Response from Homes and Places, Welsh Government


Pembrokeshire Scrutiny Inquiry into Affordable Housing

	QUESTION
	ANSWER

	Inquiry Question : 

How can the Council and its partners increase the overall supply of 

affording housing in Pembrokeshire


	WG role in relation to the development of affordable housing policy (including land use planning policy)
	Key Policy Approaches – provision of affordable housing

· A target has been set of 7500 additional affordable homes by 2016 and bringing 5000 empty properties back into use. 

· To achieve this we are continuing to invest in the Social Housing Grant Programme, encouraging the release of more public land for affordable housing and supporting Houses into Homes, our Empty Property Initiative.

· The Welsh Government is providing £6 million in 2012/13 and for the following two years to the Welsh Housing Partnership which will provide over 800 properties for intermediate rent.

· The Welsh Government has allocated £4million revenue funding each year for the next 30 years which will enable over £100 million to be borrowed by housing associations which will support the development of more than 1,000 new affordable homes. 
· We are also developing co-operative housing in Wales and have set an ambitious target of 500 new co-operative homes to be delivered during this administration.  An emerging model of affordable co-operative ownership is particularly interesting as is the approach to development on a garden village basis with community and co-operation at its heart.  

· There are a number of innovative delivery models being developed such as that at the Ely Bridge scheme in Cardiff that is proposing to deliver affordable housing without capital subsidy. 

Planning 
· The Welsh Government provides the framework and national policy context in both housing and planning terms, the delivery of housing is undertaken locally to meet local needs.  

· National planning policy is set out in Planning Policy Wales (PPW v5) with paragraphs 9.2.14 to 9.2.19 referring specifically to affordable housing. Technical Advice Note (TAN2) 'Affordable Housing' gives further guidance on the definition of what constitutes affordable housing and its relationship to land-use planning and Local Development Plans (LDPs). Collectively, PPW and TAN2 provide the Welsh Government's planning policy approach to affordable housing which resides with the Minister for Environment and Sustainable Development. Affordable housing also resides with the Minister for Housing Regeneration and Heritage which cover non-planning related issues. The Programme for Government makes the delivery of affordable housing a key Government priority.


	WG experience of helping to contribute to the provision of affordable housing in National Parks 
	The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 sets out the legal framework within which LDPs should be prepared. Local Development Plans Wales 2005 (supported by the Manual) provide further clarity on the form, content and remit of plans. It is the responsibility of the local planning authority, in this case the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park, to prepare a plan for its administrative area. It should be noted that in this instance the National park is not the respective housing authority. All LDPs are subject to public scrutiny, following a public examination. It is the robustness of the evidence base which is critical, clearly focusing on the level of need, setting affordable housing targets and any associated commuted sums. This evidence will be tested through the examination, culminating in an adopted plan. The plan is then monitored on an annual basis, through the Annual Monitoring Report (AMR) to ensure that the plan is being delivered and where appropriate, adjustments can made to policies, again based on robust evidence.

WG has also provided financial support for a Rural Housing Enabler.  The WG contribution has been:

Stand alone Pembrokeshire RHE:

2008/09 - £15,000.00

2009/10 - £15,000.00

2010/11 - £15,000.00

2011/12 - £0.00 (operating from under spend in previous three financial years)

Combined Pembrokeshire/Carmarthenshire RHE:

2012/13 - £13,563.00

2013/14 - £13,905.00


	What do you consider are the most significant challenges facing planning authorities, in particular National Park Authorities in Wales in helping to deliver affordable housing?


	Housing markets are depressed and new house building is at a low point. More affordable homes are being built but numbers have fallen as the impact of public sector cuts is felt t. Some of the factors behind the changes that have already happened and those to come, such as Welfare Reform, are outside our control. The underlying trend in homelessness is upwards, fuelled by rising costs of living, depressed earnings, and in some cases, people losing their jobs. The quality of existing homes is also cause for concern, with potential impacts on people’s safety, and their health and well being, most worryingly for children.

The challenges do not deter us from doing as much as we can to help people meet their housing needs. If anything, they strengthen our resolve. Homes that people can afford are fundamental to our goals of reducing poverty and greater equality. We are committed to making housing a greater priority in coming years at a national level and working with local government and other stakeholders to achieve this at a local level. 


	What actions are needed to address or mitigate these challenges?


	The White Paper sets out an ambitious programme of action for the remainder of this term of Government. It aims to take a whole system approach with legislative proposals on a range of issues including homelessness and the private rented sector and a wide range of non-legislative measures.   



	The Authority’s supplementary planning guidance sets out terms for the provision of low cost home ownership and rented properties by private developers which mirror the provisions in the social rented and the ‘home buy’ style schemes used by Registered Social Landlords.  If the provisions were relaxed for private developers would this increase the provision of affordable housing in this National Park? Are there other options that could be considered?
	It is the responsibility of the LPA to evidence policies within its LDP to best meet the level of identified affordable housing need. Any policy in an adopted LDP should also ensure site negotiations can take place to avoid legal challenge, i.e. Blyth case."

	Is WG aware of any exemplar approaches to affordable housing delivery (inside or outside Wales) that this Authority could learn from? 


	The Welsh Local Government Association can provide examples of good practice and previous Welsh Government guidance can be seen here that provides some case studies for different ways to deliver affordable housing: http://wales.gov.uk/topics/housingandcommunity/housing/publications/affordablehousingtoolkit/?lang=en

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has recently completed a study looking at different international models of funding affordable housing by Ken Gibb. This was due to be published on 11 March 2013. There is a range of emerging delivery vehicles such as the Ely Bridge scheme and Belleraphon and Warm Wales that are proposing to deliver a range of affordable housing tenures without capital grant subsidy.  



	We have been advised by Pembrokeshire County Council, the Rural Housing Enabler and both Housing Associations operating in Pembrokeshire that on top of a reduced provision the grant programme the grant isn’t working in the Park because of the higher land values which are above the WG acceptable cost guidelines? In addition it is more expensive to build in the Park because of our planning and design requirements which add both cost and delay and makes building in the Park much less attractive.  What is your view on this, and in particular over the last 3 years how often has Welsh Government considered applications for proposals where additional funding is required above the acceptable cost guideline banding in this Park, in other Park’s in Wales and generally in Wales? Where these applications have been made how successful are they? 


	Acceptable Cost Guidance (ACG) figures are provided as guidance on the likely acceptability of scheme costs for Welsh Government social housing grant (SHG) purposes. It is expected that the majority of schemes are capable of being produced at or below ACG. Schemes with costs exceeding ACG may be approved if high acquisition and/or works costs are justified in the light of local conditions (which can include planning and design requirements of National Parks)and housing need. Current policy is that costs over 120% will not be met by Welsh Government SHG for general needs schemes.

The Welsh Government obtains independent advice on Welsh residential land values from the District Valuer (DV), who has offices throughout Wales. The indicative value and range for each of the five ACG Bands is determined by the Welsh Government based on the DV's advice. The DV's advice also determines the Banding Classification for all the Community Councils (CCs) throughout Wales. The Welsh Government is of the opinion that the DV is the only impartial body that is capable of providing a residential land valuation service which can encompass all the CCs in Wales.
The computation of building costs involves the analysis of numerous inputs. First and foremost is the analysis of building costs from current and past social housing grant funded scheme approvals. Building cost forecasting advice is provided by the Building Cost Information Service (BCIS), a longstanding and well respected publisher of current and historical building costs, including forecasts of future building costs. All ACG building costs will have been adjusted based on forecasts provided by the BCIS. Finally, building costs are adjusted for any changes in the minimum standards set by Development Quality Requirements (DQR). 

Over the last three years, the Welsh Government has considered and approved 12 affordable housing schemes in the National Parks (2 in Pembrokeshire, 2 in Snowdonia and 8 in Brecon Beacons).  Of these, 3 were submitted under our ACG figures and 9 were submitted over our ACG figures. Both schemes in Pembrokeshire were above ACG.  For 2012/13, nearly 50% of new-build schemes submitted to Welsh Government were over ACG.  The Welsh Government considered both the design and value for money of these schemes and capped the grant on approximately 40%.  Grant capping occurs if the Welsh Government considers that scheme costs are not representative of value for money and consequently they will be approved at a more appropriate level. Examples of poor value for money may include unaccountable low density developments, inefficient site layouts, over-sized housing units, generous over-specification of materials and finishes, inadequate tender procurement procedures and documentation, and so on.



	Have you any other observations you may wish to make on the comparison between PCNPA’s policies and other policies elsewhere in Wales in terms of effectiveness in meeting affordable housing needs.


	Local planning authorities and local authorities have a particularly important role to play. They deliver essential housing services direct to the public but they also have a vital strategic housing role. There is scope for further improvement in both. We want to see greater collaboration between authorities, including the sharing of expertise and limited resources. Some forward-looking authorities are already working in this way. Informed by household projections, establishing local housing needs and ensuring planning mechanisms to address these is perhaps one of the most critical roles for local planning authorities and local authorities. Addressing need is not just about building new homes. It also involves considering the extent to which their strategies meet the needs of different groups, including demand for adapted and accessible housing. It should also consider the broader accommodation and support needed to help people, including specialist support services, refuges to support women escaping domestic violence, and other forms of accommodation; for example, to prevent rough sleeping.

Irrespective of whether local planning authorities and local authorities own stock or not, the strategic housing role of all local authorities is critically important and we want to re-emphasise this role. It is essential that information on housing needs and the condition of housing is used to identify and take appropriate action in relation to the supply and quality of accommodation across all tenures to address the housing needs of Welsh citizens. We also want to see greater collaboration between local planning authorities and local authorities and the many other organisations that need to be involved in order to help them undertake these roles effectively.

In addition to this, local authorities have resources at their disposal in the land they own and some are actively looking to innovate in housing delivery by using this land for a range of housing outcomes.
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