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1. RECOMMENDATIONS

1.1
That the Cabinet approves the Interim Rural Housing Planning Policy Statement for a six week consultation period. A copy of the Statement is appended to this Report.

2.
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1
The Council needs to adopt a more flexible and positive approach that addresses recent appeal decisions and allows housing development on suitable sites in appropriate villages to retain control over the planning of housing development within the District until such time as a five year supply of housing land is secured or there is an up to date policy in the Local Development Framework.  

3.
 ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS (INCLUDING REASONS FOR REJECTION)

3.1
The alternative option is to continue to use the existing policy framework as set out in the South Northamptonshire Local Plan in considering planning applications for residential development. This should be rejected since If no action is taken, there are likely to be increasing numbers of appeals for housing development in villages within South Northamptonshire that will add uncertainty and increase costs.  This would not be in the interests of the district and its communities.

4.
LINKS TO CORPORATE PRIORITIES AND POLICY FRAMEWORK
4.1
This report is relevant to the Council’s corporate priorities, in particular:

· Priority 2 “To preserve what is special in South Northamptonshire” -- (Objective 1: to ensure the Local Development Framework respects our local communities and the character of our villages and countryside) and

· Priority 5: “To be known as a Council that protects the vulnerable” -- (Objective 1: To provide high quality local housing appropriate to the needs of all groups and supporting the needs of key workers).

5.
RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS

5.1
 Not adopting a new approach could increase costs as a result of the need to defend planning appeals that are likely to be pursued if applications are refused in the absence of an up to date policy background.

6.
IMPACT ON EFFICIENCIES

 6.1
Not adopting a new approach could lead to increased workload in defending planning appeals as set out above.

7.
RISK MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS

7.1
There is an outstanding planning appeal decision awaited on a site at Cosgrove. The decision on this is expected within two months. If the Inspector considers Cosgrove to be a sustainable settlement then this may result in the Draft Interim Policy requiring to be re-considered. 


8
CONSULTATION UNDERTAKEN (IF ANY)

8.1
Consultation has taken place between the Policy and Service Delivery Directorates, Corporate Management Team as well as relevant portfolio holders and chairs of appropriate committees. 

8.2
Advice has been sought from Counsel on the Policy and the Consultation Draft reflects the outcomes of these discussions.     

9.
EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS

9.1
None

10.
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

10.1
None

11.
CRIME AND DISORDER IMPLICATIONS

11.1
None

12.
BIODIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS

12.1
None.

13.
RELEVANT INFORMATION


The Need for an Interim Policy

13.1
There are a number of factors that point to the Council needing an Interim Housing Policy to inform the decision making process until the Council’s LDF Core Strategy is adopted. These include:

· the current housing supply position in the District;

· the need to achieve the sustainable distribution of new housing in accordance with national and regional guidance;

· the recognition that some of the Council’s Local Plan policies are out of date and  inconsistent with higher tier planning policy;

· to give certainty to developers, landowners and other stakeholders of the Council’s Planning Service; and

· to provide a robust decision-making framework for the Council’s Development Control Committee.

These issues are considered in more detail below.

The current housing supply position in the District
13.2
PPS3 (Housing) replaced Government’s Planning Policy Guidance 3: Housing and provides more detail on managing the release of land for housing development. It sets out three criteria to establish whether a site is deliverable to meet a 5-year supply requirement and establishes the need for the Council’s LDF to identify sites for between 6 and 15 years. Sites must be available, suitable and achievable. PPS3 advises that where regional spatial strategies are in development or subject to review, local planning authorities should have regard to the level of housing provision as proposed.

· Available – sites must be available now;

· Suitable – the site offers a suitable location for development now and would contribute to the creation of sustainable, mixed communities; and

· Achievable – there is a reasonable prospect that housing will be delivered on the site within 5 years.

13.3
Once identified, the supply of land should be managed in a way that ensures that a continuous five-year supply of deliverable sites is maintained. In other words, at least enough sites should be available to deliver the housing requirements over the next five years of the housing trajectory.

13.4
The 2007 to 2008 South Northamptonshire Council Housing Land Availability Study 2007/2008 shows a 3.27 years supply of housing land. This figure was considered to be ‘optimistic’ by the Inspector who allowed the recent Potterspury appeal, while being generally supportive of the Council’s housing land supply information in only raising concerns in respect of the deliverability of one site (BAE/Marconi in Towcester) and the absence of a lapse rate. If these were applied to the current supply information, the 3.27 year supply would decrease to 3.05 years
13.5    As set out above, PPS3 requires that sites must be available, suitable and achievable. At the beginning of April 2008, the Council’s Housing Land Availability Study showed a shortfall of approximately 2 years worth of housing land, based on the number of houses with planning permission, houses under construction or identified in agreed development briefs

13.6
The three planning applications for the expansion of Towcester were submitted to WNDC and SNC in November 2008 and are yet to be determined. In 2009 changes are due to be made to the proposals and amendments submitted in mid 2009. A Masterplan for the town is expected to be published in the next few months and this will be followed by a revised design brief for the proposed development. The timetable for the consideration of the application is for a determination in the autumn/ winter of 2009. This Council does not object to the development in principle although it has raised a number of important concerns, as did other key agencies including the Highway Agency, as set out in Development Control Committee Report dated 15th May 2008. Regular application discussions are continuing between WNDC, SNC and the applicants. The location of this site is supported by the Core Strategy Issues and Options and the objectives set out in paragraphs 126 and 127 of the East Midlands Regional Spatial Strategy.

3.7
The Inspector considering the Potterspury appeal concluded that the Council was right in excluding the proposed development at Towcester from the Five Year Housing Land Supply at this time. 

3.8
The Towcester Masterplan itself is likely to identify a number of key opportunity sites that could be re-developed for residential and mixed use within the town. However until this is approved and further work completed on these including issues on site assembly and planning it is not considered appropriate to include these within the supply. 

3.9
Similarly there are potential other major developments at Brackley, including the Radstone Fields proposal, that if further advanced could contribute to contribute to the five year housing land supply.  The Radstone Fields applicants have been involved in pre application discussions with the Council and the Highways Agency for a mixed use proposal including 1250 dwellings and are looking to submit an application in Spring 2009. These are not included in the supply figures as formal applications are yet to be submitted. However, this situation could change following the submission of the application.  
3.10
In conclusion currently it is not considered appropriate to include any allowance for major housing developments in either Brackley or Towcester at this time as the delivery of these sites may be difficult to justify as robust to an inspector at a future planning appeal. However, as more information is received and proposals progress this situation may change and the Five Year Land Supply will be updated accordingly. 

3.11
There is currently a planning application for 781 dwellings at Norwood Farm within South Northamptonshire District. This forms part of a larger development with the remainder falling within the administrative boundary of Northampton.  The Regional Spatial Strategy states that the housing figures for Northampton include any provision made in urban extensions across local authority boundaries. The advice of Counsel is that any development from this site will contribute to the Northampton housing supply and not that of South Northamptonshire. However, small scale development within any villages within the District, including those closest to Northampton will contribute towards the South Northamptonshire requirement as these are not urban extensions.   


The need to achieve the sustainable distribution of new housing in accordance with national and Regional guidance 
13.12
The existing policy framework against which applications should be assessed is based upon the principles of sustainable development as set out in detail in PPS1, PPS3, PPS7 and RSS8. The key points are:

· brownfield sites within sustainable locations have preference over all other sites in particular greenfield sites;

· new development must be in sustainable locations, well served by existing services and facilities with access to good and frequent public transport;

· away from larger urban areas, planning authorities should focus most new development in or near to local service centres where employment, housing (including affordable housing), services and other facilities can be provided close together; and

· once sufficient housing is identified to meet the strategic housing requirement, the Local Planning Authority should not look further for development sites.

13.13
The Sub Regional Strategy for Milton Keynes South Midlands Growth Area (part of RSS 8) sets out a minimum annual requirement of 330 dwellings to be completed between 2001 and 2021
. The Draft RSS extends this requirement up to 2026 at the same rate. The requirement for housing in South Northamptonshire District is therefore significant. However, in order to preserve and enhance the existing built and natural environments in the District, it is important that the Council promotes sustainable residential development in the right location at the right time. 

The recognition that some of the Council’s Local Plan policies are out of date and inconsistent with higher tier planning policy 
13.14
The South Northamptonshire Local Plan was adopted in 1997. It includes policies aimed at controlling both the location and scale of development within the rural areas through a series of policies and the designation of village confines. In the past these have been very successful and robust at appeals. However, the Council does not have a five year supply of housing land. National Planning policy guidance (Planning Policy Statement 3) states that planning applications for housing cannot be refused solely on the grounds that they are contrary to the Local Plan if there are material planning considerations in their favour.  A five year housing land supply can be just such a consideration – particularly when the Local Plan is out of date.

13.15
The preparation of the Joint Core Strategy will not be fully completed until 2012.   There is thus a need for an interim policy to inform decisions on planning applications for housing. This will contain a full assessment of the rural areas and roles of settlements and set out the new policy approach to development therein. 

To give certainty to developers, landowners and other stakeholders of the Council’s Planning Service

13.16
Whilst the Council has been operating an approach to proposals for new housing development in line with the existing Local Plan and within the context of PPS3 advice, it is important that the management of housing supply is facilitated by a clear housing policy that allows all parties to make informed judgements about the likelihood of planning permission being granted. An Interim Housing Policy will achieve this.

To provide a robust decision-making framework for the Council’s Planning Committee.

13.17
Just as developers, landowners and other stakeholders of the Planning Service require clear policies to assist them so does the Council’s Development Control Committee. This helps to make the decision making process more transparent and consistent.

Conclusions

13.18
Planning applications need to considered against national and regional policies in particular sustainability issues and whether the proposal generally accords with the principles of PPSs1, 3 and 7 and spatial strategy set out in the RSS. Recent appeal decisions have highlighted a lack of a five year housing land supply as a key issue and more important than sustainability.  If no action is taken, there are likely to be increasing numbers of appeals for housing development in villages within South Northamptonshire that will add uncertainty and increase costs. 

13.19
It is therefore considered that the Council needs to take a more flexible and positive approach that addresses recent appeal decisions and allows housing development on suitable sites in appropriate villages.  Such an approach will enable the Council to retain control over the planning of housing development within the District until such time as a five year supply of housing land is secured or there is an up to date policy in the Local Development Framework.  

13.20
The Draft Interim Policy sets out the criteria for the consideration of new residential development. Its aim is to deliver sufficient housing sites in appropriate locations until the Council has identified at least a 5 year supply of housing land. On this basis, the Council intends to control speculative development applications coming forward randomly, particularly in unsustainable locations. 

14
The Policy

14.1
The Policy sets out a series of material considerations to which the Council will have regard alongside the saved policies of the Local Plan in determining planning applications for residential development, and in giving advice prior to submission of a formal planning application. The relevant saved policies in the Council’s Local Plan are: H3 – H6. This statement should be considered alongside the suite of other planning policy including the Local Plan, Regional Spatial Strategy and planning policy statements. 

14.2
The Policy sets out those services and facilities that are considered to be ‘essential’ to a village. These are based on evidenced sourced from national and regional guidance and the Countryside Agency as well as the Potterspury appeal decision.  In addition it is considered important that consideration is given to other ‘desirable’ services and facilities that are available in villages. Weightings were then applied to these facilities that produced a ranking for each village. 

14.3 The services and facilities considered were as follows:

The ‘essential’ services or facilities are:

· Population (over 1500)


· Primary School

· Secondary School

· Village Hall/Community Centre

· Public House

· Primary Health

· Post Office

· General Store/ Food Shop

· Readily accessible to larger service centre (one hourly bus service)
· Train Station
14.4
The ‘desirable’ services or facilities are:

· Other shop (Not mobile)

· Within 1000m of industrial estate

· Police Station/Office

· Pre-School

· Petrol Station

· Church/Chapel

· Public Library (not mobile)

14.5
Other facilities and services considered are: 
· Mobile Services (shops/ library)

· Play Area

· Sports Ground

· Mains Gas Supply

· Mains Drainage

· Allotments

14.6 The highest weighting (8) was then given to ‘essential’ services with 4 points for ‘desirable’ and 2 for the ‘other’ services and facilities. As well an overall ranking it is also important to concentrate development in those villages that contain the highest concentration of ‘essential’ services. Such an approach would be in line with both national and Regional Guidance that seeks to direct growth to more sustainable locations. No village within the District has all 10 ‘essential’ services. Four villages have 9/10. They are also the most highly ranked villages. These are therefore considered to be the ‘most sustainable’ settlements. A further 13 villages have over half of the ‘essential’ services and facilities. They are also ranked directly below the four settlements above identified above as ‘most sustainable’. This ‘cut off’ point has been chosen as it represents a relatively high level of sustainability that conforms with national, regional and local planning policies of generally restricting development in the rural areas. It also supports the Council’s objective to create an effective policy that recognises the unique character of the District which considers the sustainability of villages in South Northamptonshire. These villages are considered to be ‘reasonably sustainable’ The results of this assessment is as follows:

	Most Sustainable Villages

	Settlement
	Score
	Number of Essential Services

	Deanshanger
	112
	9

	Middleton Cheney
	108
	9

	Roade
	108
	9

	Bugbrooke
	100
	9

	Reasonably Sustainable Villages

	Kings Sutton
	92
	8

	Blisworth
	88
	8

	Greens Norton
	84
	7

	Silverstone
	82
	7

	Paulerspury 
	80
	6

	Hartwell
	76
	6

	Yardley Hastings
	76
	6

	Old Stratford
	74
	6

	Hackleton
	72
	6

	Nether Heyford
	72
	6

	Potterspury
	72
	6

	Yardley Gobion
	72
	6

	Kislingbury
	70
	6



Options

14.7
Having determined which villages are considered to be the most ‘sustainable’ the Policy Statement sets out three options that the Council could adopt in seeking to deliver appropriate levels of development. There are a number of factors relating to ‘sustainable development’ that are common to any of the options. These are as follows:

· It can be demonstrated that there are no brownfield sites available within or adjoining the village confines (if the proposal is on a Greenfield site) 

· The proposal is well related to the existing settlement form in terms of the consolidation of an existing village confine boundary or formation of a sound alternative boundary to the village that reflects and respects natural or other long term features 
· The proposal can be delivered to contribute to meeting the short term shortfall in the 5 year housing land supply. This is likely to be through a legal agreement.

· The proposal assists in the provision of appropriate scale and type of affordable housing to meet any identified local need.

· Appropriate evidence is provided on environmental and community impacts. Where appropriate financial contributions will be required to alleviate any identified  infrastructure deficiencies generated by the proposed development

· In all cases planning permission will also be subject to all relevant policies of the “saved” adopted South Northamptonshire local plan and appropriate national, regional and Northamptonshire County Structure Plan policies

14.8
The Local Plan does not quantify the scale of development that is appropriate within settlements preferring to use the phrase ‘small scale.’ This was also a point raised by the Inspector at the Potterspury appeal.  The first option set out in the Statement continues this policy approach whereby development proposals would be considered against existing national, regional and local planning policies. No targets for the numbers of dwellings would be set.

The advantages of this option include:

· Each application would be considered on its own merits on a site by site basis. 

· No restriction on the scale of development of suitable and available sites.

· A less restrictive approach is more likely to secure a robust 5 year supply of housing land

The disadvantages are:

· May result in an inappropriate scale of development at any given village from a large single development or from the cumulative impact of a series of developments.

· Takes no account of the different sizes and relative sustainability of different villages 

14.9
The second option provides an indicative target of the scale of development that would be considered appropriate for each village. Therefore for those villages considered most sustainable this is set at 10% of the existing number of dwellings to be developed on sites outside but adjoining the existing confines for a particular village. A 5% figure is applied to those villages which are considered to be reasonably sustainable. These percentages have been chosen as the total scale of development that could be delivered would result in the Council achieving in excess of a five year supply of housing land and therefore allows for some flexibility as to those sites that may come forward. This is shown below.

	Table 6: Most Sustainable Settlements

	Settlement
	Score
	10% Dwellings

	Deanshanger
	112
	147

	Middleton Cheney
	108
	153

	Roade
	108
	99

	Bugbrooke
	100
	111

	Totals
	
	510

	Reasonably Sustainable settlements

	Settlement
	Score
	5% Dwellings

	Kings Sutton
	92
	49

	Blisworth
	88
	40

	Greens Norton
	84
	34

	Silverstone
	82
	44

	Paulerspury 
	80
	15

	Hartwell
	76
	36

	Yardley Hastings
	76
	17

	Old Stratford
	74
	43

	Hackleton
	72
	21

	Nether Heyford
	72
	34

	Potterspury
	72
	31

	Yardley Gobion
	72
	26

	Kislingbury
	70
	26

	Totals
	
	416


14.10
It is important to note that that these figures:

· Are in addition to suitable development sites that come forward within the existing confines of a particular village;

· Do not represent a minimum or maximum level of new development that may be considered appropriate at a particular village;

· Represent a level of development that is likely to be appropriate to a particular village given its size and existing range of facilities. 

14.11
A proposal that exceeds the scale of development set out in this Policy may be considered favourably if it can be demonstrated:

· That it assists in improving or sustaining essential local services ;and

· Represents best practice in terms of the re-use of previously developed   land and /or  density and design issues; and

· Has strong support from the local parish council and local community.

The advantages of this option include:

· Provides an indicative level of development that could be realised in each village and therefore greater certainty for local communities;

· Would prevent the over development of a particular village through one large individual or smaller cumulative developments.


The disadvantages are:

· Assumes that there are suitable sites to meet the stated scale of development for each village;

· May result in a rush of applications on a ‘first come first served’ basis before the indicative figure is reached

· May restrict the number of suitable and available sites coming forward in a particular village once the indicative level is reached

· A more restrictive approach is less likely to secure a robust 5 year supply of housing land

14.12
The third option would involve the identification of specific appropriate sites coming forward as a result of the public consultation on this draft policy.  The site identification process would be led by the Council with appropriate liaison with the relevant parish councils and landowners. There would also be a ‘call for sites’ from the Development Industry that then could be considered. It could be used in conjunction with the policies set out for either Options 1 or 2.

The advantages of this option include:

· Provides a more realistic basis as to the scale of development that could be brought forward in each village;

· Allows for greater involvement of local communities in the site identification process


The disadvantages are:

· May result in an inappropriate scale of development at any given village from a large single development or from the cumulative impact of a series of developments.

· Could be time consuming and resource intensive at a time when the delivery of sites is needed in the short term

· Takes no account of the different sizes and relative sustainability of different villages 


Time limiting Planning Approvals

14.13
The main aim of this more flexible approach is to increase the supply of housing. It will therefore be important that it is not then used by prospective developers to secure permission and then for that consent not to be implemented until the economic climate improves. One way that this could be achieved is to reduce the time allowed for the commencement of development to for example two years. This was a recommendation made in respect of the recent application at Old Stratford where it was considered that the in the absence of a five year land supply, we wanted to see the permission implemented as soon as possible. After two years it is anticipated that the Joint Core Strategy will be so advanced as to be a material consideration in the determination of any renewal of applications that may not have come forward.


Affordable Housing

14.14
The Potterspury appeal decision is likely to have given landowners of sites outside but adjoining village confines additional ‘hope value’ that a site could now receive planning permission for market housing thereby undermining the current ‘exceptions’ policy for affordable housing. Therefore it is proposed that the threshold above which affordable housing contributions could be sought is reduced from 15 to 8 dwellings and that the proportion required be raised from 40% to 50%.

14.15
The Statement confirms that the principle of allowing affordable housing is accepted in any village where there is an identified need.
The Policies

14.16
The Statement sets out draft policies that would be applied for each option in section 9. These are similar in terms of wording with the only difference relating to the scale of development. 
Benefits of New Approach

14.18
The anticipated effect of this approach is as follows: 

1 It should improve the number of deliverable housing sites within South Northamptonshire and improve the five year housing land supply.

2 It is considered that this approach represents a balance between the need to allow more development in the rural areas in the short term and the objective of protecting the unique and attractive rural character of the District.   

3 The provision of affordable housing should be maintained.

4 It would retain the control over development with the Council by providing a robust decision-making framework for the Council’s Development control Committee.
5 It would reduce the number of appeals and the uncertainty they create.

6 It would reduce costs to the Council of appeals.

7 It would provide weight at those remaining appeals that the Council was adopting a more flexible and proactive approach towards the delivery of housing on appropriate sites in suitable villages and working positively towards achieving the required land supply. 

8 To give certainty to developers, landowners and other stakeholders of the Council’s Planning Service.

9 A five year land supply would reduce pressure on the Council for backland development and the redevelopment of existing dwellings at higher densities.

15
Next Steps

15.1
It is proposed that this Draft Interim Housing Policy be published for consultation for a period of six weeks and the responses reported back to Cabinet for consideration and adoption. 

15.2
Following that the Interim Housing Policy should be used as a material consideration in determining planning applications for new residential development in the District until such time that the Council has achieved a five year housing land supply or until the new Local Development Framework is adopted, whichever is the sooner.  At this time the Policy will no longer be applied.

15.3 It is recognised that the adoption of the Interim Housing Policy Statement will fall outside of the statutory procedures for development plan adoption and that it will not form part of the Local Development Framework. The Interim Housing Policy will however be used as a material consideration in the determination of planning applications, until replaced by the LDF.

16.
FORWARD PLAN/URGENCY (KEY DECISIONS ONLY)

16.1
Not applicable

17.
APPENDICIES ATTACHED TO THIS REPORT

17.1
Proposed consultation draft of interim rural housing policy

Name:
Calvin Bell

Title
Director of Policy

Date
17th March 2009

Background Papers:

Contact Officer:
Andy D’Arcy – Lead Officer – Planning Policy

� This is a separate requirement to the growth required for Northampton that may include land within South Northamptonshire. Planned developments at Grange Park and Wootton Fields do not count towards the South Northamptonshire requirement. Other major urban extensions adjoining the Northampton Borough boundary are also likely to count towards the Northampton housing supply.   
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