers of new dwellings to be constructed. To this end, they have invited responses to a consultation paper published on their website.

While we appreciate that in order to draw all the strands from responses together, it has been necessary to provide a degree of structure in the questionnaire provided, we feel that the questionnaire has too many implicit assumptions for a properly considered response. In particular, it relates very strongly to the last government’s South East Plan, assuming that the final totals of housing will be in the region of the numbers proposed at that time. 

Given the failure of builders and developers over the last ten years to use land allocated in that plan in a generally prosperous decade – 422 dwellings per year on average completed against a target of 480, a shortfall of about 12% – it seems unlikely that a plan to cover a much more straitened decade will do any better. We question therefore whether an LDF based on historic targets rather than first principles will be the most valid approach.

This brings us to a second objection to the consultation as proposed. Consultees are discouraged from stating their own principles or explaining how these may be arrived at. The sets of five principles each to be rated on a five-point scale are rather limiting and give no room for qualifying amendments.

Sustainability and the strains that may be imposed on infrastructure do not feature strongly in the responses invited. This is something that also concerns us as an amenity society.

Our principles

Nevertheless, something has to be in place, and soon, otherwise currently proposed legislation will, in the absence of any plan, enable developers to swallow up countryside piecemeal. Indeed, we are concerned that the proposed date for implementation of the LDF, May 2013, might well be too late to prevent such development.

The amenities that we would like to preserve for Chichester are:

· A lively and thriving city centre built to a human scale

· Green spaces within the urban area, and easy access to the countryside immediately outside (we do not want to be a part of the urban coastal sprawl which extends from Pagham to Newhaven)

· Quality developments so that the elegance of city centre buildings is not disgraced by a sea of mass-produced modern dwellings, and that any new build is completed to a high standard in sustainable terms (e.g. insultion and water conservation)

· A sustainable philosophy which means that it is not vital to possess a car, which especially affects the aging population of the area, and in addition means that cycling and walking are reasonable modes of transport for the younger and more active.

· An infrastructure which is not overstretched, whether in terms of schools, transport or services

Our immediate conclusion is that major developments should be concentrated either in areas which allow reasonable access to the city centre, or provide the necessary critical mass of population for provision of services such as shops, schools and as far as possible employment, as exists already, for instance, at Southbourne.. For this reason we would look to a clearly demarcated and strongly defended limit to the city, which can be done in planning terms by providing a clearly defined Settlement Policy Area that includes locations identified in the LDF.

Next, that extension of the city into open areas to northeast and northwest is undesirable as these abut on the South Downs National Park (SDNP). There is of course a particular problem for Chichester District, in that 75% of its area lies within the SDNP, which is off-limits to any major development, which will concentrate that much more building in the remainder.

Next, we have transport problems. In our view, anything other than very small-scale development in the Manhood is impracticable without major new infrastructure. Enough strain on all aspects of infrastructure has already been created by recent rapid expansion. It’s tempting to think of bringing back the Selsey Tram, but would finance be forthcoming or, indeed, a suitable route be available? And otherwise the roads from the Manhood, already busy, will be impossibly choked.

And last, but not least, there is the A27, already prone to traffic jams. If there are developments on the eastern side of the A27, the danger is that we will be repeating the Worthing problem. Since there is little room on the western side, the implication is that there will be development on the far side, with the implication that funding must be found for proper crossing points – at the least bridges for pedestrians and cycles, and priority crossing for buses, but preferably also bridges for light traffic. To pursue the theme of sustainability, we would like to see the former railway station at Drayton re-opened, perhaps linked to Park and Ride.

Practical Sites

All these considerations, in our view, suggest that the least harmful sites for development are:

· Remaining areas at Graylingwell (excluding the Lavant Valley itself) and Barnfield

· Brownfield land at Shopwyke Lakes (it would make sense if this area were to be expanded southwards to Drayton, if more land were required)

· Tangmere as the nucleus of a major new development if accompanying facilities can be provided

· Southbourne 

· And in the North of the District, Wisborough Green, Loxwood or Ifold, which have access to the railway at Billingshurst and employment at Horsham

Infrastructure contributions will be needed either from developers or central government for schools, for upgrading sewage works, for A27 crossings and Park and Ride schemes. Central Government should not be let off the hook, as they are pressing for more housing and ‘who wills the end, wills the means’. In any case, we think that any major new development should be presented to Chichester through Community Planning forums, which, for example, worked so successfully at Graylingwell.

In other areas, restrictions should be imposed:

· Only small amounts of infilling in the Manhood and villages south of Chichester

· Mainly affordable housing in SDNP villages, essentially to maintain a balanced demographic age structure

Possible numbers

Let us now turn to numbers. There is certainly an emotional argument for no development at all, or for building a new town in a different council area entirely. These are non-starters. For one reason, central government will certainly promote development where they and developers want, rather than where local people want, if there is no plan. Secondly, there is a younger generation who are currently kept out of the housing market because of high house prices or rents. These are (grand)sons and (grand)daughters of current Cicestrians, and insisting that they live as far away as Portsmouth or Littlehampton instead is not acceptable. Even if there are no younger relatives, there is a need amongst an aging population for support workers, in everything from hospitals to supermarkets. The District Council’s priority list in its Housing Register has 2500 families, and there are as many again who are not priority, even if it doesn’t feel like it if you are one of them!

For these reasons we have picked a compromise target of 330 dwellings per year in the South of the District (Option B in the consultation), which lies between the more extreme values in the South East plan, and lower values which would make no impact on housing need. It also excludes the need to build on areas adjacent to the SDNP.  We also think that the North of the District could well have its target increased from the maximum of 20 in the consultation to 40 or even 60 dwellings per year. However, we doubt that finance will be available for even this many.

Affordability

Along with all this, we feel that it is essential that as much pressure be put on builders as possible to provide affordable housing close to the District ideal of 40% (this seems to have slipped to 25% as developers find luxury homes more profitable and government support for affordable housing is withdrawn from ‘non-priority’ areas such as Chichester). Infrastructure contributions need to be sought from any available source and it is only fair that new developments should bear the cost of providing the services that they require.

Yours sincerely
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David Wilson

Acting Chairman
