BRIEFING NOTE

IMPLICATIONS OF THE HOUSING WHITE PAPER FOR THE DELIVERY OF RURAL AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Overall, the general thrust of the Housing White Paper (HWP) offers some potentially helpful mechanisms to improve the delivery of rural affordable housing.  However, there are other measures that without rural proofing or further NPPF amendments could unintentionally undermine the stated expectation of the HWP that policies should provide opportunities for villages to thrive and provide affordable homes for local people.   

This Briefing Note focuses on four new proposals that will specifically impact on the delivery of rural affordable housing.  It offers suggestions on, where needed, the measure could be strengthened, particularly through responses to the consultation on amendments to the NPPF, which accompanied the publication of the HWP.   There are other measures that are also likely to affect delivery of rural affordable, these and a rural critique are provided in Appendix A .

1.
Supporting small and medium sites and thriving rural communities - paragraphs 1.29 - 1.33

The recognition in the HWP of the vital role played by small sites , ie sites of less than 10 units and less than 0.5 hectare, in supporting villages to thrive is very welcome.  However, the absence of any action to allow LPAs to secure affordable housing from sites of less than 10 units undermines the stated objectives for rural areas and leaves an inherent contradiction between the proposed amendments to the NPPF. 

The text that provides the context for the amendments to the NPPF sets the objectives for these changes as providing opportunities to support a good mix of sites and meet rural housing needs (paragraphs A51 - A55).  The proposed amendments include expectations that:

· LPAs will: identify opportunities for villages to thrive, including where this would provide homes for people currently find it hard to live where they grew up; 

· support the development of ‘small’ windfall sites; 

· give stronger support for rural exception sites by making clear that these should be considered positively “by making clear that these should be considered positively where they can contribute to meeting identified local housing needs, even if this relies on an element of general market housing to ensure that homes are genuinely affordable for local people. “
In the context of more generally increasing land supply for SME builders it is proposed to amend the NPPF to:

· That on top of a  windfall allowance, at least 10% of allocated sites in local plans will be 0.5 hectares or less. 

· LPAs should expect to work with developers to encourage sub-division of large sites

· Encourage use of Local Development Orders and area wide design codes so small sites may be developed more quickly.

It is important to note too that the amendments to the NPPF will incorporate the Written Ministerial Statement (Nov 2014) that prevents local planning authorities from securing affordable housing from sites of less than 10 units.

Rural implications

All the encouragement for LPAs to support development in rural areas and provide opportunities to provide housing to meet local needs is very welcome.  However, these valuable intentions will be undermined if LPAs are still precluded from securing affordable housing from sites of less than 10 units in all rural communities. 

The consultations on this policy when first mooted and evidence presented during the passage of the Housing and Planning Act all demonstrated the devastating impact this would have/has had on the ability to develop rural affordable housing.  Local authorities across the country and housing associations operating in rural areas cited the dominance of small residential sites in rural areas, high levels of affordable housing provided through S106 agreements in rural communities, and the importance of commuted sums to fund rural exception sites.  Neither does the 10 unit threshold help SME builders.  Without an affordable housing contribution the price of these sites rises, making it harder for these businesses to buy sites.  In addition, the lack of involvement of a housing association puts pressures on cash flow as it removes a source of committed and timed income.

Proposal
The amendments to the NPPF include the facility for LPAs to set their own thresholds for the delivery of affordable housing in their rural communities where this is supported by evidence of local housing need and that it does not undermine the viability of delivering the scheme.
2.
Starter Homes and definition of affordable housing  - paragraphs 4.13 - 4.21 &  NPPF consultation A118 - 130

The HWP sets out detailed policies for Starter Homes that encouragingly respond to concerns that had been previously raised with this initiative.  These will now be incorporated into the NPPF and include:

· Starter Homes are included in the definition of affordable housing, but they will now only be available to first time buyers who have an income of less than £80k pa (£90k in London) and who are buying with a mortgage.  In addition, there will be a tapered 15 year period for repayment of the discount.

· Whilst the statutory duty for LPAs to promote Starter Homes remains, there will be no % requirement for residential sites.  Instead it is proposed that 10% of all homes on individual sites will be for affordable home ownership products.  However, it goes on to propose that that this would only apply to sites of 10 units or 0.5 ha.

· Expanding the definition of types of brownfield land to be developed with a higher proportion of starter homes, with £1.2 Starter Home Land Fund to support the preparation of these sites for this form of development.

· The HWP does state that it will clarify that Starter Homes with appropriate local connection tests, can be acceptable on these sites.

· It is also proposed to introduce Affordable Private Rent into the definition of affordable housing.  This is defined as being made available at a rent of at least 20% of open market rents with eligibility being determined with regard to local incomes and local house prices.  It also requires that it remains let at an affordable rent or for alternative affordable housing provision to be made if the discount is withdrawn.
Rural implications

Most of these changes are welcome and largely respond to the concerns that  Starter Homes were not affordable to first time buyers in rural areas, they would push up the price of land and result in the exclusion of other forms of affordable housing.  

However, it is disappointing that neither the HWP nor proposed NPPF amendments note the statutory provision that LPAs can exclude Starter Homes from rural exception sites. 

Proposal

An amendment to the  NPPF reminds LPAs that the Housing and Planning Act give them the facility to exclude Starter Homes from rural exception sites. 

3.
Local Plan preparation

The HWP contains a number of proposals to amend the NPPF to simplify the Local Plan process and ensure that local authorities will work together to meet the housing needs of their areas.  These include adding, “to plan for the allocations needed to deliver the area’s housing requirement” as one of the strategic priorities that the NPPF requires must be addressed in all Local Plans.  In itself this is helpful, but it should be read alongside the provisions in the Neighbourhood Planning Bill (Cl 8 /Schedule 2), currently before Parliament. These, will give the Secretary of State the power to ask county councils or combined authorities to prepare Local Plans where lower tier authorities are failing to produce or modify a Local Plan.  

Rural Implications

As Lord Taylor’s report, Living Working Countryside’ and previously the Affordable Rural Housing Commission evidenced, plans developed to cover a wide geography and by higher tier authorities have consistently failed to provide policies that support thriving rural communities.  Instead their default position has been one of restriction of development in the countryside.

Proposal

A further addition to the strategic priorities for Local Plans is included in the amendments to the NPPF that requires those preparing Local Plans that cover rural areas to plan for the sustainability of their rural communities.
4.
Standardised approach of objectively assessing housing needs
In recognition of the complexity, cost and inconsistency in objective assessments of housing needs the Government is proposing to introduce a standardised approach to these assessments.  The results will form the baseline for the 5 year land supply required of LPAs by 2018.   

The HWP contains a number of proposals for strengthening Neighbourhood Plans.  These include amending the NPPF so:
· Neighbourhood Planning groups can obtain a housing requirement figure from their local planning; and

· it highlights opportunities for Neighbourhood Plans to identify and allocate small sites suitable for housing development and require them to meet their share of local housing need.

Rural Implications

With some notable exceptions the evidence provided through Strategic Housing Market Assessments has failed to provide an insight into the nature of housing markets operating in rural areas or the level and type of need within rural communities.  Too often local authority data has been considered sufficient, yet even the most rural districts include urban centres.  The consequence is that  evidence of the need for rural communities to grow and offer affordable housing are hidden.  The knock on effect is that Local Plan policies too often still adopt restrictive policies for their rural areas and do not allocate sites in rural communities.

There is now a wealth of data that is or can be disaggregated down to parish or settlement level, including ONS Neighbourhood statistics, commercial property sites, and Choice Based Lettings data.  It is also true that some data, such as income, is not available at community level and the low levels of sales and re-sales can distort the picture. However, these can be accommodated and used in conjunction with other data can provide the necessary rural evidence base. 

Proposal

The standardised approach is rural proofed with specific advice on how it should be evidenced and applied to objectively assessing needs in rural communities.

The Government provides more of the data it offers through its Live Tables and Rural Statistical Digest broken down to parish and/or the government’s  rural settlement classification, ideally by local authority area.
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APPENDIX A:  SUMMARY OF HOUSING WHITE PAPER PROPOSALS THAT WILL AFFECT THE DELIVERY OF RURAL AFFORDABLE 

	HWP Section
	HWP PROPOSALs
	RURAL IMPACT 
	WHAT’S NEEDED

	PM’S  FORWARD AND INTRODUCTION
	“I want to fix this broken market so that housing is more affordable and people have the security they need to plan for the future”

“It will ensure that the housing market is as fair for those who don’t own their homes as it is for those who do”

“This is a national issue that touches every one of us. Everyone involved in politics and the housing industry has a moral duty to tackle it head on.” Pg 11

	These statements are a welcome acknowledgement of the need to provide a range of housing, not just home ownership, in all areas of the country
	

	PLANNING FOR THE RIGHT HOMES IN THE RIGHT PLACES
	Para 1.6 - 1.11
New powers being introduced through the Neighbourhood Planning Bill that will allow the Secretary of State to ask higher tier and combined authorities to provide a Local Plan where the lower tier authority is failing to do so.
. 


	Supporting full Local Plan coverage is helpful and  should avoid inappropriate development happening because there is no local 5 year land supply.

But, evidence shows that in the past Local Plans prepared by higher level authorities resulted in narrow and restrictive policies for rural areas.  


	NPPF should be amended so that supporting sustainability of rural communities is made a strategic priority for Local Plans that cover rural areas



	
	Para 1.13  - Para 1.16 Standardised Methodology for Assessing Housing Needs
The Government will,consult on options for introducing a standardised approach to assessing housing requirements. 

From April 2018 the new methodology will provide the baseline for LPAs 5 year land supply

Amendments to the NPPF will expect LPAs to have clear policies for meeting the housing needs of groups with particular needs, including older people.


	A standardised methodology may reduce costs and increase transparency.  However, there is a danger that the geographic scale of analysis will hide the needs of rural communities.
Questions remain about how LPAs with recently adopted LP based on SHMA evidence will be able to accommodate change to base-line for 5 yr land supply.  This could particularly affect small rural LAs with limited planning staff capacity.
Given the age profile of the rural population requiring LPAs to address needs of this age group are helpful. 
	The standardised methodology will need to be rural proofed.

The Government will need to provide data it produces on housing market and housing supply at rural community level.

To truly support older people and support independence.  Govt. will also need to take steps to ensure that older people in rural areas have fair access to good quality social care.

	
	Paragraphs  1.17 - 1.21 Greater transparency in who owns and controls land  
Some of the measures proposed will be the subject of further consultation.  Includes proposals to publish a draft Bill to implement the Law Commission’s proposals for the reform of restrictive covenants and other interests. 


	Access to this type of information will significantly assist the identification of potential sites for rural affordable housing.

Could this affect use of restrictive covenants that retain land for affordable housing?  If so might this affect landowner’s willingness to release sites at low land value?
	

	
	Paragraphs 1.22 - 1.28  Making land available

Proposes amendments to NPPF that will:

Require LPAs to have clear strategy for use of suitable land, including brownfield sites.

Increase weight to meeting housing requirements

Ensure all authorities can dispose of their land with planning permission

 Govt. will consult on extending flexibilities to release land at less than best consideration


	These measures all have the potential to ease the amount and rate of supply of public land for affordable housing in rural areas.  However, there will need to be some protection for small brownfield sites in rural areas that could provide employment.1
	

	
	Paras 1.29 - 1.34 Rural Communities and Small Sites

These are the core paragraphs that impact on the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas.  Includes:

Range of policies that will increase supply of sites of less than 10 units:

· requirement that 10% of allocated sites should be less than 0.5 ha

· LPAs to work with developers to encourage sub-division of large sites

· Presumptin that residential development on small sites will be treated positively

Expect LPAs to identify  opportunities for villages to thrive

Strengthening policies that allow cross subsidy on Rural Exception Sites (spelled out in detail in NPPF consultation)

Highlight role of Neighbourhood Plans to allocate sites for housing 


	It is interesting that the generic policies for increasing supply of small sites for SME builders are part of the section  that specifically addresses development in rural areas.

The underpinnng message about LPAs needed to take a positive approach to development in rural areaas and find opportunities to support a good mix of sites and meet rural hosuing needs is helpful.

BUT there is a danger that the proposals for more small sites will undermine the objective of meeting housing needs because for most rural areas LPAs will still not be able to secure affordable housing from these small sites.

Villages have only so much capacity for new development and there is a danger that this will be used up by 100% market sites.

This will undermine the  ability of LPAs to fulfil the requirement being placed on them to meet their objectively assessed housing needs, which in rural communities include affordable housing.

Potentially, this will also work to the detriment of SME builders as the lack of affordable housing requirement will push up land price. Plus lack of involvement of a housing association will remove a source of definite income that supports the builders cash flow.


	It is absolutely critical that further amendments are made  to the NPPF allow LPAs to set their own thresholds for affordable housing for their rural communities.

	
	Paras 1.39 Green Belt

Proposals to amend national policy on release of Green Belt land and offset where land is removed. 
	Generally this does not change the current position.  However, will need to watch that ‘off-setting’ and possible higher contributions does not affect delivery of affordable housing in Green Belt villages as these would undermine scheme viability.


	

	
	Para 1.41 - 1.50  Strengthening Neighbourhood Planning and design

NPs

Highligths changes that are being taken forward through the Neighbourhood Planning Bill to give greater weight as early as possible to NPs; streamlining process for modifying NPs; requiring LPAs to set out how they will support NP groups and more generally involve communities in wider plan making.

In addition:

- Announcement of further funding for NP groups from 2018-2020

- Proposal that NP groups should be able to obtain housing requirement figure from their LPA 

Design

Proposed :

amendments to NPPF that NPs and LPs should set out design expectations and recognise value of Building for Life standards.

Look for opportunities to simplification of building standards, including review of Nationa Described Space Standards.

To consult on improving  energy performance requirements through forthcoming Emissions Reductions Plan.

Amend NPPF to encourage higher density development, particularly in urban areas


	Given importance of good design to gaining community support for affordable housing this is helpful.

Steps to reduce fuel poverty through design of new homes also helpful.  Will need to consider how this can be achieved on small rural schemes without making the scheme unviable.
	

	BUILDING HOMES FASTER
	Paras 2.7 - 2.12  Providing greater certainty over land supply

Range of measures to address problems of LPAs not being able to resist inappropriate development where there is no 5 year land supply, including:

Amendment to NPPF for LPAs to have land supply agreed on annual basis for fixed 1 year period.

Confirms that NPs will not be deemed out of date unless there is a significant lack of housing land supply in the wider LA area.  Definition of what is significant given in para 2.11 and in annex.

NPs will be asked to demonstrate how their site allocations and policies meet their share of housing need.


	 Helpful for rural LPAs that through lack of capacity are struggling to put in place up to date 5 yr land supply.

Helpful in making it harder for NPs to be used to restrict housing development.
	

	
	Paras 2.13 - 2.17  Boosting LPA capacity

Range of measures  including:

Increase to national planning fees by 20% if the additional income is invested in their planning dpt.  Plus will consult on additional 20% where LAs are delivering homes to meet needs.

£25m to assist LPAs in areas of high housing need
	This will help address the chronic lack of capacity in many rural LA’s planning dpts.

But given currently very limited capacity in small rural LAs and likely lower levels of development, should some of the £25m be directed at these LAs ?
	

	
	Paras 2.39  - 2.52 Sharpening ability of LAs to speed up delivery

Proposed amendments to NPPF to allow LPAs to take into account whether previous planning permissions have not been implemented when considering planning applications.

Reducing timescales for implementing planning permission from 3 - 2 yrs - except where this would affect viability.

Further consultation on CPO to bring forward stalled sites

Introduction of Housing Delivery Test  will assess % to which delivery matches LP targets with trigger points for action by LPA to bring further land forward.  First assessment period will be financial year2014/15 - 2016/17.

	These measures could help rural delivery, particularly where LPAs are reluctant to allow new sites/schemes because of outstanding un-implemented planning permissions.

It will need timely availability of capital funding and signoff of S106 agreements for rural affordable housing.

It would be helpful if there was a requirement for monitoring and Housing Delivery Test to explicitly assess delivery of housing in rural areas and prompt proportionate action as necessary.


	

	DIVERSIFYING THE MARKET
	Paras 3.15 - 3.36

Range of Measures to support SME builders/ Self &Custom Build/ Build to Rent/Housing Associations/LAs to develop housing
SME builders/Custom Build
including Govt’s Accelerated Construction Programme: where it will partner with SME builders and other developers and

support Custom Build, alongside Govt commitment to work with lenders to increase supply of finance for Custom Build

Build for Rent 

-Amend NPPF so LPAs plan for this tenure 
(it will be part of defintion of  affordable housing -see NPPF consultation)
-Ensure 3 yr tenancies available of Build to Rent homes.

Housing Associations

Restates that 1% pa rent cut will remain in place  up to 2020

Commitment to consult sector and set out rent policy for beyond 2020 to help HAs/LAs borrow against future rent income

Commitment to implement de-regulatory measures so HAs are classified as private sector bodies

Recognition that not all HAs undertake development but that Goct expect them to use whatever development capacity they have to meet local housing need - no detail on how they would enforce this.

LAs as providers of affordable housing

- Highlights opportunities through Accelerating Construction Programme and £45m LA Land Release fund for LAs to bring land forward and develop new homes
- considering bespoke deals with LAs in high demand areas by using range of existing levers.

HCA

To relaunched in summer 2017 as Homes England, with purpose “To make a home within the reach of everyone’.  - will support activity across all tenures; put infrastructure  in place to unlock housing capacity and support SME builders.

Regulation of social housing will no longer by by HCA, but through stand alone body.

	This is one of the weaker sections of the HWP. 

Most of the activity is aimed at areas of high demand and likely to focus on large scale developments.   

The failure to address immediately the block on development through the rent cap is an opportunity missed.  This has a particular impact on small/medium HAs developing in rural areas who do not have the borrowing capacity to build new homes and take on S106 units.  As the larger HAs increasingly turn their backs on small rural developments, this significantly reduces the chances of increasing delivery of rural affordable homes.
	

	
	Paras 3.37 - 3.40  Boosting productivity and innovation

Range of measures aimed at stimulating supply and use of Modern Methods of Construction
	These could help development of rural affordable housing, making it cheaper to build and more energy efficient.

This will mean promotion of forms of MMC that allow buildings to fit in with the local aesthetic.
	

	HELPING PEOPLE NOW
	Para 4.8 - 4.9 Supporting First Time buyers
sets out range of measures for assisting first time buyers to save for a deposit, including a new Lifetime ISA.
	These are helpful, but they do not address the difficulty of securing residential mortgages on homes that are subject to perpetuity arrangements.  Given the importance of these arrangements for securing site supply that makes it viable to provide rural affordable housing and secure community support, this is an unfortunate omission.
	In the work that Government is doing with lenders in relation to Custom Build, it should include discussions on improving the supply of mortgage for affordable housing subject to perpetuity arrangements.

The most direct and simple step Government could take to ease this position would be to provide a government backed guarantee for mortgages on such properties.

	
	Paras 4.13 - 4.21 Starter Homes

There will be:

- an income cap on those eligible to buy a Starter Home of  less than £80k pa outside London, plus requirement that they are buying with a mortgage

- a 15 year repayment period during which some or all of any discount will have to be repaid

- changes to the NPPF to” 

widen the definition of brownfield land for the Starter Home exception site policy (not to be confused with the Rural Exception Site policy)

clarify that Starter Homes  with appropriate local connection criteria can be acceptable on rural exception sites

It is important to read the proposed amendments to the NPPF in relation to Starter Homes:

-Starter Homes will become part of the defintion of affordable housing; 

-10% of all housing on new residential developments must provide for affordable home ownership, this can include, but is not exclusively, Starter Homes. 

- However, it is proposed that this requirement will not apply to sites of less than 10 units or less than 0.5 p ha.


	These measures are generally helpful.  

The NPPF amendment (A126) is extremely helpful as it will allow for affordable home ownership tenures that are more affordable and tailored to local circumstances, with stronger perpetuity arrangements and the ability to apply local connection criteria.

It is however, very disappointing that neither the HWP, nor the proposed amendments to the NPPF note that LPAs have under statute the ability to exclude Starter Homes from rural exception sites. 

Again it is unfortunate that rural areas could miss out on the opportunities to provide affordable home ownership because the 10% requirement for this tenure will not apply to sites of 10 units or 0.5 ha.


	The amendments to the NPPF should highlight the facility given in the Housing and Planning Act 206 for LPAs to exclude Starter Homes from rural exception sites.

It will need to be clear whether the requirement for 10% affordable home ownership wil apply to rural exception sites including those of less than  0 units.

It will be important to ensure that if LPAs are able to set their own thresholds for sites in their rural communities, this is not restricted to allowing 10% of the development to be affordable home ownership.  The dominant need in rural areas is for affordable rented housing.



	
	Paras 4.26 - 4.29 New Homes for Shared Ownership, Affordable Rent and Rent to Buy

Re-iterates that AHP is now able to fund affordable rented housing and Rent to Buy

It states that changes have been made to simplify the grant funded SO model in response to lenders, developers and prospective buyers - but no detail given.


	This was a missed opportunity to give a greater commitment to supporting delivery of rural affordable housing through appropriate levels of capital funding that take account of the higher costs of delivery.

It would be helpful to know what the changes to SO involve.  As noted earlier this would have been an opportunity to address the difficulty of securing residential mortgages on homes that are subject to perpetuity arrangements.

The support for Rent to Buy is helpful as another option for those unable to buy in the open market.  Some existing models do not have perpetuity safeguards, but the detail of the NPPF definition (see Box 4 in NPPF consultation) of affordable housing should mean LPAs can seek these from Rent to Buy homes..
	There is still a case to be made for recognition of the higher costs associated with developing small rural schemes.  In the past this was in the form of a rural multiplier, perhaps this could be revisited.

Having a rural target for delivery of rural affordable housing would give RPs confidence to engage in the delivery of affordable housing in villages. 



	
	Paras 4.31 - 4.37 Fairer deal for private renters and leaseholders

Proposals to take steps to promote 3 yr tenancies for private lets to families, but no detail on how this will be enforced

Govt will consult on measures to tackle unfair and abuses of leasehold

	The certainty of a longer tenancy would be helpful for many rural residents, who in the absence of housing association and council homes are often reliant on the private rented sector.
	

	
	Paras 4.39 - 4.53 

Empty Homes/Community Led Housing/Older Persons housing/Supported housing/Preventing Homelessness

The only 2 tangible  and definite measures for these forms of housing are:

- the Government’s support for the  Homelessness Prevention Bill that will

placing a duty on local authorities to take steps to prevent the homelessness of anyone eligible and threatened with homelessness. 

- £20m for Homelessness Trailblazers - this includes a number of rural local authorities


	
	


