Towards the Mayor’s Housing Strategy 

G15 Group Response to Consultation Paper

Overall we welcome the policy proposals in the Consultation Paper, but have some concerns about deliverability of some of the objectives or conflicts between the requirements of different public bodies.  

These are commented on below.

Chapter 3  - Putting People First

Q 3.1
How can the Mayor’s Housing Strategy support the achievement of his wider social, economic and environmental aims?

Good quality affordable housing has wider impacts on regeneration, crime and the fear of crime, educational attainment and health. It is therefore a key factor in achieving the wider social, economic and environmental aims which the Mayor wishes to achieve.  The integration of different policies, as envisaged in the document, is an important step in achieving greater linkages.

The members of G15 share many of these objectives and make a significant contribution to building balanced and inclusive communities and aiding social sustainability. The G15 publication “Social Capital” sets out examples of how these objectives have been achieved in practice.

Q 3.2
How can the Mayor’s Housing Strategy best address the enduring problem of homelessness and the growing problem of overcrowding? 

Homelessness and overcrowding are complex issues which do not necessarily have one simple solution.  One of the strands affecting both of these problems is new supply which is commented on below.  Other contributory factors could include under occupation initiatives and also security of tenure for social rented tenants.

Homelessness and overcrowding are two of the key objectives HA’s aim to address in developing new homes.  

The key issues include:-

A greater supply of affordable land.  This is key to achieving higher quality and performance standards.  G15 would like to see a ring-fenced process for disposing of public land to HA’s at affordable cost to meet the Mayor’s Housing objectives.

A more consistent approach  to planning and S106 strategies across London Borough’s and improvements to the planning application process. 
The current system of financial incentives for planning departments appears to have moved delays from one part of the approval process to other areas which are not subject to targets.

Appendix 1 gives details of information recently collected by G15 Development Group on the sort of delays regularly arising on planning submissions.  

Supply of larger homes. In our view the limited number of large homes in new developments arises from two main factors.  Firstly, the S106 requirements imposed on developers, which means that units designed to respond to market sale considerations are also provided for social rent.  A further factor here is that where units rather than habitable rooms are measured there is a disincentive to provide anything other than the average unit type for affordable housing.  Secondly, targets for providing higher density and higher rise create issues for the provision and future management of larger family dwellings, which are not yet resolved.  More research is needed on best practice in this area.

Q 3.3
How can the Mayor’s Housing Strategy be used as a tool to tackle worklessness and child poverty, especially amongst social housing tenants and homeless people living in temporary accommodation?

Valuable work is carried out by Housing Associations in this field.  The G15 “Social Capital” report gives examples of how HA’s work in partnership with various partners to help create sustainable neighbourhoods where people want to live. Case studies include: Developing Young People; Language Skills, Training, Improving the Quality of Life for Older People; Financial Inclusion; Capacity Building and Improving External Environments.

Q 3.4
How can increasing the opportunities for families to acquire housing assets reduce poverty and worklessess?

The acquisition of housing assets can help secure better life chances for families for the long term. However, these must be realistic and affordable as well as seen as value for money by residents.  
The Social Homebuy scheme may achieve this in some areas, although doubts remain about the likely take up of this option, at the current level of discount. There are also lessons to be learnt from the high service charges now being levied on some leasehold properties acquired at large discounts under the Right to Buy as a result of modernisation and decent homes work. Good quality advice and assistance needs to be provided to people thinking of taking this step.

Q 3.5
How can families with moderate incomes be encouraged and enabled to live in inner London to maintain social mix?


Intermediate housing tenures, particularly shared ownership, can help many families with moderate incomes to live in areas that would otherwise be denied to them by virtue of cost.  It is important to maintain this balance in order to retain a vibrant mixed community in high value areas.  
The grant regime for shared ownership needs to reflect the need to achieve greater affordability of the product for lower incomes, particularly to allow families to access the product.  In addition, the ability to buy equity shares lower than 25% and micro-staircasing products are being piloted.

Particularly in higher density schemes, the design of homes and the external environment needs to be more attractive to families. Developers will generally require greater incentives to build family homes on schemes, if it is less profitable for them to do so (such as reduced S106 requirement).

Chapter 4  - Building More Homes

General Comments

G15 welcomes the suggested initiatives to help realise development potential and build more homes including - 



public sector intervention to ensure complex sites come forward for 
development 


improvements to the planning system to help speed up delivery (further 
comments on inconsistencies and delays in the planning system are made 
in Appendix 1.)


reduce competitive bidding, especially between publicly funded agencies.  

Q 4.1
How can landowners – both public and private – be encouraged to focus on long term sustainable development, incentivised to release land when it is needed, and discouraged from land speculation?

The value of helping to achieve key strategic targets needs to be recognised by public land owners and the Government.  Public landowners disposing of land should be encouraged by the Government to make sales to bidders who present the best overall deal (quality, price and contribution to key strategic targets), not just the best receipt.  Value should take into account longer term investment in schemes and community infrastructure.

It is much more difficult to discourage private landowners from using tactics to increase land values at the expense of delivery.

The complexity of the S106 system and the fact that it differs in every Borough contributes to a lack of consistency, complexity and delay.  The lack of experienced staff in some authorities enables developers to manipulate the wording in some S106 documents to their advantage.  

Delays are not always seen as a disadvantage by developers, given that land value increases can contribute substantially to overall profits in the long term. 

Cascade arrangements in S106 agreements, which allow increases in open market sale housing if less grant is available, can often be used as a mechanism by developers to reduce the level of affordable housing. There needs to be clarity on future public subsidy in order to provide certainty for the affordable housing provider, whether this is an HA or developer.

The increase of Buy to Let in the London market, particularly on new developments, is starting to have a significant impact on the ability to deliver sustainable communities.  In many cases, higher levels of shared ownership are preferable to market sale, because shared owners make an individual commitment to live in the property.  Large number of Buy to Let properties in new development can have two main affects.  Firstly, many are not occupied at all because investors are relying on capital growth for their return.  Secondly, a large number of short term residents on shorthold tenancies are causing management problems already on many schemes, which are difficult to resolve given the number of leasehold owners.

The Mayor should consider using his powers to influence the proportion of investor purchasers on new developments. Perhaps by encouraging developers to enter “sustainable communities agreements” which limit the proportion of buy to let or the number of units sold to a single purchaser in each development.

The number and complexity of public authority competitions has grown very significantly over recent years.  This can extend to fairly detailed architectural drawings and comprehensive financial feasibilities being produced by up to six preferred bidders. These are very expensive and most will be wasted.  The Mayor should consider introducing a less costly way of selecting suitable partners, particularly where affordable housing is involved. 

Q 4.2
How can the public agencies – that often pay for costly land assembly and remediation work – capture and recycle a share of development gains to help fund social infrastructure?  How can co-operation between public and private landowners be improved, for example through joint venture partnerships? 

There are a number of innovative partnerships being undertaken at the moment which are exploring how public agencies can share in future development gains. 

However, it needs to be recognised that HA’s factor future value increases into their business plans, in order to make their rented housing development programmes sustainable. In many cases housing associations also take into account future staircasing in calculating land value, to help secure opportunities on the open market. If future returns are to be shared or passed onto others, initial grant requirements are likely to increase.

It is also important to recognise that HA’s are highly regulated not -for-profit institutions which recycle surpluses for the benefit of the communities they serve and to meet local and central government objectives. Any surpluses are used for decent homes investment, community development or new supply.

Q 4.4
How can the development process be improved and risk reduced to encourage home builders to increase delivery and take a longer term approach to development, especially in the growth areas?

Improving the planning process is still key to improving the delivery of housing. One continued area of concern is the lack of consistency in approach across London, to grant levels, proportion of affordable housing and legal agreements. 
If a single, common starting point for affordable housing and other planning policies were adopted, this would give greater clarity of requirements and would help to speed up the delivery process by removing the time spent currently on negotiation.  

Additionally, the lack of consistency which currently exists can lead to erosion of aspirational goals as unscrupulous applicants will exploit this to reduce the contribution to be made which could affect affordable housing  quality or provision. 

Q 4.5 
How should the provision of social and physical infrastructure and public services be planned and delivered in order to maximise housing output in the growth areas and help integrate new residents with existing communities? 

Provision of social and physical infrastructure needs to be planned ahead within LDF's.  Public investment has to be available for critical infrastructure - costs cannot necessarily be borne by the development through S106's - this could act as a disincentive to development if margins are tight (as they may well be on contaminated sites in the Thames Gateway).  Public funding needs to be available for both the initial capital costs but crucially also the long term running costs of facilities.

There are some lessons to be learnt from Mainland Europe on how Local Authorities master plan sites and provide infrastructure in order to achieve wider objectives.  In particular, community heating systems can be made much more cost effective and sustainable if they are planned and installed as part of the infrastructure work on large sites.  

The planning system, often because of local interests, struggles with major strategic schemes.  The cost of these generally increases significantly whilst planning, which can take some years, grinds through the consultation process.  An Independent Planning Commission could take decisions on proposals of strategic importance to ensure wider public policy objectives are balanced against local interests

Local lettings plans, which seek to achieve a balance of occupiers, make an important contribution to sustainable community objectives on new development schemes.  
This seeks to mirror the natural evolution of mixed family sizes & age ranges in established areas. This may include planning for a balance in the age ranges of children and the family make up, rather than concentrating high levels of multiple deprivation in one area.
These should become the norm on larger schemes.
Q 4.6 
What measures would increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the London residential building sector?

Many of the measures suggested in this document would help efficiency, such as:  reduction in competition for land especially between publicly funded bodies; speeding up the planning system; and public sector intervention on complex land which otherwise would take longer to release.
A responsive and effective planning system is key to delivering more high quality homes.  Disposal of public sector land at affordable rates in order to sustain balanced community objectives is essential to help achieving this.  A clearer and more straightforward set of requirements for S106 obligations should speed up delivery and reduce the scope for manipulation.

The S106 system it is starting to deliver inconsistencies which are not always in the interests of wider policy objectives.  For instance, increasing requirements for education contributions are frequently being applied to affordable housing provided by HA’s using public sector grant.  More grant is therefore required to fund the increased scheme costs. In the case of affordable housing, the vast majority of nominations go to residents who already reside in the local authority or the sub-region and whose children are therefore likely to be already in the local education system.  In effect, this means Government grant for housing is being re-directed via the planning system into Local Authority education funds.

Chapter 5 – Building the Right Homes in the Right Places

Q 5.1
How can the investment strategies of public sector housing and other agencies be better aligned with each other, and with the targets in the London Plan, other Mayoral strategies and the forthcoming Mayor’s Housing Strategy. 

There should be agreed regional, or preferably national, sets of standards and methodology for statistical information requested from HA’s.  LA’s and other bodies frequently ask for information sliced and diced into differing formats which is often inefficient, expensive to produce and likely to be unreliable. We should seek to agree standardised requirements which will be held in the same format by all HA’s, which is readily available to other bodies.

Q 5.2
How can public sector investors better align and simplify their various standards and processes for development around a consistent set of principles and requirements for all investment programmes (for example, on environmental and accessibility issues and the phasing of major schemes)?

It is absolutely crucial that a reduction is the plethora of standards is applied.  Currently, too many different standards exist.  All public sector bodies (e.g. – the Housing Corporation, GLA, LDA, English Partnerships etc) should be working to the same standards and requiring consistent approaches to quality.  It is also vital that private housing be subject to the same requirements as affordable housing to create a level playing field and enable affordable housing providers to compete on a equal basis for land and development opportunities.  This would enable additional affordable housing, above minimum requirements, to be built.

Also real economies of scale and efficiencies only drive down costs to a significant extent when the same technical requirements apply throughout.  So wherever possible common standards should be applied through building regulations or other requirements to the whole building industry.

Q 5.4
How can the leverage of public sector investment, especially in the opportunity areas and on strategic sites (such as the site for the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games ) be maximised?


Public sector investment can be maximised primarily by the provision of public transport, infrastructure and public amenities.

Q 5.5
What changes are needed to public sector investment strategies to ensure a better fit between what is built and the housing needs of Londoners?

Planning policies are crucial in helping to secure the right mix and type of units required.  Local Authorities need to ensure that their planning policies are up to date and reflect their housing needs.  Moving away from unit based targets, towards habitable room or specific mix targets will help to achieve this and some Local Authorities in London are already adopting such an approach.

Q 5.6 
How can investment strategies be shaped to meet the needs of London’s diverse communities, including people with support needs, gypsies and travellers, and asylum seekers and refugees?

Revenue funding to help support diverse communities need to be consistent and guaranteed.  If not there is a risk housing with support will not be provided for some of the most vulnerable.

Where projects require supported housing funding to be viable, HA’s need to know this will be available for the long term.  If not there are likely to be extra capital costs because compromises may need to be made in the type of dwellings produced, so they can be switched to other uses if funding ceases.  This initial extra cost remains even if funding revenue funding is then continued for the foreseeable future. 

Chapter 6 – Designing Places where People want to Live

Q 6.2
How should the Strategy address issues around the standards of new homes (for example space, thermal efficiency, carbon emissions, accessibility), to ensure homes are suitable for 21st century living?

G15 generally agrees with the aims set out in the document - higher design standards of both buildings and open space.  As highlighted above however, we believe it is critical that any “guidelines” introduced, tie in with other requirements (such as Housing Corporation standards, Code for Sustainable Homes etc) and apply equally to all tenures.  Clear standards need to be set which are applied consistently across London and are required to be met by all developers. 

Q 6.3
How can the leverage of housing grant and the new Strategic Housing Investment Plan be used to ensure design excellence for new housing and open spaces?

There is a tension between the desire for higher standards and the requirement for more units at lower grant rates. As developers and long term owners of affordable housing HA’s have an interest in building high quality homes for the future.

Clear standards, including design standards, should apply to all tenures.  Developments in receipt of grant should not necessarily be required to meet higher standards.  The grant funding is bridging the gap between the cost of provision and making the units affordable.  The focus should be on achieving high standards across the board, not applying higher standards (and therefore higher costs) to schemes which require subsidy to make them viable in the first place.

Q 6.4
How should objectives for design quality be embedded in the procurement process – in private and public sector development – and how can these be subsequently measured and monitored.

A robust and consistent planning system should play a key role in ensuring design quality.

Q 6.6 
How can the Mayor’s Housing Strategy ensure that the aim of achieving better design is not at the expense of increasing output or of obtaining value for money?
Achieving higher design quality (even if this does cost more money) should not be regarded as representing poor value for money.  It needs to be recognised that good design may well cost more but as a better product is delivered, this does not represent poor value for money.  Additional investment needs to be secured to ensure that numbers of homes delivered does not drop and that design quality does not suffer due to lack of funding.

Many of the G15 Group have been involved in various forms of MMC and there are some signs that these can produce higher standards, however such projects generally cost more. This can largely be explained by the fact that HA’s have led the innovation in this area and few mainstream developers have adopted MMC materials & techniques. Until these are more widely used volumes will probably remain too low to raise standards through the use of MMC while reducing costs.

Q 6.7
How can high quality housing management contribute to the long term success of new housing developments?

High quality design is very important to the long term success of development.  Early involvement by housing managers experienced in  managing high density mixed tenure housing is essential to ensure appropriate design from the outset. HA’s put extensive effort into achieving this input at scheme design stage on the projects they build themselves. This is often not possible with S106 schemes and the long term success of such schemes can suffer as a result. Requirements to demonstrate that long term management issues have been considered at an early stage may be useful on larger schemes.
The Capital Gains study on making high density housing work in London (published by the London Housing Federation) and subsequent publications on Higher Density Housing for Families and Delivering Successful Higher Density Housing – A Toolkit, all seek to give best practice guidance on the hard won experience HA’s have gained in this area over the long term. 

Long term sustainability is also secured by achieving the right balance of a number of factors such as the mix of unit types, tenures and child density from the outset as well as effective management and maintenance for the long term.
Chapter 7 – Reviewing Intermediate Housing

Q 7.1 
How can intermediate housing better address both housing need and London’s wider economic needs?

Intermediate Housing is vital to ensure the continued success of London as a world city.  The capital requires people on all levels of income to be able to live within it, rather than it solely being capable of housing the very rich or the very poor in our society.  The increase in property values will price out people on average or even above average incomes and therefore intervention is required to ensure a mix and balance of people living and working in London.  

Q 7.2 
What are the consequences of shifting investment in intermediate housing to new supply rather than the purchase of existing homes?

We believe the long term approach to solving the housing crisis is to concentrate on new supply, rather than providing public funds to purchase existing properties which are already in great demand. 
Programmes to purchase existing homes tend to increase prices and can reinforce separation rather than mixed communities.

Q 7.3 
How can intermediate housing help to tackle overcrowding and homelessness?

Intermediate housing can help with the alleviation of overcrowding in the public sector, (particularly if coupled with an incentive scheme). However other factors, such as increasing supply generally, will have greater effect.  Currently the release of social rented housing by people moving into intermediate housing is limited because of the relative cost associated with both tenures and the average salary levels required to access even heavily subsidised intermediate housing, compared to those living in social rented stock.

The more affordable intermediate housing can be made the more impact it can have. From a wider perspective intermediate housing will be reducing the potential call on affordable rented stock in the future from applicants who could not access full market housing without assistance.

Q 7.4
What should the balance of public investment be between building larger intermediate homes to assist moderate-income households with children and building smaller one or two bedroom units?

Housing Needs analysis should be used to determine mix.  For example, smaller homes are more affordable to first time buyers, some of whom would otherwise be forced to continue to live in the family home.
It should be noted however that other factors influence families with children in their decision about where to purchase a home, such as school provision, availability of safe outside space, crime rates etc.

Q 7.5
What role can housing providers play in providing intermediate housing without government subsidy and what impact could more private investment in the intermediate housing sector have?

Although intermediate housing can be provided without the need for government subsidy, it will not reach the lower or even average income groups in high value areas like London.  Models without grant generally require much higher salaries.  Lower salaries can generally only be targeted with the input of grant,or free/discounted land.

Major HA’s already access long term funding at the finest rates. Private sector developers will only be attracted by the potential for an increased profit share, which will either increase entry levels and decrease affordability in the short term or mean a greater share of future surpluses are distributed as profit rather than recycled.

Chapter 8 – Promoting Choice and Mobility

Q 8.2
How can local needs and regional needs be better balanced through choice based lettings and mobility?

Local Authority and Sub Regional boundaries on lettings systems generate artificial boundaries which affect people’s ability to move within London.  A pan London lettings system would probably serve Londoners better.

Q 8.4
Should access to intermediate homes and to the private rented sector be included in the same pan-London scheme as social housing lettings and how should this be done?

Access to intermediate housing should be available on a pan London basis, rather than limited to sub regions or local authorities.

Chapter 9 – Tackling Climate Change

General Comments

G15 supports the aims and objectives of this chapter and agrees that reducing carbon emissions should be a priority target for the housing sector. 
On new build housing, it is appropriate that higher standards are achieved in energy efficiency and carbon emissions, and we are already well on the way to achieving some of the challenging targets.  It should be recognised though that these requirements will increase the cost of new build housing, particularly whilst there is an immature market.

Q 9.1
What initiatives, policies or guidance are needed to improve the environmental performance of London’s existing housing, much of which is owner occupied?

It is essential that whatever initiatives, policies or guidelines are introduced to improve environmental performance are clear and consistent across tenures.

With regard to existing social housing, public landlords will already be aware of environmental performance as an issue and Decent Homes programmes will go some way towards improving this.  However, there is a concern that if additional requirements on climate change are implemented, this will have a real effect on HA’s ability to meet their Decent Homes programmes.  The next stage of Decent Homes (Sustainable Communities) may be the most appropriate place to include these requirements.  

Improvements in the sustainability of the existing stock are likely to have more impact more quickly, than further investment on the newbuild homes. However, there is no funding for HA’s  to invest in existing stock other than from their current business plans. 
So this would be a slow process unless the resulting savings made by tenants on utility bills are partly recycled into higher rental payments to help fund the programme.

The document states that the Strategy will focus on reducing carbon emissions from London’s existing homes, many of which are owner occupied, however as the Mayor doesn’t have investment powers over this, it’s not clear how this will be achieved.

Q 9.2
What measures should be incorporated within the Mayor’s Housing Strategy to mainstream the best environmental practice and technologies in newly built and refurbished homes?

Whatever measures are incorporated, it is important that they are consistent or replace other existing requirements, and that there is a phasing in of the highest standards.  The Mayor needs to avoid adding to existing standards, or creating targets which conflict with other Government objectives.

Q 9.3 
How can the Mayor’s Housing Strategy promote refurbishment and adaptations that ensure Londoners can live comfortably in their existing home for its lifetime?

The requirement to meet Lifetime Homes is already present.  It should be recognised that, in the context of London development, some of the Joseph Rowntree requirements simply cannot be met, and would not be desirable (e.g. – on plot parking).  The definition of Lifetime Homes needs to be amended to be appropriate within the context of London, and high density homes.  

Q 9.4 
How can we ensure that vulnerable households are not disproportionately affected by the effects of climate change?

Requirements should be applied to all tenures.  Vulnerable existing owner occupiers possibly need to be targeted.

Q 9.5
Should public sector investment in London’s homes be use to mitigate against and adapt to climate change, and, if so, how?

As stated above, G15 agrees that it is appropriate for the Mayor to use public sector investment to mitigate against climate change.  However, it is important that any new standards are applied not just to publicly funded developments, but to all new developments.  For this reason it makes more sense to provide any public sector investment through the wider tax system or other form of grant assistance, rather than from the housing pot specifically.

G15 Development Group

January 2007.

Appendix 1

PLANNING DIFFICULTIES IN LONDON

The following are brief examples of the sort of planning problems currently faced by RSL’s in delivering schemes on which they are submitting planning proposals or where approval may have been given.

These are all real projects but the sites, applicants and planning authorities have not been directly identified.

They show that whilst recent Government targets and incentives to speed up planning may seem to be successful, there are a range of issues and obstacles linked with the planning system which continue to hold up delivery of new homes.

The most significant of these are - 

· Delays in registering applications in order to extend the decision date.

· Planning authorities threatening to issue refusals as target dates approach unless applications are withdrawn and resubmitted.

· More refusals and appeals as a result.

· Delays in discharging planning conditions which then hold up construction after permission is granted.

· Generally high staff turnover & poor admin in planning dept’s, slowing progress with applications.

· Delays in instructing solicitors on S106 agreements and major delays in drafting and negotiating S106 agreements after planning committee has approved the project. Most schemes now require S106 agreements, which are different in every borough.

· What seems to be an increasing reluctance to approve minor amendments under delegate powers and insistence on going back to committee for minor matters (often triggering the further delays listed above).

 
Site A – East London

Following planning approval further delays in discharging planning conditions have resulted in approximately 12 months’ of programme slippage. Building contractor was unable to start on site due to these delays. This resulted in extra costs and failure to meet Housing Corporation targets. 

	August 2003
	Planning Permission granted (by others) for a development of 29 flats and 1 commercial unit.  

	June 2005


	HA acquire site, Section 106 Agreement is entered into simultaneously at purchase completion.

	Sept 2005
	HA awards Design and Build contract to Building contractor to build out approved development.

	January 2006


	Detailed elevations are rejected by the Planning Department due to perceived deviation from August 2003 drawings.


	17/2/06
	Letter from project architects to Planning Officer no 1 with accompanying elevations, reflecting planners comments, requesting discharge of planning conditions in respect of detailed elevations.

	20/3/06


	Letter from Planning Officer to architects rejecting the elevations submitted on 17/2/06. Letter stated that an entirely new planning application and fee was now required as in the Council’s view the elevations submitted were different from the 2003 originally approved drawings. Planning Officer informed us that a second Officer was now dealing with this case.

	23/3/06
	Letter from HA to Planning Department complaining of decision.

	28/3/06
	Phone call to second Planning Officer requesting a meeting to discuss the Planning Departments expectations regarding the elevations. Planning Officer agreed to meet in week commencing 5/4/06

	5/4/06
	Turns out second Planning Officer has left the employment of the Council.

	24/4/06
	Letter to Deputy Head of Planning requesting that a Planning Officer is assigned to this development.

	15/5/06
	Letter to Head of Planning requesting that a Planning Officer is assigned to case.

	24/5/06
	E-mail from project architects to Planning Officer no 3 requesting progress towards discharge of planning conditions regarding elevations. 

	21/6/06
	In response to conversation with Planning Officer no 3, HA informed that another case officer is dealing with this scheme.

Letter sent to Planning Officer no 4 explaining reasons for the limited changes when comparing the current elevations to the 2003 approved drawings, factors include building regulations requirements and refuse collection requirements.



	28/6/06
	Meeting between HA, architects and Planning Officer, further elevations are tabled to conform as closely as possible 2003 approved drawings.
 Planning officer informs us that his view is that the limited changes would not necessitate a new planning application. Planning officer states that the elevations would need to be approved by the Council’s Conservation and Design Officer.



	4/7/06
	Planning Officer informs HA that he now feels the elevations as submitted on 28/6/06 would in fact require a new planning application due to deviations from the original 2003 approved drawings,

	5/7/06
	Architects make further amendments to drawings submitted on 28/6/06 in response to Conservation and Design Officers comments

.

	26/7/06
	Planning Officer confirms that no new Planning Application will be required.

	21/8/06
	Letter from Planning Officer confirming that application to discharge 2 x planning conditions regarding elevations was considered Valid with effect from 19/7/06, Planning Officer’s letter stated that, if by 13/9/06 a decision in writing or written agreement between the Borough and HA to extend the 13/9/06 deadline was not forthcoming, an appeal to the ODPM could be made

	7/9/06


	Planning Officer requests slight amendments to the elevations submitted on 28/6/06.

	4/10/06
	Meeting between HA, architects and Planning Officer. Further elevations given to Officer at this meeting in response to comments of 7/9/06

	20/10/06
	Planning Officer confirms that Conservation and Design Officer had not yet had chance to comment on latest elevations.

	27/10/06
	Package of external materials including bricks and render samples submitted to Planning Officer in order to discharge further Planning Conditions.

	8/11/06
	Formal letter received confirming that 2 x Planning Conditions regarding elevations discharged.

	11/12/06
	E-mail to Planning Officer from Architects requesting confirmation of receipt of materials samples.

	12/12/06
	Planning Officer confirms that our application to discharge external materials related Conditions were registered / validated on 12/12/06 despite materials samples having been submitted on 27/10/06. No explanation given for delay or letter received confirming date by which formal decision should be forthcoming. 

	Jan 07
	Still awaiting confirmation of whether materials samples have been approved.

Contractor agrees to start on site but significant cost increase and 12 months delay to date.


Site B

Planning refused for an all affordable housing scheme because 60% S/O & 40% General Needs did not meet their need for 3 bed affordable homes. The site could be developed for outright sale with an element of affordable.

Site use was previously employment generating floor space (timber yard and Shop).

Proposed scheme retained commercial frontage and loss of timber yard was justified by limited employment potential/economic viability of existing and benefit of change of use to affordable housing. However, changes to housing departments criteria meant that responses to internal discussions were reduced and despite supporting from the HC to grant a reserve allocation, this was not enough for the planning officer.

Site C

Site formerly owned by the council, it was a day centre. Much of the site was covered by trees, but these trees where not subject to any Tree preservation order nor was the site in a conservation area. It would appear that the main issue for rejecting the planning application was that the proposed development would have a ‘detrimental effect on the character and appearance of the site’. Two schemes were recommended for approval by the planning officers but refused by members.  Refusal was based upon ‘objections from local residents’ but this seemed to be based on political issues arising from NIMBYISM.  Both applications approved at Appeal.

Site D

Refused due to access despite highway officer’s approval. On the 9th June 04 we were informed that the planning officers were recommending ‘Refuse Permission’ for this scheme because of:

· over-development - out of keeping with the area and detrimental to the street scene by reason of size

· location and dominance of parking areas

· detrimental to residential amenities of adjoining occupiers by reason of visual intrusion and loss of outlook

· unsafe, inconvenient and inappropriate design and layout of the access road

hazardous to pedestrians and vehicles due to lack of sight lines and visibility splays to required standard

· inadequate proportion of affordable housing (it being 100% affordable housing scheme!)

· lack of recreational open space provision.

We had no difficulties with the speed with which the Application was been handled – our difficulty was the lack of willingness to discuss the contents.  We had the reasonable expectation that something that seeks to satisfy housing need within the Borough and which was strongly supported by the Housing Department would be discussed.

Since the date of the Application, our lead consultants “computer diarised” 2-weekly checks by telephone.  This was specifically to see if there was any matter that needed further discussion.  
On some occasions two or three calls on the same day were made.  

A second planning application submitted taking into account most of the above issues and finally granted March 2006.

Site  E

Initially long pre-application discussions of nearly 6 months that delayed submission. Once application was submitted a 12 week internal process followed at the end of which we were advised several issues were not acceptable and thus forced to withdraw or face refusal in timescale. Scheme finally permitted 15 months after initial submission however it subsequently took nearly 9 months for the Council’s legal team to be instructed to deal with the S106. 

Site F

Planning officer refused to discharge planning condition relating to demolition of original structure despite new scheme now having been built resulting in affordable homes sitting empty. 

Project commencement: 13 December 2004. Method Statement for discharge of condition submitted in April 2004, however, LA advised that they had not received the documentation.  Method Statement re-submitted in September 2004 and LA again advised that they had not received the documentation.  Information re-submitted yet again on 06 September 2005. LA validated submission on 07 September 2005, in which LA confirmed they should respond by 01 November 2005.  Planning Officer then rejected submission and advised our contractors to stop works on site on 19 October 2005 LA issued a Refusal Notice dated 23 November 2005, although this is recorded as being received by our contractors on 20 December 2005.  Refusal due to the method proposed for lifting and dropping Post-War pre-fabricated concrete slabs to break them up. Our Contractors then confirmed that the works were already completed but were not executed in this manner due to the weight of the slabs, which were broken up in situ and placed into skips. Our contractors then resubmitted a new Method Statement and evidence to substantiate this method and spoke with LA who verbally confirmed that the method undertaken by our contractors, as detailed, was acceptable but no written discharge issued. 

After much chasing the condition was finally discharged with a paragraph being added onto the original refusal stating that the Council approved the statement after the required deadline.

Site G

This scheme is for 100% private sale change of use of office space. We were asked to submit a viability report to substantiate the reason for no affordable housing. In response the Council’s “Consultant” says Outright Sale housing development not commercially viable - for us! The planning process is also being drawn out by the availability of the Urban Design Officer who insists on reviewing and amending the scheme but is then not available for consultation. Minor changes to the scheme also seem to require unnecessary re-consultation. 

Site H

Council planning officer insisting upon a 2 storey building (for community use) and putting weight on public consultation but local residents only want single storey.

Planners have very specific requirements for a physically restricted corner site in terms of design, colours/materials, height and uses.  This has conflicted with residents which has needed to addressed through a very inclusive design process. In addition the Council are insisting upon some element of retail/commercial use. We have appointed a planning consultant to act on our behalf to try to understand the rational for this but the relevant council officer refuses to consult.

Furthermore there are planning requirements to create pedestrian links through new schemes, but residents don't like these because they feel security is threatened.  In addition, it creates a landscaped area which cars and motor cycles drive through as a short cut.  

So planners want one approach, require us to consult with residents who then want something different, but planners then refuse to listen to the result of local consultation.

SITE J - SW London 

The scheme had planning for 86 affordable units. HA applied for revised planning (104 plus B1, 95% of the residential will be affordable) a resolution was granted within a year, however  all the conditions attached to the application were required to be discharged before commencement of works. The LA delayed signing off the S106 because there was opposition to the refuse collection arrangements and the scheme in general from the local residents.
As a consequence the LA refused to sign off the condition, we decided to appeal the condition and were successful at appeal. The scheme is now on site. 

SITE K – East London

Planning permission was originally secured by the landowner for a speculative scheme in 2003.  HA then purchased the site and, due to fundamental flaws with the original permitted scheme, put forward revised proposals.  

Original Application

15 March 2002 - application submitted for 120 units

17 March 2003 – planning permission granted

HA Application

11 Sept 2003 – meeting with LA – senior Planning Policy &  Housing officers.

16 Jan 2004 – meeting with senior Development Control, Planning Policy & Housing Officers

12 Feb 2004 – meeting with Development Control & Highways officers

20 Feb 2004 – meeting with Green Travel Co-ordinator & Highways officer

23 March 2004 – meeting with Development Control

30 March 2004 – meeting with GLA 

8 April 2004 – meeting with LA, Development Control, and GLA.

29 April 2004 - meeting with GLA 

21 May 2004 - meeting with LA Development Control

7 July 2004 - meeting with LA Development Control

13 July 2004 – application for 185 units submitted

20 August 2004 – application validated 5 weeks later

17 September 2004 – meeting with LA and GLA

9 November 2004 – meeting with LA

26 November 2004 – application amended to 164 units

27 January 2005 – GLA Stage 1 report issued

16 February 2005 – LA Planning Committee – resolution to grant issued, subject to sunlight /daylight issue being resolved and section 106 being entered into

23 March 2005 - GLA stage 2 report issued

10 May 2005 – application amended again to 161 units

11 May 2005 – meeting with LA Development Control

13 June 2005 – confirmation from the Council that application did not have to go               back to Committee

23 November 2005 – Section 106 signed and planning permission issued

Took over two years from first discussions to grant of planning permission for what was a revised scheme, with principles already agreed with the granting of the first permission.  

As the timeline above shows, 10 months of detailed pre-application discussions were held with the Council to get a scheme that we believed was acceptable to the Council.  However, once the application was validated, it appeared that the Council had second thoughts about the scheme, mainly due to the height, despite the permission for a tall building, their acceptance of the proposals during pre-application discussions and the locational suitability for such as proposal, as supported by the GLA.

From the point onwards, it appeared to be a case of the Local Authority delaying the application and generally not considering the matter, illustrated by the five months it took from validation to Committee.    

The Council also failed to carry out their statutory duties correctly, with an objector at Committee being able to claim they had not been consulted.  As such, post Committee, further consultation, discussion and amendments had to be undertaken with these objectors, causing further delays.  

Even once this final point had been signed off, the Section 106 took five months to sign, despite the Heads of Terms being agreed at Committee.  

In general, the two year processing time can not be justified given the existing permission for the site and the planning benefits offered by the scheme.  

SITE L – North West London

19 unit scheme. The application was submitted with the usual pre-application meetings. Then nothing for 12 weeks when we were asked to withdraw or get a refusal. The reasoning was minimal and we could have submitted a replacement drawing in a matter of days. We agreed to withdraw, did so formally, and the LA refused it anyway.

SITE M – Bucks

Site bought with outline permission (having also discussed for 80 plus units). Following detailed discussion with the planners (and this transpired only after we bought) it transpired that the conditions were so onerous that it was impossible to build the outline scheme. We are currently discussing a detailed application for 60 plus units.

SITES N,O & P – North West London

We have numerous completed schemes were the planners had all the relevant information for some time and still have not discharged the conditions. It seems decontamination is usually the biggest non discharge delay, this often holds up completion of sales. Current examples include 30 units in one Borough and 67 units in an adjoining one. On another site in the same borough several conditions still to be discharged 13 months after purchase, despite having submitted the information prior to handover.

SITE Q – North West London

Site for 28 units - LA took 4 months to validate, no requests for any additional information. Frequently LA's ask for spurious additional reports which they failed to discuss in the pre application meetings.

SITE R – North West London

Current delay due to an unusual requirement in the S106 for HA to enforce LA parking permit restrictions.

SITE S – East London

A draft S106 agreement was issued by LA in July 06. Negotiation has been protracted due to turnover of acting solicitors at LA’s end (three since July), and the instructing officer's work not being picked up by anyone else whilst she was off sick for an extended period.  Although agreement was finally reached 3/11/06 (over 5 weeks ago), the LA has failed to move to engrossment despite repeated requests.

SITE T -  East London

Chronology of Planning events

	Date
	App. No.
	Comment

	5th February 2004
	2004/0253
	Application submitted

	26th February 2004
	2004/0253
	Application registered

	26th October 2004
	2004/0253
	Planning committee resolution to grant subject to S106

	16th February 2005
	2004/0253
	HA failed to sign the S106 so the decision was withdrawn 

	4th August 2005
	2005/1773
	Application submitted
Note: This application is identical to 2004/0253

	26th August 2005
	2005/1773
	Application registered

	24th November 2005
	2005/1773
	Planning Permission refused under delegated powers

	21st July 2006
	2006/2101
	Application submitted
Note: This application is identical to 2004/0253

	27th July 2006
	2005/1773
	Appeal submitted

	7th August 2006
	2006/2101
	Application registered

	21st September 2006
	2006/2101
	Planning committee resolution to grant subject to S106

	20th October 2006
	2006/2101
	S106 signed

	6th November 2006
	2006/2101
	Planning Permission granted

	12th December 2006
	2005/1773
	Proposed date for appeal decision
n.b. Appeal withdrawn following success of application no. 2006/2101


This site could be used as an example of both poor and good practice. The application after our successful (other than we failed to complete the S106 after the resolution to grant) application was rejected using S101 officer delegated powers even though it was essentially identical - bad practice.

Then, we submitted an appeal and ran the same application again concurrently. It was delivered to the local authority in the last week of July and registered in about 5 working days during the first week of August. It went to committee on 24th September with a resolution to grant and was passed. I was contacted just before committee and asked to withdraw the application but I pointed out that the appeal was still running and that I wanted it to go to committee - good practice.

The planners appear to have been incentivised by the concurrently running  appeal and their understanding that we were likely to succeed.

Since November, the LA have lost the engrossed S106 and a copy arrived at our solicitors office on 8th January 2007 to be signed and sealed again

SITE U – North London

Chronology of Planning events

	Date
	Comment

	11th Oct 2005
	Planning application with fee submitted to LA

	20th October 2005
	Planning report prepared by LA

	24th October 2005
	Letter received by Architects from Planners acknowledging receipt of application and fee.    Letter also requested further information and extra copies of plans

	30th November 2005
	Architects sent letter with requested information and copies of plans to LA  Planners as requested

	6th December 2005
	Verbal confirmation from LA planning officer that planning application had been validated

	8th December 2005
	Architects received letter from LA Planners acknowledging receipt of further information.

	9th February 2006
	Officer at LA Valuation office, informs Architects that application has been invalidated, due to insufficient information.    A letter from the Planning Offiicer detailing what information is required is to be sent to Architects.

	
	Architects draft a reply with the help of valuation officer to be sent to the planning officer, in anticipation of receipt of letter from planning officer which was never received.

	15th February 2006
	Architects send letter to planning officer as a result of conversation with valuation officer with regard to information received from valuation officer.

	13th April 2006
	Planning Officer issues planning report

	20th April 2006
	Scheme goes before LA planning committee


As a result of further conversations with the Local Authority it was relayed back to HA   that the planner had written a letter requesting further information  but omitted to send the letter before going on leave therefore the request for information was never received.

The consequence of the planning application being delayed  had a financial impact on the scheme due to the fact that the planning determination of the  scheme went into the next year and therefore came under the LA’s new UDP which called for 10%  renewables, along with the usual costs associated with a delayed start on site.

G15 Development Group
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