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BACKBENCH BUSINESS

Plamning and Housing Supply

Motion niade, and Question proposed, That the sitting
be now adjourned.—( Jofin Penrose. }

[.30 pm

Mr Lawrence Robertson (Tewkesbury) {Con): 1 thank
the Backbench Business Committee for granting this
debate, which has been supported by a large number of
concerned Members, In particular, I thank my right
hon. Friend the Member for Arundel and South Downs
(Nick Herber() and the hon, Member for St Albans
(Mis Main) for sponsoring it along with me There is
concern among hon. Members and local planning
authorities about apparent confusion in the Government’s
planning policies. ] requested this debate because I want
to consider planning, the countryside and housing
projections, as well as related issues, such as the
Governnment’s professed preference for localisin, as these
matters are all interconnected.

Protecting the countryside was one of my main
molivations for entering Parliament in the fivst place.
As 1 represent lhe constituency of Tewkesbury, 1 am
more sensilive than most to the need (o avoid developing
on or near flood risk areas. The terrible 2007 floods in
Tewkesbury will never be forgollen by anyone who lived
through them. I spend n iot of time trying to attract
businesses, visitors and people in general to Tewkesbury,
so T believe that a balance can be struck befween
allowing appropriate development and protecting our
green belt, green fields and important open spaces, but i
am nol sure thal we are striking that balance at the
moiment.

What do 1 mean by confusion in policy? The Government
have said Frequently, for example, that their policy is
lo preserve green-bell land, yet my local planning
authorities—ny constituency covers three-—are felling
me thal the Governmenl are pressuring them to provide
for so many houses in their local plans or joint core
strategies that il will inevilably compromise (ke green
belt, green lields and {lood risk areas.

In a ministerial statement dated 6 September 2012,
the Government said:

“The green belt is an important protection against urban
spraw}, providing a ‘green lung’ around towns and cities. The
coalition agreement commits the Governmenl to safeguarding
green belt and other environmental designations”.

That seems clear enough, However, the same stalement
goes on {0 say:

“As hus always been the case, councils can review local desiguntions
to promote growth. We encouruge councils to use the flexibilitics
set out in the nationat planning policy framework to tailor the
extent of green belt fand in their areas to reflect loeal
circumstances,”—[ Offfciol Report, 6 September 2012; Vol. 549,
2, 33-34W8S]

That is less clear. Indeed, it is confusing, perhaps even
contradictory.
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On the face of it, reaffirming councils’ right to
re-designale the status of their land could be scen as
promoting localism. However, the fact is that Govermmnent
pressure (o create high housing numbers is [orcing such
re-designations, which flies in the face of localism and
contradicts {he localisim policy. The Government's policies
on the green bell and the wider countryside are confusing
and contradictory; clearing up that conlusion is one of
the purposes of this debate. The Government’s insislence
on high housing mumbers is threatening the green belt,
which leads me to question why the Government believe
that we need so many houses in the first place. I wish to
consider (he question of housing projections.

1 recognise and claim everyone’s right 1o a decent
place to live. My job immedialely before I was elected (o
Parlinmen! involved working with homeless women in
London, My responsibility was to raise money (o build
a hoslel and day centre for thew, Lo enable them to take
the first steps back to normality. T learned that in
almost all cases, homelessness is caused not by a propetly
shortage but by other {aclors such as finances, family
breakdown, drug or alcohol abuse, unemployment, refuges
stalus or ofher social factors, Il is not (hat there are not
enough houses.

The Government's own figures seem to confivm (hat
there is no shortage of houses. In an answer to a recent
parliamentary quesiion thal I {abled, the Government
informed me that at the last count, there were 709,426
empty properties in England, Add to that the mumber
ol houses with planning permission that are not yet
built and the figure for available properties in England
comes close to 1 miflion,

OF course, there are in fact shortages of two kinds of
housing: alfordable homes, which are scarce in the
village where 1 live, and privately rented properties,
partly because it is hard and often undesivable 1o be a
landlord. There are shortages in those two sectors for
reasons other than a shortage of houses as such, For
example, it is getting on for 2 o’clock, yel any onc of us
coutd go oul inlo London or anywhere else and [ind
houses fo buy Lhis allernoon. I question the Goveriiment’s
assertion that so many houses need to be buill that local
authorities must re-designale green-belt land in order Lo
meet the Government’s arbitrary and undefined housing
targets,

Tewkesbury is an examiple ol what [ mean. There is
no housing shortage in my avea. Infact, there is planning
permission for houses that have not yel been buill, as
well as emply properlies. In (he past 20 years, 7,536 houses
have been compleled in the borough of Tewkesbury, yet
the Cambridge university econometric assessment, which
is used by local councils and presumably approved of
by the Governmenl, suggests that 10,900 houses will
be needed in the borough over the next 20 years—or, to
be strictly accurate, over the nexl 18 years, as lwo years
of the plan pericd have already passed. Why has
Tewkesbury’s hiousing need for the next 20 years been
assessed as 45% higher than for the last 20 years? It
needs explaining,

1t gets worse, Tewkesbury borough is involved in
drawing up a joint core strategy with Cheltenham and
Gloucester, The JCS allocation for Tewkesbury borough
for the next 20 years is not the 10,900 T refer to, high
though that is, but 18,800, which is 150% higher than
for the last 20 years, Why? Partly because it is deemed
that Cheltenham and Gloucester cannol find land for
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their housing growth needs, so the houses will be dumped
in Tewkesbury borough, potentially causing housing
stock in Tewkesbury to increase by 34% over the nexi
20 years and causing the councils to build on green-belt
land and in other undesirable areas.

That raises the question of the duly (o co-operale
Gloucestershire has six council areas, not just ihree, and
the duty to co-operate goes beyond county boundaries,
Why, then, wilt the houses that Cheltenliam and Gloucester
are deemed to need bul cannot accommodate end up
being buill on green-bell Iand in Tewkesbury? That
cannol be fair, and it demonstrates the paueity of the
current planning guidance, which says that plans will be
considered unsound if the councils concerned have not
co-operated, However, it is the councils thal are not
invalved in the plan, as welt as (hose (hat are, that need
{0 co-operate, How does that swork?

1 reiterate that il il were not for the Government’s
apparent pressure on local authoritics {o plan for a
greater number of houses, the problem would not arise.
Such a top-down approach is arbitrary and undelined, 1
say so because thal is basically whal the Governmenl
indicated to me in reply to a parliamentary question. In
a writlen answer dated 9 July, the Minister told me:

“While there is no standazd metiodology, councils’ assessnents
shoukd be demonstrably objective.”-—[Official Reperd, 9 July 2013;
Vol, 568, ¢. 191W)]

What exactly does that mean? I there is no standard
wmethodology for assessing Future housing needs, how
can Government assessmends be right and the local
authority’s previous housing figures wrong? That is
anolher guestion that T want answered today.

That brings us to the issue of localism. In my view,
the Government were right to scrap the regional spatial
stralegies, It was surely wrong for unelected, anonyinous
people to determine how many houses an area should
build and where they should build them, It was therefore
with preat anteipation thal 1 and many others looked
forward to the new housing and planning strategy-—only,
so far, to be disappointed.

Local plans have always liad o be sound, and developers
have always had the rvight to appeal against decisions
against them locally; there has also always been a
presumption in favour of sustainable development,
However, we now seem to have gone beyond thal, and
o be selting the bar far too high for local planning
authorities, and that causes {hem to contradicl another
area of Government policy, which is the need to protect
the green bell.

As T have said, in my area, Tewkesbury borough will,
il the JCS is adopted, have (o increase its housing stock
by about 54% over the next 20 years. That massive
increase will mean thal the council has {o grant permission
for developers to build thousands of houses on land
that ts eurrently desighaled green belt. Such siles have
already been identified,

Sir Bob Russell (Colchester) (LI 1 understand the
point that the hion. Gentleman is making, but is it that
Tewkesbiry borough council is not engaging in a
conversation with neighbouring authorities, or do those
authorities want {o folst some of their development on
Tewkesbury, or on ils borders?
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Mr Rebertson: The authorities are involved in the
joint core strategy, which covers three councils, bul
there are six councils in the county, and others outsicle
the county overlap with them, or are contiguous, Perhaps
there has not been enough ol an attempt to ensure thal
all councils join in, and there has been obstinacy on the
part of some of those involved in the joint core strategy,
but whatever the case, il is a really straunge situation (o
have three councils gelling together while others each
have their own plans, The whole system is very conlusing
and diflicutl, As for Tewkesbury's allocation, even il we
accept the Cambridge assessmend of 10,900 homes, we
will nol have that figure; we propose 1o have 18,800,
even though we built only 7,560 in the previous 20 years.
The situation is very confused,

I have mentioned that there are proposals to build on
designated green-bell sites. If they are buill on, it will
bring the coalescence of Cheltenham and Gloucesler
nedrer, but it was precisely to avoid thal thal the land in
question was designated green bell in the firs{ place, in
line with the policy stated in the written ministerial
statement that I read out, Surely that is not what this
Conservative-led Government intend to happen?

As T hiave mentioned the Conservalive parly, may 1
say in the privacy of lhis room thal our policies on
planning are losing us many votes in many areas? I am
sure that the leaders of my party do not intend that to
happen. In some ways, 1 feel that the Government
believe that recovery and growth in {he economy can be
kick-started by encouraging more house building. Perhaps
that is why the Governmenlt are requiring such high
numbers, rather than following assessments based on
experience and facl.

Mrs Avne Main (St Albans) (Con): 1 will be brief,
because so many hon. Members wanl lo speak. There
are huge numbers of readily accessible plans in the
syslem that no one is building for, so just granting more
plans will nol kick-starl the economy; it will just provide
mote land-banking for developers,

M Robertson; T entively ngree. I do not believe that it
is for the Government Lo engineer a recovery in such a
way. Surely the markel will delermine in which areas
there will or will not be growth, so why nol leave locat
councils lo determine how many houses they need over
any givea period and lo make their plans accordingly?
The Minister may reply that that is indeed happening,
buf it is not, The three council areas 1 cover have all lold
me that they have to make plans for a high number of
houses, because the Governmenl will reject plans as
unsound il they do not plan for such large numbers. If
that is wrong, T wan{ the Minister {o say so. I will then
g0 back to those councils and tell them that their view is
wrong, T do not, however, believe that thal is the case,

There is certainly a feeling that developers’ ad hoc
applications arc granted too [reely on appeal by the
Secrelary of State, I have examples of that in my area.
Appeals have been granted that will allow the building
of many houses at Bishop'’s Cleeve and Winchcombe,
agains{ the wishes of local people. On the face of if,
those appeals were allowed because the council has
been deemed to have an insuflicient five-year land supply.
Whal is thal assessment based on? Is it based on the
number of houvses built in the past, on some arbitrary
and undefined caleulalion, or on figures in the regional

Page 2 of 25



15IWH Planning and Housing Supply

spatial stralegy? The strategy for the south-west was
never signed off, and thal whole policy has been serapped
in any case, Once again, this practice {lies in the face of
the localism concept that the Governmen{ are promoting.

Many hon. Members wish to speak, so T will sumunarise
my main concerns. The Government’s policy on the
green belt is confused and contradictory, and we need
clarification today. Exaclly how do the Government
assess how many houses will be needed in the future?
Why are they [ollowing the predict-provide approagh?
Why nre estimates for futare housing need so high, and
why arve they so much higher than what was needed for
the last 20 years? As a slight aside, much of the population
growlhin the past 20 years has been caused by imumigration,
Given that the Government are intent on reducing net
immigration and claim o have done so already, how
can housing need be predicted to increase? Why is the
localism agenda being ignored? Why is pressure being
pul on [ocal councils, causing them (o build on preen-belt
land? Al those questions are being asked in the council
areas thal I represent and, maost imporlantly, by the
constituents I represent, and they would ali like answers.

Several on. Members rose—

Mr Dai Havard (in the Chair): Ovder, 1 thank hon,
Members who have indicated {hat they wish to speak. |
have a long list of 15 Members. Given the time conslraints,
I appeal to you to plan on having seven minutes each,
That will give everyone a fair chance to speak, and
allow for a proper response from the Minister, a5 Members
will want him to give a comprehensive reply.

1.48 pin

Vulerte Vaz (Walsall South) (Lab): Tt is a pleasure (o
serve under your chairmanship, Mr Havard, Tthank the
hon. Members for Tewkesbury (Mr Roberison) and for
St Albans (Mrs Main), and the right hon, Member lor
Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herbert) for calling
the debate, which is very limely.

I declare an interest as a member of the National
Trust—! am concerned about ils anmouncement that
the National Trust will alfow [racking on its land, bul
perhaps it will consult its members-—aid in my previons
life, T nsed 1o litigate on behall of the Govermment on
planning matlers,

I'want o focus on three main areas that have aflected
my constituency of Walsali Soull, which is an area of
mixed housing, wiih 1] farms—planning and the green
belt, land banking and permitted development.

The green bell was first proposed by Ebenezer Howard
in 1898, in his boock “Garden Cities of Tomorrow™,
Hon. Members may not kuow that as well as wrifing
that book, his day job was as a transcriber for Hansard
in Parliament, so who knows what the trauscribers get
up o in their spare time? In 1935, the metropolitan
green belt was proposed by the Greater London regional
planning commiltee, under the leadership ol Herbert
Morrison, one of whose relalives is in the other place,
In 1947, under the main Town and Counlry Planning
Act, councils outside London became able lo control
the use of, and to develop, undeveloped land. In 1955,
the green-belt policy was established, requiring local
authorities to set out the green belt in their area.
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Like the hon, Member for Tewkesbury, 1 still find
that there is a misconception abowl the nature of (he
green bell, whal planning in the green bell is and what

“very special circumstances” means, We have a national
phnmng policy framework in place. In old money,
which is what T am used to, il was called planning policy
guidance, There were lisls of criteria of what could and
could nol be buill on the green belt. Bither way, whether
we use the old money or the new framework, the green
bell should be protected, and il is not,

In Walsall South, we fought against development on
the site of the Three CIOWHS pub, Against the planning
officer’s advice, permission was granted for 14 flats wilh
three detached houses on the green belt, The development
was cleatly oul of character for the area, Sinee then,
nothing has happened, except for the development of a

car wash, No building work has {aken place. The only
sigh of creativity is graffili on the building. Land and
building have lain empty and unused for three years.

As we are debating this malter today, a decision will
be made about the disused sile of the Three Crowns
school, 1tis green-belt Jand that was given to the community,
s0 it is council land, Permission will be given—or peﬂnps
not—for cight detached houses. Such development is
not required in the area. Not only was the consultation
carried oul in the summer holidays when people were
away, but the plans go beyond the footprind of the
building,

There is need for housing in Darfaston, in another
part ol the conslituency, and there is permission for
224 houses to be built on a former factory site, Permission
was granted in 2007 and still the site remains dereliet,
without the sound of people coming in and out of their
houses. The owners are a subsidiary of the Royal Bank
of Scotland. The residents in the area say thal they wani
housing, a community space and a place for young
people. The owners, however, wanl a relail development
on a sile that is near the largesl retail parks in the
region; that is land banking at its worsl,

My third area of contention is permitted development
and its extension, We have the extraordinary situation
inmy constituency where a phone mast has been placed
in a high street. The council rightly refused permission,
but because it sent the rejeclion by second class post,
the compuny was deemed not to have heen given reliable
and verifiable nofice of Lhe refusal. There was notice:
Vodafone were informed of the result by phone and the
refusal was on the council website. Residents will have
to put up with this phone mast, as there has been no
compromise from Vodafone, Indeed, Vodafone is planning
to extend the height of the mast. There were imany sites
for the mast—T have been in discussions with Vodafone——
but the company insists that it wants (o keep it on the
high street, Tt i an eyesore, and because of a simple
mistake, my conslituents are aflected, Furthermore,
with the new permitied development rights these phone
masts can be extended up lo 20 melres and widened by
up to a third. The Phesay phone masl is on a pavement
on the high street. Once again, other inlerests carry
more weight than those of’ the people who have to live
with the consequences of such decisions.

In conchusion, with culs to local authorily budgets,
those with the skills to make coherent planning decisions
are in short supply. Such people should be valued, as
should the views of residents, with a tribunal atlachmg
the appropriale weight to the views (hal are based on
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planning grounds, and not just on commercial interests,
In that way, we will maintain the spirit of Qclavia Hill
and Beatrix Potter and balance the need for housing
with a prolection of the countryside preserved for uilwre
gencrations,

Mr Dai Havard {dn the Chait); T thank you for your
time consideration. 1 now call the co-sponsor of the
debate, Mrs Anne Main,

1.54 pm

Mrs Anie Main (St Albans) (Con): St Albans is
ringed by green-bell land and preen fields. We have
good schools, very low unemployment, good links (o
Londonanda bcau!lf ul hisloric city, We are an aspirational
living destination as well as an area in which people
have fivm roots. Once they are there, they do not usually
wish to move; they want to bring up their families there,
and their families want to slay.

It is no wonder that developers have us In their sights.
We are in the proximity of London and house prices are
high. I hope that local need and modesi growth are not
being confused with the ramped-up desire to market
our aren, as I regularly see local developments being
actively marketed in London in terms of 1elocating for
quality of Jife, For local councils, lhetefme the “predicl
and provide” is hard, as we are trying to satisfy the
appetite of developms, We want to ensure that we
support the local econotny, businesses and the need for
the sorl of development thal our area can handle. |
want to focus on the economnic balance of an area,

Locally, it is hard to find a significant number of
large brownfield sies, so any development tends to bea
sensitive issue, We must make hard choices and my
authority is up for that, We are actively undertaking a
green-belt review, but we wish to have minimal impact
on our green belt and coanlescence. The need for local
decision making in the planning system will be a strong
theme in the debate, and Members lrom differen! arens
will have their own issues and views in thal regard. 1
trusi local elected representatives Lo act like grown-ups,
to listen (o residents, to recognise the need to build and
develop, and to pl’m and provide for their local area.
No one wants a no-build or silo mentality, and in
St Albans we arecerlainly not averse to ha\'mg cross-border
authorily co-operation.

I welcomed (he fact that in June my right hon. Friend
the Minister urged local councils to encourage co-operation.
I urge him now {o listen lo neighbouring authorities,
which are being frustrated by the current developer-led
system. They may wish for something in their area, bul
it wiil nol happen beeause something is being imposed
in a neighbouring area.

A case in my area proves that poinl. Hertfordshire is
furiously resisting a rail flelgh[ inlerchange on 300 acres
of green bell, slap bang in the middle of villages,
accessed off \f;lhge roads and with no direct motorway
access. It is at & commuter pinch point on the line—
commuteis are very important to the economy of St Albaus,
and we do not have blue collar workers—and ail in all,
the villagers are up in avms about the mlelclmnge,
which cerlainly was not included in the local emelgmg
development plan. We believe that it is the wrong site in
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the wrong area and that it will have an injurious effect
on our parl of the countryside. Bven the inspeclor in his
firsl and second reports rejected the site, observing that

“there is not a lurge, available work foree local to the Radlett
site...The net result would incvitably be mass in-comming,
mostly by car, all of which is directly contrary to the Government's
policy. The irony of this is almost painful, The Government
pramotes SRFIs in order to advance the ciruse of sustainability—

and the developer is promoling the proposed sile—

“in a wholly unsustainable lecation,”

IF we are 1o lake seriously the protection of the green
helt, surely we shoufd be looking at relinguishing parls
of it only when we absolutely have to and we should
relinquish only those bits that would be least injurious
to us, The inspeclor also said thai there is no dispute
thal we enjoy very low levels ol unemployment

*uael several of those who spoke at the inguiry advised me that
employers in the aren were already experiencing difficulties in
recruiting workers.”

He said that there would be no reason for that to change
should we have this large commercial development on
our greett belt.

Members might be amazed to hear (that only 15 miles
north in a neighbouring authority-—-I know that we are
supposed Lo co-operate with our neighbours—on exactly
the same train line, well away from residential homes,

* unlike in my constituency where residents ave directly

backing on to lhis site, developmenl is starting on a
newly construcied motorway spur off the M] costing
£134 million. Also under development is a £2,5 million
slow passing link, which would allow [reight losries Lo
wait and heavy (rains lo lel through the passenger
services that are all part of the new £6 billion Thameslink
commuter services, Moreover, there is a willing local
work force who need the jobs,

I cannot say this sirongly enough: the public will find
thai seenario completely puzzling. We are supposed fo
have a commitiment to the green beli and to the policy
of letting localisim decide. We talk aboul having economic
regeneration in areas thal need it and abouwt not over-heating
the areas that do not need i#t, Here we have an area Lhat

waited (o get the infrastructure il place. It now has itin
place and the funding lo facililate il. The scheme is
included in the local plan, The reason it wanis il is to
improve the economic regeneration of the whole area,
In January, the sile assessment was made in which the
council said:

“Overall, it is considercd that this site will be suitable for the
development of a RFT und employment fand and will make n
significant contribution to the cconomic growth of the areu.”
1n its own assessment, il said:

“I1 will contribule (o the economic delivery of the area by
providing much needed employment opportunity to complement
the growth of north Luton and Honghton Regis.”

This is where the public are puzzied; my hon, Friend
the Member for Tewkesbury (Mr Roberlson), who opened
this debate, said exactly that, We must have a degres of
sympathy and co-operation with areas that are near to
us, and 1 really wani thal lo happen, as people can
imagine. However, I am puzzled why the Minister did
not give this mulual gain and banelit to both areas, Al
the time of his minded-lo decision—thal is somewhat in
the past, so I hope loday he has a chance Lo reflect on
il—he said that there was
*'little substantive evidence...to indicate that...site”

was “preferable”,
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Perhaps today Uie Minister will reflect on those recent
developments, which T believe are material planing
considerations. First, Mid Bedfordshire has a firm
commitment to this project; it has expressed the need
for development. There is a massive motorway funding
agreemeni now in place and going ahead. The rail
infrastructure work has slarted; he can visil it and see it,
It is in an urea of preen bell thal is certainly not as
sensitive as ming, What is more, I am not fighling an
authorily that is resisling it; we are looking at an
authorily thal will welcome it with open arms,

My site will have 25 mph trains crossing a fast line.
There will be an inlerruption to my commuter services,
and those commulers are a part of {he London economy,
The S1 Albans economy is very muceh knowledge-based,
and those workers suppoit a lot of businesses in London,
To have iheir fast Thameslink {rain commuter services
inferrupted by 25 mph freight trains will be a nightmare,
1 have written {o the Secretary of Staie for Transport
because we still do nol have the pathings, and we still
have nol received the assurances we wanl.

[ find it amazing that the planuning process is still
developer led, Developers pick the siles Lhey want lo
build on and il seems they are delivering some Governmenl
aitms, whether on housing totals or sirategic rail freight.
Surely we can starl looking al {his process in a more
local fashion, :

The latest jobs ligures in St Albans, which are all part
of the mix, confirm almost zero unemployment. Nothing
alters; we are fortunale in S{ Albans. We have a blue
collar worker deficit, and yet there are nearly 5,000
unemployed people in {he Luton area, which is where
the proposals show we would draw our work force
from. Why are we still bussing—well, we are not using
buses, bul why are we allowing cars to circulate around
our countryside lo access inaccessible sites, when just
up the road from us we have an area crying out for
economic regeneralion? The second inspector’s report
sald:

“Employient has sever been a major problen: in this part of
Hertfordshire. A project such as this onght to be directed towards
a regeneration zone,”

I agree with that.

Of course, a developer will always push his own site,
whether it is for housing or—as in my case—T{or a major
infrastructure project. Ironicaliy, on a large infrastruciure
project such as this one, the developer is allowed 1o
conduct his own allernative sites assessment and choose
his own selective criteria by which to judge a site. So it is
not surprising (hat—hey presto—you can demonstrale
after all, Mr Havard, thal after due consideration of
everywhereelse, your site is the besl—not yours, My Havard,
bul the developer’s, '

Is there any consideralion within the Minister’s current
thought processes aboul whether we can alter that
situation? Why shonld the developer pick the crileria by
which we will judge a site and then say, “Well, mine’s the
best™? If we listen (o tocal decision makers, the answer
is different, as Thave just dentonstrated, but not surprisingly
in my case | have two dilferent developers, so cach one
wants {o say thal their sile is the best; the difference is
thal one local economy believes theirs is the best.

Nr Dai Havard (in the Chair): Can [ ask you lo-—?
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Mrs Main: T certainly can,

1T we are to stand for anything, it is as a Government
of empowernienl and choice over planning and local
deciston making. That is what the residents expecled
when this Government came as a coalition, T cheered
the abandonment of the regional planning targets, 1
sincerely hope that this Government will review is
planiing processes.

Mr Dai Havard (in the Chair): Thank you very much.
Well, Ms Vaz gave us a fittle bit of extra thue and as
you, Mrs Main, are a co-sponsor of the motion, it was
probably helpful that you had a little exira time, May 1
remind everyone please to give others the opportunily
to speak?

2.3 pm

Sir Bob Russell (Colchester) (LD): Thank you,
My Havard, for calling me to speak, I thank you, the
Minister, and the shadow Minister—the hon. Member
for City of Durham (Roberta Blackman-Woods)—for
understanding tha{ I am not able to be here for the
wind-ups.

The Minister will have noticed that there are
23 Governmeni Back-Bench MPs here today, and it
may well be {hat, af the end of three hours of debaie, he
will not have too many supporters. That is because the
reality and (he rhetoric of the Localism Act 2011 sadly
are nol the same, and while the intentions were clearly
there, the reality is not.

I will be very parochiaf and talk about my constituency,
which is supposed to be the fastest-growing {own in the
east of England, The Minister will know from questions
that I have put to him and to his predecessors thai I will
be site-specific. I ask him and his officials whether il is
appropriaie thal they will shortly make a determination
on a development of 1,600 homes, even though the
section 106 agreement fails to deliver the funds for the
two schools that are required. Tt is not me saying thal
but Essex education authority, Il says that there is no
money to build the schools, How on earth can approval
be given, parlicularly as the development is contrary to
Government policy, which is that brownfield land, where
available, should go ahead of greenfield land?

This particular site, which 1 have dubbed the fietds of
west Mile End, is adjacent to a former psychiatric
hospital site that is on the market and zoned {or housing;
it has been for several years. The sale could be scuppered
at the 11th hour if the development on the farm land
goes ahead, because even though Colchester is the
[astest-growing Lown in the cast of England, there mus!
come a point when there are too many houses and there
is a glut, We already have a glut of Mats—the “Prescott”
flats. The last Labour Governmeni insisted thal the
future was flals. We have a glut of emply flats in my
town, What we want is family housing,

Do hon. Members remember an advert from a few
years ago aboud s beer (hat veached the paris that other
beers did not reach? Well, we have o local developer
called Mersen Homes that is able o reach land that has
never been lined up for development before, For example,
the ficlds of west Mile End have always been land
without notation—white land, Tt was never going (o be
built on, and no developer had » chauce there. All of a
sudden, under the radar, the land was lined up for
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development, The ward council did not know about i,
or il il did—T am not sure what happened, It is the only
parl of my constifuency with a community council—
Myland community council—and it was lale in the day
when it found oul what was going on.

This is a bad development, a bad plan, with 1,600 houses

to be served by the longest cul-de-sac in Britain. All the
cars will pour on to the already congested highway
network around Colchesler mainline station. Bverybody
knows it is wrong, and in a question that { put to the
Department lor Cotemunilies and Local Government,
T said that developers and planners should be
“forced to live there for a minimum of five years".—[O/ffeinl
Report, 4 Febroary 2013; Vol. 558, ¢. 13W]
They are creating problems for others to suffer that they
will nol suffer themselves, because they tend to live in
big houses miles away; they do nol have to put up with
the consequences.

To the east of Colchester—ithis is why the hon. Members
for Tewkesbury (Mr Roberlson) and for St Albans
(Mrs Main) are absolutely right—the next-door council,
Tendring district council, wants (o plonk houses on
farm land thal, aslonishingly, nobody has ever thought
should be buill on, and on which, in 2010, Mersea
Homes secured the best pact of 800 acres. Having been
Tucky twice with farm land that had never been zoned
for housing, Mersea Homes must know how fo go
about securing it, T will feave that hangiog there,

Tendring district council has the North sea on one
side, Clacton is I5 miles from Colchester, and the council
is talking aboul a development of 3,000 houses adjacent
to the borough boundary of Colchester. It will double
the urban estates of Greenstead and Longridge Park, Ii
will just be an urban sprawl poing eastwards. The local
authority—Tendring—should build its houses where its
people want (hem, As for the idea that people living on
this huge estate right up on the border of Colchester
will fook to Claclon—16 miles away, where they pay
their council lax—rather than to Colchester, when many
of the houses will be in sight of the lown hall, (hat is not
whal the Localism Act 2011 was about.

Whal is worrying—1I will end on this, Mr Havard—is
thal it is quite clear that this has all come in under the
radar. Flected councillors in Colchester—virtually ail
of them—have nol been engaged in the debate, Secrecy,
or al least lack of involvemenl, is a serious issue here.
There should be an inquiry into what the hell is going
on,

Mr Dai Havard (in thie Chair): Thank youw, T have had
a missive from M Turner, Although special pleading is
nol allowed, il is his birthday today. I cannot accede to
the request that we all sing him “Fappy Birthday”, bul
he indicaled Lo me Lhal he has a pressing engagement,
so | call Mr Turner,

2.10 pm

Mr Andrew Turner (Isfe of Wight) (Con): Thank you,
Mr Havard. It is a pleasure to serve under your
chairmanship. Tcongratulate my hon. Friends (e Members
for Tewkesbury {Mr Robertson), and lor St Albans
(Mrs Main}, and my right hon, Friend the Member lor
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Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herbert), on securing
this important debale on a issue that affects everybody
in every consliluency.

I have long been interested in planning and there are
many poinls that T could raise, bui 1 wanl to keep my
remarks brief and will restrict them to an aberration in
the planning rules. I shall also make an observation
about local development plans.

The problem is thut planning authorities can give
themselves planning permission lo develop sites that
they own. L was a city counciltor in Oxford for 17 years,
wntil 1997, and during that time, on many occasions, the
council gave itself planning pernission, sometimes in
preference to other applicants. I am cerlainly not suggesting
that my colleagues at the time did anything wrong or
even anything questionable. However, if people own a
site and ave responsible for giving themselves permission
to develop it, it is hard fo ensure that there is no
appearance of impropriety, We allknow that appearances
are important, We need to make sure that people have
faith in the planning system. 1 know thal this issue
troubles people across the countey; indeed, a number of
people have raised it with me on the Isle of Wight.

1 an not sure whal alternative procedure we could or
should follow, Perhaps il would be appropriate for
neighbouring authorities—if there are neighbouring
authorities—or a totally separale body to [uke decisions
about council-owned land, or in cases where the local
authority would benefit in some way. I should be grateful
if the Minister shared his thoughts on this issue and
suich whether he believes it to be a problem that the
Government should address thal a council may give
planning permission for land that it owns, where it
would benelit from doing so.

Local development plans wers inlroduced in 2004, so
they posidate my experience as a councillor. T do not
claim to have any particular knowledge of or experlise
about themn. However, I know that writing them and
getting them approved can be a long-drawn-ouf process.
Although they replaced a system that was seen to be
inflexible, the Intention being that they could more
easily be amended, having spoken to Bill Murphy, head
of planning services at Isle of Wight council, I am not
convinced that changes (o the core strategy document
can be made as quickly and easily as was envisaged
when the plans were brought in. Il seems to me thal #
Minister can ¢hange the rules much quicker than a local
authority.

To provide an example of cerlain problems, on the
Isle of Wight the core stralegy document sets oul that
we should have 520 new dwellings every year, It isnot a
seoret Lhat T think that is far too many, but it was not a
decision for me to make; it was made, quite properly, by
an elected council. However, i is now clear thal the
existence of that targel may make il more difficult for
{he Isle of Wight council effectively to oppose mappropriate
developments, such as Pennyfleathers, a proposal to
develop a 55-hectare greenileld site just oulside Ryde,
There are many problems with that proposal, Not least
of them is that Monklonmead brook alveady floods.
Also, there are a number of brownficld sites available in
and around Ryde that should be developed before greenlield
farin land. Putting belween 800 and 1,400 addilional
houses on Pennyfeathers fmrm fand is quite wrong, |
sincerely hope (hat the council witl find {he grounds (o
reject this development; if' it does, 1 will be pleased.
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It should be much easier (o amend the core strategy
document to take account of changes, particularly political
change. A Conservative council may be replaced by a
Liberal council the following day. [Tnterruption, ] Well,
not a Liberal, but an independent one, perhaps. The
council should be able to change the rules, because the
people have voted, That also applies to changes in
economic ciretimstances, changes in local authorily control,
changes in demographic trends, or even changes in
response to proposals that are clearly against the wishes
of local people, because il localism means anything, it
must take account of what local people want, I shall not
detain the Chamber any longer. T should like (he Minister
to make his views clear.

NMr Dai Havard (in the Chair): Happy birthday,
Mt Turner!

245 pm

Nick Herbert (Arundel and South Downs) (Con): 1
congtatulate my hon. Friend the Member for Tewkesbury
{(Mr Roberlson} on securing this debale, which I am
delighted o co-sponsor.

Two years ago, we passed the Localism Act 20( | and
proimised local people that they would be given a greater
say over mallers that they care about, including
developinent. Tt was parl of a delibérate programme of
devolution of power Lo people and comnunities. Ministers
promised, and conlinue to promise, that power will
{ransfer (o local people in accordance with our manifesio
and the coalilion agreement, I fear that, (wo years on,
people’s faith in (hat promise will be considerably
undermined if we allow, by the back door, the re-entry
of top-down decision making that effectively denies the
localism that was promised,

Let us consider the [(irst problem. Central {o the
Government’s new planning policy was the principle of
sustainable development. Paragraph 14 of the national
policy framework states that (his is the
“golden thread”
that should run through
“both plan-making und decision-taking.”

There are Lwo words in the phrase “sustainable
development”; it is imperative thal proper weight be
attached to the first of them,

Mauy in communities in iy constituency are concerned
that inadequate consideration is given lo the availability
of infrastructure to support development proposals, We
have congested roacds, over-subscribed schools, serious
flooding issues and countryside that is valued and in
short supply. Hall my constituency is protected landscape,
forcing all development proposals into the other half
that is not.

Under the new system, local anthorilies are required
to make an assessment of housing need, bul surely that
cannot be the last word, If sustainable development
means any{hing, local authorities must be free to decide
how many houses can be buill—not just how many are
necessary—io match that need, otherwise we might as
well return to (he top-down targets, The Campaign o
Protect Rural England’s Sussex Countryside Trust, in
my conslituency, makes (he point well;

“The figures generated by the Strategic Market Houstag Assessiment
are an assessiment of need without constraints, These figures
citnnot simply be passported into an emerging lacal plan without
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an effective aualysis of the limitation imposed by the supply of
land for new development, historic underperformance of infrastructure
or environmental constraints,”

Are local aulhorities free 1o make such an assessment
and, regardless of the housing need thal they assess,
then decide how many houses can be delivered sustainably
in their area? Or is an assessmeni of need the last word?
The Government are driving hard al the demand to
provide more housing. The *sustainable” part of sustainable
development, promised in the Localism Act, is being
put in the second rank,

A second issuie is whether there is proper assessment
of the available infrastructure. Thal issue was raised by
me and many of my hon, Friends during consideration
of the Growth and Infrastructure Act 2013 in December
2012, Tmoved an ameridment stating thal infrastructure
needs should be taken into account when drawing up
local plans. I was grateful to the Minisier for what he
said in response:

“I'willlook at making sure that the guidance that is provided in a
much reduced sei of planning guidance js very clear aboud the
need to plan positively and specifically for infrastructure that is
required to support ihe development and to ensure that it is
brought on stiewn in good time for that developiment,"—[Official
Report, 17 Decemnber 2012; Vol, 555, ¢. 605.]

That was a pledge thal there will be very clear guidance
on the need to plan positively for infrastructure, bt
when the guidance was published in beta form—it was a
draft—on 28 August, I think I am right 1o say that there
was no such relerence to infrastructure. My second
question to the Minister is whether he will in facl
introduce that guidance on infrastructure, as le promised
in the House last December,

Another key way in which faith in localism will be
undermined is if we return (o the bad old days of
planning by appeal, and allow the Planning Inspectorate
to over{urn planning applications. That is happening
time alter time, and it is hugely undermining faith in
localism in niy constituency and elsewhere, It is undermining
laith in the whole system: that we have set up (o encourage
people 1o lake responsible decisions on planning in
tseir local area. That is not just my view. In a briefing
today, the Local Government Association said that the
Planning Inspectoraie’s
“npparent disregurd for sites idestifled in emerging local plans
not only undermines the principles of a plan led system and locat
determination set out in the NPPF, but also serfously undermings
local communities’ trnst in the planning system, This results in
resistince to further local development, general loeal resentment,
and development that does not reflect the needs of local communities
as set out in the draft published local plans,”

In a letter to me on 6 August, the Minister said that
“decision takers muy give weight to relevant policies in emerging
plans”—
that is, plaus thal have not yet been completed, which is
imporlant, because they are either district councils’
plans, or emerging neighbourhood plans, in which people
have put a great deal of efforl into deciding where
development should go. If those plans were given no
weight, speculative applications would be allowed, and
we would gel a syslem Lhat was nol plan-led, but
developer-led, which would effectively amount to a
free-for-all on our coundryside, However, when the guidance
was published, il actually stated that
“urguments that @n application is premature are unlikely to
Justify a refusal of planning permission other than in exceptional
eircumstanees”,
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so will the Minister consider allowing more weight
to be allached to emerping plans, so that an indication
by local people of where they do, responsibly, want
development, and also where they do no4, is taken on
board by the Planning Inspectorate? If that is nol taken
on board, again, we might as well relin Lo the top-down
system that we had before, which did not deliver the
new housing that we needed, and we cannol justify
promising Lo people that we are delivering localism,

I understand why the Government were concerned
aboul the situation they inherited. There was a low level
of housing starls, and we have to accommodate this
counlry’s housing need, There are imporlant generational
arguments aboul the lack of opportunity for young
people and their ability to get their foot on the housing
ladder, but allowing top-down targets to return through
the back door—indeed, even encouraging them—will
nol deliver the additional housing that is needed. H
will merely deliver a great deal of pain—pain politically,
as people see that the pramise of localism was not in
fact real, and pain because such top-down targets will
nol help people to gel their fool on the property ladder
and will not have a significant effect in recucing property
prices.

House building s growing at the [astest rate for
10 years. A more radica! reform will be required i we
are to seek to close the gap between incomes and
rapidly rising house prices, but I urge the Government
to keep faith in the localism thal was promised in our
manifesto and in the Act that we passed, and not {o
teturn to (he bad old days of top-down largets and of
allowing the Planning Inspeclorale to override local
decision making, which merely set up conflicls and
delivered nothing, in terms of the housing that we
needed,

Mr Dai Havard (in the Chair): We bave now used the
time won by Sir Bob and Mr Turnet,

2,24 pm

Sir Tany Baldry (Banbury) (Con): | lasl raised concetns
on planning and plaming guidance in a debate T initiated
in the House on I8 January, which can be found al
Official Report colunn 1208, 1 will not repeal what
[ said in that debate, and I will put the full text of
what 1 intend to say this allernoon on my websile,
www.tonybaldry.co.uk.

In January, T expressed concerns that developers were
making opportunist planning applications in the hope
of securing planning permission before the adoplion
and introduction of a new ocal plan, and I also observed
that if localism and neighbourhood planning were to
have any meaning, local communities musl have the
opporiunily and a reasonable period of time in which
to draw up neighbourhood plans, I drew the House’s
allention to four specific planning applications In my
constilueney, all of which clearly ran counter to Cherwell
district council’s local plan,

Following that debate, the Secrelary of Slate for
Communities and Local Government decided Lo call in
alt four planning appeals. As a former Planning Minister,
T am well aware of how rarely Ministers call in planning
applications, so 1 assumed that the Secretary of State
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had called in the applications because he wanled to give
an indication on the weighl that the Plamning Inspeclorate
should give to draft and emerging local plans, a point
raised by my right hon. Friend the Member for Arundel
and Soulh Downs (Nick Herber(),

T ussumed that the Secrelary of State would also
want to give some indication on how the Planning
Inspeciorate should ealeulate the five-year housing supply
and would take the opportunily to 1einforce the
Governmenl’s belief in localism and commilment {o
neighbourhood planning, In the event, the Secretary of
Stale did give » clear indicalion on the weight that
should be given 1o the draft local plan: absolutely no
weight whatsoever, according o the decisions in all
those appeals. By allowing all lour appeals, the Secretary
of Stale also made if clear {hat no weight or consideration
shouid be given (o tocalism or neighbourhood planning.

Given that those appeals all ran so clearly counter to
the provisions in Cherwell district council’s draft local
plan, they nol surprisingly provoked a good deal of
anger [rom local residents, local councitlors and indeed
mysell, and given that all the decisions were made by
the Secrelary of State, they not surprisingly allracted
press coverape, In response to journalists’ gnestions on
why the appeals had been atlowed, in one article the
press spokesperson of the Deparlment for Communities
and Local Government observed that the appeals had
been allowed because Cherwell had ot made

“sufficient progress with their Local Plan”.

T will examine that proposition. A draft local plan is
nol something thal can be whistled up overnight on the
back ol an envelope; it requires consideration and full
and proper consultation with local people and house
builders. If the tocul planning authority gets the local
plan wrong, it is liable 1o judicial review.

One of my many frustrations with the Secretary of
State's decisions is that Cherwell, after careful, widespread
and considered consullation, had managed to produce
a draft local plan to which there is practically no
opposition among local people, [ would have understood
Lthe Secretary of State’s decision to allow all four recent
planning appeals if there was a scintilla of a suggestion
thal my constituents or Cherwell district council were in
any way wanting to frustrate local housing development.
The reality is quite the contrary.

Over Lhe past 25 years, Banbury and Bicester have
been two ol Lhe fastest growing towns in Oxfordshire
and everyone accepls and recognises that Banbury and
Bicester will continue o develop with new housing
growth over the next 20 years. Indeed, I can only
assume that Minislers in the Departinent for Communilies
and Local Government simply do not falk to each
other. Thal may be a consequence of the [acl that,
unlike in my day, when Housing Ministers—as the
Chief Whip, the right hon. Member for North West
Hampshire (Sir George Young), who was here briefly,
and T were—vere also Planning Ministers, those roles
now seeni to have been separated,

If Planning Ministers had spoken (o Housing Ministers,
they would have learnt thal Housing Ministers had
made numerous visils Lo my constituency over the past
couple of years to supporl and encourage the nunmerous
housing initiatives in north Oxfordshire, including: one
ol only two cco-lown projects felt and being developed,
which in due course will defiver approximaltely 5,000 houses;

Page 8 of 25



163WH Planning and Honsing Supply

probably the fastest turnaround to grant planning
permission for new housing on a major Government
surplus brovnfield site on former Ministry of Defence
land al Bicester, granting planning permission for
1,900 houses; and one of the largest, if not the largest,
proposed setl-build housing projects anywhere in the
country. Indeed, the Minisier’s Departinenl and the
Homes and Communities Agency tell me that what we
are proposing al Bicesler will be the largest self-build
scheme by a long way anywhere in the country and will
deliver up to [,900 houses, Cherwell district council is
50 keen Lo gel house building going in north Oxfordshire
that it has oflered (o buy the surplus MOD land lrom
the Governmend, so that it can ensure that new house
building takes place there as speedily as possible,

This very Monday, Cherwell district council agreed
its Jocal plan for submission to the Secretary of State al
a meeling of the full council, which endorsed il with &
unanimous vote. No responsible local authority could
have produced a local plan more quickly, The agreed
plan makes robust provision for housing until 2031 and
envisages 16,750 new houses being buill in Cherwell
district during the survey period up to 2021. Thatisin a
robust and deliverable iocal plan that has been adopted
unanimously and withoul any significant local opposition.
Moreover, the House might be interested to know that
more than 50% of the planned houses are already being
built or are subject to planning applications under
active consideration by the district council. Cherwell
not only has an agreed local plan, but is doing alt that it
can (o deliver on the provisions of {hai plan,

The whole point of local plans, however, is to enable
local councils and local comumunilies o decide where
new housing provision should go. Cherwell’s local plan
focuses development growth on the towns of Banbury
and Bicester, while avoiding coalescence with villapes by
introducing new green buffers around the towns, That
seents Lo be a wholly conmmendable policy aspiration on
the part of district councillors.

One of the recent planning appeals decided by the
Secrelary of Slale, however, drove a complele coach
and horses through that policy aspiration of developing
green bullers, by allowing development in an area that
the district council had allocated as a green buffer in the
local plan, In effect, the Secretary of State has allowed a
policy of fitst come, first served, with planning permission
being given to whichever house builders or developers
happen to gel their planning applications in earliest,
This is not plan-led development; this is not central
planning policy—this is planning anarchy,

My hon, Friend the Minister will say thal the Secretary
of State, having granted planning permission, now has
no locus on those decisions, In faw, thal is correclt,
although Cherwell districl council is not surprisingly
considering with leading counsel whether there are good
grounds (o take the Secrelary of Stalte to the High
Court for judicial review of his decisions. Ministers may
no longer be legally accountable for their decisions, but
they are politically accountable.

Ministers say that one reason for allowing the appeals
was because, al the time the planning applications were
made, the district did not have adequale live-year housing
supply. One of the main reasons why the district did not
have adequale supply, however, was because, on a number
of significant sites where developers had been granled
planning permission, they had simply not started building
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work. Local authorities and local people, having granled
permission on significant sites, are not to blame if’ the
house builders decide not (o build until some time in the
future, for whatever commercial reasons of their own.

From whal the Secretary of Stale decided in the four
appeals, il appears that the focal plan will have no
weight until it is actually adopted. It cannot be adopted,
however, until alter the process of examination in public.
District councils such as Cherwell are in no way in
control of when the Planning Inspectorate will undertake
and complele {he conlinuous improvement plan, Until
then, we are all vulnerable to continuing opportunist
planning applications by developers who strongly suspect
thal they will be allowed by the Planning Inspeclorate
or by Lhe Secretary of Stale on appeal.

2,33 pm

Martin Horwouwd (Chellenham) (LD): 1 apologise lo
you, Mr Havard, and to my neighbouy, the hon, Member
for Tewkesbwry (Mr Robertson), for missing the opening
speech. } congratulate the hon, Members who secured
ihe debate, which is enormously imporiant,

The issue is enormousily imporlant politically for
both coalition parties, because we both made profound
promises in opposition, The Conservalive party’s policy
document, “Open Source Planning”, states:

“Our emphasis on local control will allow local planning
authorities to defermine exuctly how nuicl development they
want, of what kind and where"—
not how much an econometric model tells them they
need, or how much demand has to be met, bul how
much developiment they want,

The Liberal Democrats produced a document called
“Our Natura] Heritage”, which states that
“onr quatity of life is dependant on the quality of our environnent.
We will not only work to maintain and enhance it but will give
people more aeeess Lo and influence aver it.”
One of the ways in which we suggesied doing that wasa
new desighation, the local green space designation, T
helped to author that policy, and I was proud when it
made its way into the coalition agreement, and from
there into the “Natural Environment White Paper™ and
then the national planning policy framework. As the
Prime Minister said Lo the director of the National
Trust, { think, it would be a tool thal local people could
use lo protect not vast tracts of countryside, but those
local spaces that were ot necessarily the most beautiful
or the most rich in greal crested newts, bul the ones
valued by communitics,

Instinolively, all of us know which those areas are—we
can all think of that local area that people have heen
campaigning lo protect, sometimes for decades, as in
the case of Leckhampton in my constituency. 1 thought,
“At last, we have a Governtnen! commitied (o localism,
which T am proud to be pavi of and a supporler of "—
Conservalive colicagues were cqually proud—and that
the Government were aclually going lo deliver on such
promises, rejecting the very unpopulay, top-down regional
spatial strategies that seemed to be imposing numbers
fromabove, The regional spatial strategy in the southi-west
had 35,000 objections—bul the situation around my
constituency in Cheltenham is every bit as bad now.

In practice, we are lacing the loss of vasl areas of
green fields. The local paper converted (he amount into
that popular measure of area, football pitches—aboul
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2,000 football pitches of green fields are about to be
fost, il the pldan being formulated in the joint core
siralegy goes through, Almost everything in the plan is
greenfield sites, and almost all those siles are in the
green belt—there is a Kafkaesque process whereby the
green belt boundary is redesignaled, so that the bits
taken oul of (he green beil can be built on, while
claiming that the green belt is not being built on.

Equally badly, another area at Leckhampton had a
susiainahility assessment and a green belf review, which
talked about its value in biodiversity, public access, the
enjoyment thal it brings, its rural character, and such
things—al] of which were recogsised by inspectors in
ihe past—Dbut again that is included siniply because the
econometric model diclates a certain number, That
numbey for around Chellenham is af leas{ 10,000 houses,
which is a 20% increase in the size of the lown, Thal is
not sustainable.

As the right hon, Member for Arundel and South
Downs (Nick Herbert) rightly said, itis as if the wgs{ of
the national planning policy framework, which we
celebrated al the time of ils second draft, did not reaily
exisl, There were elements that discussed balancing
econoniic growth with envirommental and social factors,
and things such as the local green space desiguation to
protect what people really cared about; among the core
planning principles were meani to be respect for the
enviromment and sustainability, and prioritisation of
open spaces and, if possible, brownfieid over greenfield
development. In practice, however, at local level all of
that appeats to count for absolutely nothing, We are
told that the objectively assessed housing need dictated
by the econometric model musi be observed absolutely—
that the developers must gel absolutely everything that
{hey are demanding, because othenrwise unelected inspectors
will declare the whole plan unsound.

There is a nice coalition balance of local councillors
in Gloucestershire, In the constiluency of my neighbour
the hon, Member for Tewkesbury and in Gloucester
city, we have Conservalive councilfors who felt obliged
to vote for the thing, while the Liberal Democrats very
much enjoyed opposing them, In Chelienham, il was
rather the other way around—many Liberal Democrats
and some Conservalives voted lor it, while others voted
against, The result was thal councillors were pul between
a rock and a hard place. They were told that i they
voted things down and did nol move on at least to the
nex{ slage of consullation, the plan was likely to be
deciared unsound, it would all [all apart and we would
end up with a developers’ [ree-for-all, .

I have to tell the Minister that local people see very
litite distinction between what is emerging from some
{ocal plans and a developers’ lree-lor-all. Despite all our
promises in opposilion, despite Lhe nationat plavning
policy framework and despite all the grand words in it
about balancing environmental and economic factors
and respecting open space and suslainabiiity, we are ina
position that is every bit as bad as the regional spatial
strategies, That is simply not acceplable—

Annetie Brooke (Mid Dorset and North Poole) (LD}:
Will my hon. Friend give way?

vlartiu Horwood: I suspeel that 1 shall be out of lime
shortly, so 1 [ear that I had better nol.
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T think we will end up in a situation that is just as bad
as under the regional spatial stralegies. I want {o go
back {o my local councillors and constituents to say
{that (he coalition Government have delivered on their
promyises, but I have o te)l the Minister that that is not
whal is happening now.

2.3% pm

Rebeeen Harris (Castle Point) {Con): Earlier speakers
have said many of (he things that 1 wanted to say, but
possibly more elegantly,

1 thank the Minister for declining a developer’s appeal
in my constituency, That was warmly received, but we
are on nofice thal developers may keep pushing, and
they will,

I think all hon, Members here greatly welcomed the
abolition of {he previous housing regime and everylhing
in the new national planning policy, including abolilion
of the regional spatial strategy housing largets. However,
1 see all around, particularly in my aveq, that il is prefty
much business as usual for planning depariments, for
the Planning kaspeclorale and certainly for developers.
Some key aspects of the current regime seem very
similar to the old regime and are being inlerpreted and
treated sintifarly—for example, the requirement to find
the local need. It is not a (arget, but it must be established
based on complicated methodology, Consultants in my
area have come up with four or five dilferent scenarios,
all wildly different, about local housing neced, 1t is
supposed to be objective, bui councillors witl have (o
choose the figure (hat they believe is most likely to be
accepted by the Planning Inspeclorale. That does nol
strike me as wholly objective,

YWe must put together a local plan thal specifies
deliverable land over a certain number of years and
then developable land. There musl be objective evidence
of whether it really is deliverable, and I understand that.
We cannol have local councils saying they wan( to build
all their houses on what is currently a lake because that
would be a good way to gel around having building
done, In the world of planning, however, what is deliverable
is enlirely down to argument, The big unit developers
may sec the four or five allractive green fields that are
lefl in a borough, and argue lhat they could pul their
bulldozers on there tomorrow, thal the developiment
would be in single ownership and that that would be a
good deal with a percentage going Lo the farmer. No
one could argue otherwise-~it is clearly developable
tomorrow.

What happened in practice over the las( decade and
during the previous Government’s regime is that fand
was banked and there was not enough work done or
pressure pul on the little brownfield sites in mulliple
ownership, which is what we should be doing now.
Those are Lhe sifes our communities would prefer (o be
developed, not the fields that they see and appreciate,

I urge the Minister Lo put as much pressure as he can
on councils when interpreling and puiting together
their plans. In the pational planning policy framework
aund the recent guidance, which 1 greatty welcome, it is
clear thal our councils have the power to do somelhing
about small sites, which may be in multiple ownership
wilh some planning constraints. They can knock heads
logether and encowrage local people lo suggest such
sites. That would save us [rom losing the fields that we
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all love and appreciate, However, that is a big ask for a
constrained planning department. Everyone is leeling
the pingh at the moment, and the planning inspector is
breathing down councils’ necks to gef the local plan
completed. Il is a lot more work and takes a lof more
time, but it can be done. For example, if we wanl to
build houses, we are much more likely 1o get small local
sites up and running, If we told {he local scrap metal
dealer, who has gone bust because we have changed the
law and he cannot take cash, that he could build five or
six starter homes on his land fomorrow, he would not
do what the big unit developers do and wail uniil the
time is right or build only one or two homes because he
does nol want to [lood the market; he would sell straight
away and houses would be buill there,

We should change what we are doing and (argel
sualler and less popular sites that have local owners,
who will use local builders and local estate agents, We
woutld then have a nmuch more popular local plan for
residents, and we would not have the big household-name
developers acquiring 600-unil sites where, il they got
around Lo building houses on them, it would not be in
the time frame we wanl, and would market them oul of
town and in London. Local estate agents would not get
& look-in, and the houses would nol go to local people,

That is the problem with the current planning regime,
and we desperately need the Department to tell councils
that it expects them to plan posilively, Planning posilively
under the national planaing policy ramework does not
mean more green-bell sites with many houses on them.
Il means they should find ou{ where they want houses,
and make that happen. We musl gel that message
across, because il is in the national planning policy
framework and it is good stuff, bul out there on the
ground it does not seem to be working.

I plead with {he Minister to ensure that he directs
councils to use their powers of compulsory purchase
and to find owners of siles that people would like (o be
developed, instead of what happens al the moment with
the big boys turning up, driving round {he area, seeing
the hall a dozen local fields that everyone loves and
appreciates, putting in a planning application, and arguing
lime and again that thal is more deliverable,

Mr Dai Havard {in the Chair); We now move from
soull-easl England to My Stuarl Andrew who will give
us a view from the north,

2.45 pm

Stunrt Andrew (Pudsey) {Con): T welcome Lhis debale
and congratulate my hon. Friends on securing il. 1 have
been interested in {(he subject for a long time, not just
because I represent a heavily allected ward, but because
I am & member of a plans panel on Leeds city council,

My constituency has seen many significant changes
over the past 20 years. It was renowned for its cloth and
woollen mills, and other industries, but as those indusiries
declined, their sites became redundant and places such
as Pudsey, Farsley and Guiseley saw those employment
sites Lurned into residential areas, During the first decade
of the this century, we were inundated swith application
after application to build even more houses, and
consequently our roads are congested beyond belief at
weekends and during weekdays and evenings, Our surgeries
have more and more patients and our schools are so
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busy that children living just across the road lrom their
local school may slruggle (o gel into them. Most of all,
people were exasperated and {rustrated that the planning
systent was something that happened Lo them, and that
they had little say in it, Sometimes, even when the
council said no and that enough was enough, an appeal
was allowed, I cannol express strongly enough the
anger and resentinent that that created.

When the Government talked aboui planning reforin,
I thought “Hallelujah”. Many of the changes have been
welcome and in (he right direction, Reducing e plethora
of guidance and advice to a more manageable document
is making life a lo! less complex and the system more
understandable. The ability (o create neighbourhood
forums o offer real engagement is hugely welcome,

I pay tribule to the Minister for taking time o visit so
many constittencies around the couniry, I was pleased
to welcome him to mine, where he heard the concerns of
local conncillors and others, and saw for himself the
significani development that has taken place. That was
apprecialed, I have noticed that when hon, Members
tist & number of positives in (his place, a “but” mvariably
follows, and here il comes, Despite (he Government’s
work, a problem Lhrealens the intentions of localism
and people’s trust that we will have a real bottont-up
approach lo planning,

Localism is about local communities deciding whal,
where and when development should take pluce. There
has been a reat appetite and interest in my constiluency
in being involved in the planning process, Groups such
as Wharfedale and Airedale Review Development and
Aireborough Civic Society have campaigned long and
hard on the issue. In addition, residents have turned up
in their handreds at public meetings when (hese issues
were discussed. Organisations such as Horslorth town
council, Rawdon parish council and Aireborough
Neighbourhood Forum have all worked incredibly hard
Lo engage with the whole communily, bringing residénts,
schools and businesses together to develop a vision of
future developmeni that is suslainable, realistic and
seeks to preserve our naiural surroundings,

Iam taiking not just aboul building houses but about
creating places that people wand [o five in, work in and
play in: real place-making. Something is jeopardising
ail that work, and is still seen by my conglituents as a
top-down major inlluence; the housing targets thal we
have heard so much about today. We all know that the
original regional spalial strategy placed huge burdens
on local authorities, bul despite abolilion of the RSS,
little Teas changed with e fargets. Tn my constifuency,
the core stralegy of the city council is being examined,
H includes a plan (o build 74,000 homes over the next
14 years, and it arrived at thal figure with a host of
scenarios ranging from 27,500 to 92,000. Thal means
that the couneil has gone for the high end because it
believes that the Government expect it to be [ar more
ambifions than can reliably be achieved. I, local councillors,
and all the groups I have mentioned have argued, ever
since lhe docwment came oul in drafl form, that the
ligures are far (oo high. Despite our logical arguments,
the council has kept he larget, fearing that the inspector
will foree it to go even higher. The problem is that the
counell is far too ambitious,

What is Lhe consequence? The council then has to
prove that it has the land to supply such high targets,
Bven with the existing permissions of 20,000 dwellings,
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there is still nol enough land, so the council is now
looking al greenfield and green bell, meaning that in my
constituency up 1o 80% of all new homes will be built
on green-bell or greenfield sites. The precious places
that are (he lungs of our conununities, the natural
barriers between the towns and villages, and Lhe préen
borders between the cities of Leeds and Bradford, will
all be gone. They are now all under threal and my
conslituents are clearly not happy. Even in the best of
the boom years, we never managed to build so many
houses, and developers want to go even higher, saying
that the brownfield sites in the cily cenire are not viable,
That is because they are lazy and do not want o be
ambitious about creating places where people want to
live in our city cenlres.

The other day, T asked my hon, Friend the Minister
what happens if’ the inspectos, in Lhe process of looking
at these [igures, agrees 1o such a high amount, 1f it is
approved, T fear that the brownficld siles in city centires
will be abandoned, that the developers witl cherry-pick
the green belt, and that residents will be stuck belween
the Govermment saying that local councils can sel high
targets and the council saying that the Government
expeet high targets,

1 know that the Minister will say thai (he targel needs
to be objectively assessed, but what happens il hose
figures are approved? Is there any appeal process for my
constituents to presenl their case? They are doing so
brilliantly at the Learing, but if we are saddled with
those housing {argets, our green belt will be ravaged,
and future residents will not be abie to do anything,
because the period will already have been sel in sione,
Worst of all, however, it will send a message thatl some
already believe: localism goes only so far, bul noi far
enough where i{ mallers.

Mr Dai Havard (in the Chair): In my spatial planning,
we now move to Cheshire and Ms Fiona Bruce,

2.52pm

Fiona Bruce (Congleton) (Con): I am here as a voice
for iy constituents, who leel grievously let down by the
lack of clarity of the planning policy, practices and
procedures of local and national Government. Only
one thing is clear despite more than 20 action groups
representing thousands of people across my constituency,
despite many public meetings, the most recent of which
was held last night in Congleton lown hall, despile my
bringing successive leaders of Cheshire East council to
meet Ministers for clarity on (hese issues, and despite
countless letiers having been sent to Ministers on behalf
of constituents, we still have developer-ted development
in our area and unsustainable, unplanned development.
11 ignores town plans, places no weight on the emerging
local plan and makes & mockery of localisns.

The national planning policy [ramework, with its
presumplion of sustainable development, contains an
inadequate definition of thal—in facl, it is barely a
definition at all—which certainly does not equate will
my constilttents’ definition, Sustainabilily means there
being enough schools, roads, medical centres and facilities
for local people, and there simply witl not be enough il
the rate of development continues in our towns.
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In Alsager alone, which is a town of some 5,500 houses,
applications arc in the pipeline for 3,000 dwellings, This
is a town recenlly described by the chiel planning
officer of Cheshire Easl c¢ouncil as “curiently
unsustaineble”. In Sandbach, which is a town of 8,000,
some 6,000 applications have been granted or are in the
pipeline, Just last week, two consents for Sandbach
were granled, in Abbeyfieids and Congleion road. That
makes the consents already granted for Sandbach suflicient
to cover one third of its 20-year supply. And those are
on greenfield sites. This is countryside. This is prime
agricuttural land. The mayor of Sandbach is in the
Chamber today, having come directly from 10 Downing
sireet, where he presenied a petilion objecting lo the
Government’s policies,

There is then the unclear procedure surrounding the
requirement for a {ive-year supply of housing. Thal is
simply unjust, The primary reason for the two appeals
granted last week was thal Cheshire East apparenily is
unable (o demonstrate a five-year housing suppty, and
yel the council told residents months ago that il had
developed a robust sirategic housing land availability
assessment, which would satisfy requiremenis for a
five-year housing supply.

Who is right—national Government, through the
inspeclorate, or local government? How was il that
Chieshire East could say that it had demonstrated a
{ive-year supply if clearly it had not? Is there no means
Ly which such stalemenls can be validated with cenlral
Governmenl before they are made? Surely the only way
cannol be for the strength of such a supply statement {o
be tested on appesl, because it adds insult o injury for
thousands of pounds of local taxpayers’ mouney to be
spent on such appeals, when it could be spent on
meeting local people’s needs, There is so much confusion
regarcling the requirements that ijustice is belng introduced
into our communities, particularly because there are
other sites--brownfield and non-brownfield, including
in Sandbach—ithat the local community have already
said that they will accept for development,

That brings me to my next point, 1t is wholly wrong
that people in the {owns of Alsager, Congleton, Middiewich
and Sandbach in my conslituency were offered the
opportunity and funding under the Government’s
neighbourhood plan front-runner schemes to develop
neighbouthood plans, only lo find thal those {own
plans count for absolutely nothing, in terms of lhe
Planning Inspectorate’s decisions regarding appeats against
developments.

The situation is also producing inconsistent decision
making, Just last week, when two developers’ applicalions
were accepled for Sandbach, we had a refusal for a site
at Sandbach road north in Alsager. Thal was despite the
inspectorate acknowledging the lack of a demonstrable
five-year supply of deliverable housing in Cheshire Easl,
and apparently, according lo my interprelation, giving
weight 1o the dralt Cheshire East local plan, which
other decisions refused Lo do. 1L stated:

“Ty would seem wise in this part of the borough not 1o proceed
with development whicl would go beyond the draft stratepy
this stage”

The inspectorate also rejected the developer's appeal
on the grounds that it is in open countryside, aud hat
harm lo it would be significanl and demonstrable. Bul
so il would be to Abbeyfields, Congleton road and
Hind Heath in Sandbach, which have already been
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granied, We really need clavity on these issues, How
long should a local plan realistically take to develop?
We pride ourselves in this couniry on clear and speedy
delivery of justice. We say that justice delayed is juslice
denied. We {alk about the rule of law. And vyet, in
planning, we could not have murkier, muddier walers,
Thal is simply unfair,

Our local authority has been working for three years
on a local plan. What has gone wrong? Why does the
draft plan that was prepared lasl year, which was the
subject of a six-week public consultation, now have to
be radically altered and be the subject of a furlher
public consultation, while all the {ime, developers rub
iheir hands with glee and take advanlage of that void?
Will the Minister provide whatever assistanceis required
for Cheshire East council from a sendor planning adviser
to ensure thal there are no further delays or confusion
regarding whal is required to get our local plan through?
My constiluents have had enough.

T also usk the Minister to ensure that sve have clarity
on our five-year housing supply numbers, and that a
clear message is sent to the people of my constituency,
as I have sought o provide for three years, giving them
every and any necessary and available means of help {o
tesolve those issues, My constiluents simply cannot
understand the situation. They fecl angry, in despair,
ignored, impotent as regards the plans for development
of their own communities, and without any democratic
recourse, as one has said to me, except the ballot box.

On behalf of the Under-Secretary of Stale for Education,
my hon. Friend the Member for Crewe and Nantwich
(Mr Thmpson), I conlirm that he, too, has been working
tirelessly with planning action groups in his constituency,
which is adjacent 1o mine, and alse in Cheshire East, He
recently arranged for the Planning Minister (o speak (o
these groups so that they couldt hear the advice that the
Department had for Cheshire East council on resolving
the adoption of the local plan and housing supply. 1
would appreciate that advice and clarity being given
today in the Ministet’s response,

NMr Dai Havard (in the Chaiv): Thank you. Mr Brady
will take over from me shorily, T ask you to lemper your
enthusiasm with lhe pessimisin of the intellect, and
look more towards six minutes than seven for your
future contributions. We now move back {o the wesl
midiands and Mr White.

2.59 pm

Chris White (Warwick and Leaminglon) (Con): 1t isa
pleasure to lollow my hon, Friend the Member for
Congleton (Fiona Bruee), who gave a passionate speech.
1 also start by thanking my hon. Friends the Members
for Tewkesbury (Mr Robertson) and for St Albans
(Mrs Main) and my right hon. Friend the Member for
Arundet and Santh Downs (Nick Herbert) for securing
this important debate. As we can see from the speeches
that we have heard so far rom around the country, (his
is an issue that affects so many of our constiluencies.

During the past (wo years, Warwick districl council
has been seeking to creale a new local plan that will
guide the development of our community for the next
18 years. That is a hugely important document, bul
it has been mired in coniroversy and opposition since it
was pu{ forward, That highlighis some of the problems
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in the current planning system. The local plan has been
controversial because of the number of homes that have
been proposed by the council, as well as their concentration
and location. First, the scale of the proposed housing
development is enormous. The local plan outlines
ihe building, during the nex! 16 years, of more than
12,000 homes, in addilion to the 6,000 thal we buill
between 2001 and 2011, That would increase the number
of dweilings in Warwick district by about 20% during
the next two decades.

[Mr Grasas Braoy in the Chair]

The “Strategic Housing Land Availabitity Assessment”
compiled by the council has indicated that the total
capacily of the district is aboul 13,000 dwellings between
2014 and 2029, so the proposed local plan would use up
91.8% of the total capacily. Planning is something thal
we must consider over the long term. Once homes are
buill, we cannot lurn back the clock {o change the
misizkes that we have made, so we must consider the
long-term sustainabilily of our planning decisions as a
whole, How can il be sustainable (o build so many new
homes and to use up so much capacity?

The concentralion of development is also a deep
concern and raises questions of fairness, The majority
of the new properties will be i the area south of
Warwick, Leamington and Wliitnash, with 70% of the
new homes being placed in {hat part of the district.
Thal is despite the fact that there has been, and continues
to be, a considerable amomn{ of housing development
in that part of the districl and there are already coneerns
about the impact thal the proposals will have on local
infrastructure. I do not believe it is fair that such a
concentration is allowed in that part of the district.
Residents of hose aveas are rightly angry about the
sacrifices that they are being asked to make in order to
allow Lhe development of so many new hames,

1 shall take this opportunity to urge Warwick district
council, once again, lo pause the local plan process and
starl discussions with local residents so that we can
build a consensus on creating a sustainable future for
our communily. During the process, in the lead-up Lo
the preferred options being outlined by the district
council, it was clear that residents did nol wani to have
that number of homes and that they wanled development
Lo lake place primarily on browalield land, rather than
greenfield tand as is proposed. Thal will have an impact
on the wonderful Warwickshire countryside, Qur area
has a large perceniage of green belt, and 1 do not believe
that we should develop on green-belt land, However,
that does nol give the local authorily an excuse lo
concestrate developments on non-protected greenfield
sites. IT our dislrict was 95% green belt rather than
80%, would that mean that alf developmenl would be
concentrated in the unprotected 5%7 Surely it would
make sense to adjust the scale and ambitions of the
development, rather than to ram through such large
developments, which (ake no account of this situation,

However, the views Lo which 1 have referred have not
beon consislently accepted by the council to date. As a
result, public confidence in it has been damaged, and
that will undermine future efforts by the council to
undertake consultations on new developments or
infrastructure, Tappreciate that councils have an obligation
Lo ensure thal there is enough housing lo meel demand
in the future, but 1 also think thal we need Lo ensure thal

Page 13 of 25




173WH Plauning and Housing Supply

[Chris White]

that obligation is met in the right way. I do not believe
thal Warwick districl council has so [ar acted in the
right spiril during this planning process.

I believe thal the Governmenl have done the right
thing through the Localism Acl 2011 to try to ensure
that communities have greater control over planning
mallers, However, we also need o ensure that the
process is carried out in the right way, in empathy with
such localism, that councils do not ride roughshod over
the desires of local people, and that the principles of
foealism are deliverad on the ground.,

The best way lorward would be for (he Government
to get each local authoritly to sign up lo a nalional
planning compact that outlines how councils are expecled
{o carry out their consultations on planning matters;
the role that local communities should have in co-producing
proposals such as the local plan; and best practice in
terms of planning processes that have been carried
forward and that have brought communities with them,
Having such a compact would ensure that each local
authority was taking a long, hard look al how il was
developing its local plan.

We must have a system whereby people feel that they
have ownership of the planning process and whereby
they can have confidence in the decisions that ate reached.
That will ensure that we creale plans that have the support
ol residents, are in the long-tern interests of our conumunity,
will address real housing needs and will almost certainly
create local economies that grow and prosper.

3.5 pm

Julian Sturdy (York Quter) (Con): It is a pleasure to
serve under your chaivmanship, Mr Brady, and Lo speak
in this very importani debate. T congralulate my right
hon. and hon. Friends on securing it. Like many other
Members, | would like to highlight some of the concerns
in my constituency.

York, like so many other towns and citics across the
country, is surrounded by green-belt land, which is vital
in preserving and enhiancing its character and setling, It
is as important to the identity of our great city as the
Gothic winster, he Roman walls and the Nalional
Raihway Museum. To nty mind, it is au essential part of
York’s DNA.

However, the very fabric of what makes York such a
greal and beautiful city is under threat [rom the misguided
platis of the local authority. The City of York council
published its draft local plan in Apeil of this year and,
to the ulter dismay of many of my constiluents, the
plan proposes to (ake 1,400 acies out of York’s green
belt and build 16,000 new homes on that kmd during
the I 5-year life of the plan, Asif that was not enough lo
satisfy the council’s appetite for green-belt land, a further
1,000 acres will be removed from the green belt and
safeguarded for fulure development. Sadly, the plan
does not stop there, The council has also proposed
more than 80 additional Traveller and showpeople piiches,
all in inappropriale locations, on green-belt land, in
quiet rural contmunities such as Dunnington, Knapton
and Hunlinglon in my consliluency.

The icing on the cake is thal the council is also
pursuing its plans lo desiroy the open counlryside thal
surrounds our gread city with 40
*areas of search for rencwable electricity gencration”,
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covering vast swathes of green-belt land in 1y constituency,
Tt was, unti! recently, pursuing those siles as potential
wind farms, However, due to the unsurprising lack of
suflicient wind speed In the Vale of York—something
thal was obvious to most local people, but that the
couneil and the local taxpayer-funded studies lailed to
pick up—I have now been given the impression Mrom
{he council that il is considering solar farms on the sites
as an alternative,

1 am itherefore speaking on behalf of my constituents
in welcoming the recent announcenents from the Minister
of State, Depariment of Energy and Climate Change,
my right hon, Friend the Member for Bexhill and Battle
(Gregory Barker), about the Government’s determination
to crack down on inappropriately siled solar farms in
the countryside by introducing the solar road map. I
urge the City of York council Lo consider very carefully
what the Minister has been saying on the matler and
noi to ignare the views of local residents,

Turning to the important issue of housing supply, I
want to make il clear {hat, like many right hon, and
hon. Members here {oday, 1 fully support the decision
to scrap the rigid, top-down housing targefs in the
regional spatial strategies. The Government should be
congratulated on doing that. However, three years on,
there remains confusion among some local authorities
about whal housing targets are dppropriate.

Some local authorities surrounding York arve reducing
their targets from the levels thal they were at in Lhe now
redundant regional spalial sirategy. Meanwhile, York,
which is currently controlled by Labouy, is proposing to
increase its old housing targets by more than 40%. In
doing so, the council is placing itself completely at odds
with the guiding principle befiind the modern planning
ramework—that development should alivays be sustainable,

York is an historic city in which the local infrastructure
is already under slrain, Adding tens of (housands of
new homes will mean {ens of (housands more cars on
an already congested road network and thousands more
pupils trying o gain entry to our excellent but already
oversubscribed schools. Thal s nol 1o mention the
drainage and the strain on existing health care facilities,

With approximately two thirds of the council’s overall
housing projections (o be allocated to York's established
green beli, I am deeply concerned that (he plan will
push our already creaking local infrastructure to breaking
peint, The council has provided no guarantees that it
will help secure the invesiment we need in our local
infrastructure, it clearly believes the local plan will
result in economic growth for York, bul having investigated
the issue, T fear that putiing the cart before the horse
and failing to guarantec the infrastructure investment
York already needs will lead many of the cily’s leading
employers {o question in the long term whether York is
still & suitable base for their businesses,

In its cairent form, the plan has the potential {o end
in disaster for York on {he economic stage. That is why 1
entively agree wilh my right hon. Friend {he Member
for Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herbert) that the
requirement for infrastructure must be considered when
granting planning conseni—something that, to be frank,
is blindingly obvious, I was reassured by the pledge
from the former Minister of State at the Department,
the right hon, Member for Tunbridge Wells (Greg Clark),
that the requirement would form part of the planning
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guidance. I hope, Lherelore, that the omission will be
rectified, as York’s fituve viability as a centre of commerce
and enterprise could depend on it.

Local authorities that press ahead with unsustainable
housing plans must be stopped and compelled to consider
whether they have the necessary infrastructure in place;
if not, they should change their plans accordingly,
Equally, we nwst ensure that the importani principles
ol sustainability and green-belt profection remain central
to (he national planning policy framework and that our
local authorities understand that that is the case, Otherwise,
1 fear thal the towns and cilies we are proud to represent
will change out of all recognition.

In summary, the lension belween our local planning
aulhorities and the planning inspector is twofold. Where
councils produce reasonable, appropriate and sustainable
focal plans, we lace the problem of planning inspeclors
overstepping the mark and making unicasonable demands.
In areas such as York, however, we appear o Tace the
opposite problem, because the local anthorities propose
lo decimale our open countryside and change it out of
all recognition, I therefore reiterate that it is vital that
we have & strong and fair Planning Inspeclorate to
protect our commumilies and countryside from
unsustainable development, That means (hat infeastructure
must be ol the heart of any consideralions,

3,12 pm

Harrieit Baldwin (West Worcestershire) {Con): T, too,
congratulate my right hon. Friend the Member for
Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herberl} and may hon.
Friends the Members for Tewkesbury (Mr Roberison)
and for St Albans (Mrs Main) on securing the debate.

The issue of planning also fills my posibag, | represent
the thriving, beautiful constituency of West Worcestershire,
which has one of the highest ratios in the west midlands
of house prices to average earnings. It is also the birthplace
of Elgar, and ils countryside inspired much of his
music.

Despite all the valid concerns colleagues have raised,
I think we are in a much betler place on planning than
we were under (he Stalinist diktats of the right hon,
Member for Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath (Mr Brown),
and I agree with colleagues who have welcomed the
abolition of the regional spatial strategy.

Shifting local planning decisions to councils, which
makes so nuch democratic sense, has raised a range of
issues. I particularly weleowne the Government’s intraduction
of neighbourhood planning, Tn the Malvern Hilis district,
the parishes of Kempsey, Clifion upon Teme, Leigh and
Bransford, Alirick and Lulsley, Mariley, and Kaightwick
and Doddenbam have all had their neighbourhood
areas approved,

When we discuss planning, however, one thing that
strikes me is thal the beautiful villages we all love—in
my area, I have the villages around Bredon Hill, the
lown of Pershore and the towns and villages of the
Malyern Hills district—all grew up without our ctirrent
planning regulations. Ironically, however, we would nol
be able Lo build those communities under today’s planning
rules. Their growth tended to be more organic and more
bottom up; people built their own homes on their own
fand, which they had bought for that purpose. When
the Viclorians became concerned that Great Malvern
was encroaching far (oo much on the Malvern hills,
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they eslablished the world’s first conservation area by
Acl of Parlimment in 1884, Since then, the hills have
been owned for (he commaon good by the Malvern Hills
Conservators charity, Thal organic approach has worked
well for this country for the thougands ol years there
have been seltlements in Worcestershire and elsewhere.
That is why I am so supporiive of the recenl changes to
the planning system, which move us back in the direclion
of the village and the neighbourhood, while émbodying
the couniryside protections pioneered by the Malvern
Hills Conservalors,

In south Worcestershire, we may be a bit lurther
ahead on owr local plan than other colleagues are on
theirs, Our three local councils—Worcester Cigy, Malvern
Hills and Wychavon, whicl my hon, Friend the Minister
visited recently—have been working in partnership for
many years to develop an ambitious and sound local
plan., After the 2010 election, they presciently commissioned
expert projections of population growth and perhaps
gol a head starl on some other council areas, Their
evidence base is now mote up to date and fresher than
those in some other parts of the country,

All three local councils democratically agreed the
plan last December. T can assure hon. Members that
that was not without a great deal of controversy, bul
one factor that encouraged counciliors {o vote in favour
of -the plan was that it would allow them 1o be in
control. The soulh Worcestershire developmenti plan
has much more up-to-date and adequate five-year land
supply numbers and such ambitious plans for employiment
land that we are getting complaints from Birmingham
councils.

When 1 say the plan was democratically agreed last
December, people complain that a bit of whipping was
involved., Well, 1 hate to tell my local councillors this,
but Whips are often involved in democracy here in
Weslininster, However, despite the vote last December,
it took & further five months to send the plan to the
inspeetor for the examination in public and another few
months for him (o decide on his inspection plan and
timetable. The inspection has just got under way, and 1
would no{ be surprised if il took the inspector well into
2014 belore he recommends adapiion,

I want (his period of unceriainty to be over, so thal
we can move forward with the construction, growlh and
jobs embodied in the plan. A delay of 18 months to two
years is too long, and it undermines the local demacracy
of the vote in December. As the Minister knows, T and
the leader of the council in my area have written to him,
I have also wrilten to the local planning inspector
urging him to respeel the local plan unless there are
actual factual inaccuracies in it, The inspector has
written a helpful reply, assuring me that he will seek (o
complete his inspection as soon as possible, subject (o
the legal requirements on him, The Minister has also
responded constructively.

Here is my wish list of four things I would like to ask
the Minister for, First, as he fiualises his latest nalional
planning practice guidance, which will sef out the
exceptional circumstances in which a refusal may be
justified on the grounds of premalurity, will he ry Lo
ensure that the democralically agreed plans that have
emerged will get almost foll weight in any decision
making, allowing the lresh evidence base and the numbeis
in the plan to be used, unless the inspeclor sees aclual
etrors ol [act, rather than just a divergence of opinion?
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Surely the future of lhe area should be entrusted to
south Worcestershive councillors, rather than shaped by
contesting opinions—they will only be opinions—{rom
Birmingham and elsewhers?

Secondly, may I ask the Minister for his thoughts on
how we ds MPs can best suppor| emerging neighbourhood
plans? 1 love neighbourhood planning, which is an
excellent way of giving power to local people and
bringing back an organic approach to planning, reducing
the need for vast swathes of land to be swallowed up by
wrban exlensions, Thirdly, can we reassure villages that,
once they have agreed their neighbourhood plan and
won a vote on if in a referendum, it will take precedence
over the local plan, even if that has been adopted?

Finally, what can the Minister say to the octogenavian
farmer in my local area who lives in a draughty five-
bedroom home and who wants nothing more than to
build a bungalow in the field next door for the final
years of his 1ife? Under today’s rules, such building is
prohibited in open countryside. If there is a neighbourhood
plan, will my farmer have any hope that he can build his
bungalow?

Once again, T congratulate my right hon. and hon.
Friends on securing the debale, and I thank you, Mr Brady,
for allowing me to pass on the conceriis of my conslituents
in the glorious aren of West Worcestershire.

3.19 pm

David Rutley (Macclesfield) (Con): ILis a pleasure {o
serve tnder your chairmanship, Mr Brady. I am grateful
lo the Backbench Business Committee for securing the
debate, and [ congratulate my hon, Friends the Members
for Tewkesbury (Mr Robertson) and for St Albans
{(Mrs Main) and my vight hon. Friend the Member for
Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herbert) on making
sure thal we have a debate on such an important subject.
The fact thal there are so many of us here shows that
there is a need for a debate, and 1 am sure that the
Minister is taking copious notes.

As olhers have said, the debate is a critical one. Tt is
about balance; getting Lhe housing supply right—we
have a growing populalion, so that is an important
priority—and protecting the countryside at the same
time, We need to provide more houses, bul also to
protect our natural assets—and they are assets, Our
countryside helps lo define our communities, making
them distinctive. I provides agriculiural land and draws
in visitors, which boosts tourism in towns and villages.
Those things are valuable assets and need to be protected.
Tt is important to underline the poiot that the debate is
nol aboul quaint rural traditions threatening to block
housing development; it is abou! economic eflects on
the macro-economy and on communities, businesses
and residents. That is why it is important 1o make the
right decisions,

In east Cheshire we understand that it is a critical
matter to get the local plan in place. The move to
become a unilary authorily, and the time taken to
integrale services previously provided by other loeal
authorities, initially stowed progress, bul we gol back
on lrack quickly and a huge amount of work has now
been done to shape the plan. Successive rounds of
public consultation have been undertaken, at pace. Like
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my hon, Friend the Member for Congleton (Fiona
Bruce) and the Under-Secretary of Staie for Education,
my hon, Friend the Member for Crewe and Nantwich
(Mr Timpson), T have atiended many public meetings
and mel many communily groups, so {hat 1 could
understand (heir concerns betier and help to shape and
refine the plan,

T am pleased {o say that the residents ol Macclesheld
are not shy about coming forward with their concerns,
That is a good thing, and means (hat there has been
rigorous and challenging debate. T commend those who
have laken partin campaigus aboul south-west Maccleslield,
Fence Avenue and Lark Hall, to name a few, for the way
in which they engaged elecled representatives and clearly
expressed their views, I know (hal the final local plan
will be much betler for thal, We recognise in Cheshire
East, and in Macclesfield in particular, that the local
plan urgenily needs lo be signed off to stop unwanted
speculative housing developments, as my neighbour, my
hon, Friend the Member for Congleton, so clearly
articulaled, Al the moment they are a particular challenge
in the south of the borough, In Congleton and Crewe
work is going on tirelessly with Cheshire Easl council
and residents to stop them, and 1 fully support that
work.

We need to get the local plan set up, and are working
hard, but we need the Minister’s support and advice to
get the right plan signed off. T am, like other hon.
Members, grateful for the Minister's efforts to understand
the issues on the ground better. 1 am pleased (hat he
recently went to Cheshire to speak o residents. T am
also pleased and grateful for his meetings with me and
cotleagues to hear aboui our concerns and challenges.
As he knows, one key issue is defining what housing is
required in our five-year housing supply. At the momenl
that is holding us back. As my hon, Friend the Member
for Congleton poinled out, sites have been identified in
our drafi plan that can be developed. There is a difference
of opinion between {he councils and the inspector as to
what the figure should be; that is whal needs to be
unblocked so we can move forward, I urge the Minister
to use his good ofTices {o help resolve the situation and
clarify what the targel should be, so that the lan can be
concluded and unwanted, speculative house building
can be stopped in the borough. That is a vital priority,
as I think the Minisler knows.

For ail the hard work that has been done lo shape the
plan, there are other guestions that nrgently need an
answer. Like many Macclesfield residents I understood
{hat we were close lo finalising the plan and (hat ils
focus was on housing developments Lo 2030. T think
thut the Minister may be a little surprised to know that I
found out a few months ago that Cheshire East council
officers were now under the impression tha( they had (o
work {owards a planning horizon not ol 2030-—which
by most people’s standards is, I think, quite a long time
horizon—Dbut 2050, That has completely slowed down
the process, How can we have a view and a sense of
purpose in relation to a time horizon of not §7 but
37 years?

The new requirements have major implicalions,
particutarly for the northern part of the borough. In
cominunities such as Macclesfield and Poynton, which I
am proud (o represend, the news led the council to
highlight green-bell land as supposedly “safeguarded
[or development”—not to be confused with safeguarding
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it from developinent, which is very different, The designation
could be applied to large areas such as south-west
Macclesfield, where up to 3,000 houses could be developed.

We have all worked hard 1o ensure that the green bell
around Macclesfield and nearby communities is profected
in the 2030 local plan. The green bell exis(s to protect
the communitics from urban spraw! from Manchester,
and 1t is imporfant for it to be kept that way. The
Minister will understand (he strong local concern—
including mine—-ut the proposal {o saleguard green bell
“for development” to achieve housing targels lor not
2030 but 2059, That situation is made even worse by the
fact that there arc no exceptional or compelling
circums(ances, which are a clear requirement in the
national planning policy framework,

Will the Minister take this opportunily to set ihe
record s{raight and tell the House whether showing how
housing targets for 2050 will be achieved is a requirement
for approval of a local plan? If it is not, will he also
confirm that it will nol be necessury to safeguard land
for development, particularly in the green beli, beyond
20307 Macelesfield residents will be gralelul for his
views on {hose issues. They will alfecl green-belt areas
that are vital (o the fabric of the community, and will
address the concerns of hundreds of residents who
could become victims of a planning blight that T believe

_and hope is completely unnecessary,

3.26 pm

Damian Hinds (East Hampshire) (Con): 1Uis a great
pleasure to see you in the Chaii, Mr Brady, and to
foltow my hon. Friend the Member for Macclesfield
{David Rutley). 1 congratulate my hon, Friends the
Members for Tewkesbury (Mr Robertson), and lor
St Albans (Mys Main), and my right hon. Friend the
Member for Arundel and South Downs (Nick Herbert),
on securing this important debaie, which is particularly
important to residents of Easl Hampshire—especially,
at present, residents of Four Marks, lhe parish of
Medstead, Liphook, Alton, Pelerslield and the area in
and around Bordon and Whilehill. I want (o focus on
two aspects of the issue that my right hon, Friend the
Member for Arandel and South Downs set out ciearly
and convincingly: the need for recognition ol i-progress
plans; and the insislence on accompanying inlrastructure
wiere permissions are granted.

Like those of tmany other areas, our plan was stoppec
in its tracks, In our case it was stopped at ihe stage of
the joint core strategy between East Hampshire district
council and the South Downs national park authority,
and we now find ourselves in the void period that many
hon, Members have spoken aboul, which can last a long
time, The concern is thal in thal long time, until things
are finalised, there is a risk—we alveacly see the signs—ofl
a flood of speculalive applications.

1 should say that East Hampshire district council is
not anti-development, and nor am 1, There is concern
that the average first-time buyer in East Hampshire is
40 years old, and that the average home costs £321,000,
We also recognise the need for market towns and villages
to have vibran(, diverse communitics, If we wanl to save
what is left of our village pubs and shops, we need
people 1o work in them, and our simall primary schools
need young famities wilh children to go (o them. The
council also supports a substantial development on
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forroer Ministry of Defence land at Whitehill and Bordon;
my hon, Friend the Member for Banbury (Sir Tony
Baldry) spoke about his area’s eco-town, and this is
ours, In the case of Bordon, the development will add
2,700 homes. Ens{ Hampshire also has a very ambitious
sell-set targel for affordable homes,

In its interim housing statement, in this void period,
East Hampshire rellects the revised strategic housing
markel assessment, or SHMA—I think 1 am the first
speaker this afternoon to say that, although | know that
my hon. Friend the Member for Congleton (Fiona
Bruce} mentioned the SHLAA—the strategic housing
land availability assessmend, The SHMA called for belween
500 and 650 homes per annwm, and East Hampshire is
working lowards the figare of 582, which is of course in
the top hall of that range,

In some places, the speculative applications and pre-
appheation interest shown already exceed the targels in
the arcas and villages concerned for the period until
2028, and in my constituency that is especially lrue in
Four Marks, the parish of Medstead, Alton and Liphook,
There has also been significant interest in Peterslield,
where a neighbourhood plan is in development; we
expect the referendum on that nex! year. T suggesti to the
Minister that where a couneil is making proactive efforis,
once the number of houses called for in the interim
housing statement—in our case—has been reached in a
particular area, it ought to be possible Lo say, “No more.”

A complication is thal pari of my constituency is in a
nalionsl park—the relatively newly formed South Downs
national park—and other parts have special protection
area slatus, which leaves people who are in neither
feeling somewhat exposed. Weneed a balance of development
and a balance of community throughoul the area. |
strongly suggest that the elected local council is best
placed to determine how Lhe balance shounld be struck,
and the interim housing statemenl seems (o be a good
way to express that. In general, residents’ concerns are
twolold: first, they are concerned aboul the general scale
of development and its implications for the character of
an area; and secondly, they are concerned aboul the
infrastructure deficit. Already, cerlain parts have seen
signilicant infrastructure deficil. Four Marks has experienced
a greal deal of developmend, and needs commensurate
imfrastructure to ensure safety on the main rond—the
A3 l—sufficient primary places, und so on.

The approach is meant to be plan-led, so Ministers
rightly say that the best thing that everybody can do is
get on and make their plans, That is of course correct,
buf the plan process seems to take inordinate amount of
Lime, [rom beginning to end, and there must be ways to
accelerate elements of if. We must recognise that many
councifs are not at the end of the process and find
themselves in this void period. A large proporiion of
plan submissions in the fivsl year of the national planning
policy framework were found to be not sound, i therefore
Joinstrongly in the calls lo make it explicit that infrastractine
requirements should be met if perinission is to be
granted, the calls for emerging plans to be recognised,
and the calls to find ways Lo speed up the whole process.

1 shall sirike a slightly different lone on the overall
need for housing, I recognise that we need housing—(he
Office for National Stalistics {igure is 232,000 homes
per year—but whal is not necessarily well understoad is
that thal is not all, or even nearly all, about immigralion.
I we strip out future nel migration, the projected
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requirement is still 149,000: people are living longer;
households are smaller, for all sorts of wider social
reasons; kids live away al universily and have a place al
home; hardly anyone has a lodger anymore; and so on.
There are lots of pressures, and they will not go away.
The south-east will over-index on thal pressure, and we
musl accommodate it but also mitigate it

I enicourage the Minister fo work with councillors on
how, on a relatively small seale in our local arcas, we can
do more about the conversion of redundant agricultural
buildings; make grainy {lat conversions easier; work on
emply properties, as my hon. Friend the Member {or
Tewkesbury said; and take up small-site opportunilies,
as my hon. Friend the Member for Castle Poin( (Rebecca
Harris) said clearly, An interesting point in the Portas
report was aboul the opportunity to concentrate town
centres. That has the benefit of freeing-up space on the
relative periphery for residential development. On a
bigger scale, there are new towns, but perhaps the
biggest opporlunity of all is the one touched on by my
lion. Friend the Member for Pudsey (Stuart Andrew):
we should not only build higher-density, in-town living,
but make il allractive. Some of the most sought afier
areas of the country are high-density, which proves thal
it can, in principle, be done, T see that Tam oul of lime,
Mr Brady, so T will stop there.

3.34 pmi

Andrew Bingham (High Peak) {Con): I congralulate
my hon, Friends on securing this debate. We can tell by
the attendance (oday, and from our posibags, that the
subject is of great importance to Members and our
consiiluents. It follows on froin a 30-minute debate held
in Westminster Hall some lime ago, in which, because
of sheer weight of numbers, the lime limit was very
restrictive, Today we have been given double that limit—
six minufes.

I spent 12 years on the local council, and planning
exercised my residents wore than anything else, and as
an MP, I find a similar situation. The creation of the
NPPF has simplified the planning laws, which had
becoine complicated and burdensome. Like many others
here today, 1 supported sending the power (o rule on
applications down to local authorities. As a councillor
on ihe planning conunittee, 1 feli many times that we
were rubber-stamping central Governmeni policies on
development, Thal was frustrating to me and my residents,
because they believed, as T did when first elected, thal
the local authority was the sole arbiter on applications.

As previous speakers have said, 1 look forward to a
brave new world under the new NPPF and local plans,
where locally elected represenlalives make the decisions
that impact so much on local people, but 1, too, am
concerned about recent events. My constituency, High
Peuk, is the mosl beautiful in the couniry, though I am
biased. I am sure (hal others will disagree. As T said in
the previous debate, there has been a profiferalion of
significant applications for development on greenfield
sites. They have been refused by the local authority’s
planning commitiee on perfectly legitimate grounds,
This is not a case of nimbyism at atl. The decisions were
met with greal approval, and in some cases telief, by
local residents, who fell that their views had been represented
by the people for whom they had voted.
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I wanl to be clear: the High Peak is a greal place o
live. I am lucky, as are my constituents. We know that
many people would love to live in the High Peak. We are
not of the mind {hal says, “We have our housing and
we're going Lo pull the fadder up. We're all right, Jack.”
We acknowledge that there is a need for some housing,
My constituents have young children and teenagers.
Thers are people in their early 20s who want lo stay and
live in the High Peak. There is a housing need, which 1
touched on in my Adjournment debate last week on the
challenges lacing rural businesses, We need houses for
people 1o live in, so that they can work in the High
Peak. No one I have spoken to disputes thal Lhere is a
need for housing. My constituenis would accept
deveiopment, provided il was proportionate.

Recent decisions by local councillors, wlio, I remind
everyone, are elected by local people, have been overlurned
by the Planning Luspectorate, which is nol. That flies in
{he face of everything that we believe aboul localism, |
have spoken to many residents, who are secing more
applications coming forward, with the threat of ever
larger developments. In my previous speech on the
subject, T highlighted the area of Harpur Hill and the
concerns ol ils residents’ association. 1 will not repeat
the statistics, because (ime is shorl and they are in
Hansard, but as 1 said in my previous speech, Lhe
problems Facing Harpur Hill are mirroved in olher areas
of my constituency. As the Minister knows, Chapel-en-
le-Frith parish council now objects io every significant
planning application, after several applications have
already been given the nod. IT all of them were buill, (he
size of that small village, where I live, would increase
significanily, beyond what many believe the infrastructlure
could cope with,

I could run through a list of applications in different
parts of my constituency, but we are not at a planning
meeting loday. My consfiluents are asking quesiions
about the applications and the method of approval. Are
they powerless to prevent approvals? Can they ai least
ensure that there is some sense of proportion? Proportion
is what they are asking for. I am sure that the Minister
will respond that local plans should be drawn up, and
planning policy should be defined in documents and
properly evaluated. My local council has yet 1o product
ils local plan; indeed, it has delayed its anticipated
completion, In 2011, the controlling Labour group refecled
proposals from the Conservative group lo use some
underspend fo bring forward brownlield sites. 1{ has
now belatedly allocaled some extra resources to thal.
Delaying the focal plan has created a window of opportunity
Tor developers, T could easily turn my contribution into
a lirade against the Labour group and ils managemenl
of the local authority. 1 huve met the executive menyber
to discuss the situation; he has his views and 1 have
mine.

I want to deal with the harsh realities of the here and
now, No local plan has been comypleted, and developers
are submilting speculative applications time after time—
applications that may have been refused in the past.
They see from previous examples, which [ highlighted
{oday, that the Planning Inspectorate appears to be
unmoved by local representations, 1 repeal that this is
not nimbyism; my coustifuenis and 1 are nol againsl
development, 1{ is aboul proportion. A well-constructed
local plan should bring in proportion, but at the moment
the Planning Inspeclorate does nol listen to our views.
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J am pleased thal the Minister has agreed 1o visil the
High Peak. T promise him a warm welcome in {he
hillsides, We can have an interesting day. There has been
a dearth of houses built in the past few vears, and (hat
has created the shortage facing us today, but 1 am
concerned that in oureagerness {o deal with thaf, we are
being too hasty, and will be left to repeni al leisure. 1
have asked the Minister this question previously, and I
will tepeat it today: will be not seek to give more weight
lo emerging plans? 1 know that that may amount (o
making up for the shorlcomings of the council, but I
am looking lo assist my constituents.

I am looking at the clock; time is short, and I could
go on Lo several other issues, A consullation on ihe
latitude in permitied development rights for agricultural
buildings closed recently, The Peak District national
park covers a large chunk of my constituency, T value
thal national park greatly, as I know the Minister
does-—he has gone on record on [liis, People are concerned
about that proposal, There was also a consullalion on
catching up on housing delicits, and having {o reduce
them in the first two or three years, ‘That will cause huge
problems to local authorities i we are nol careful,

I plead with the Minister; lislen {0 what we have all
said today. We are all on a common Lheme: we need
houses. We know thal under the previous Governiment,
the numbers were woefully low, but let us get some
proportion. The essence of localism is local decisions
made by local people. That is not happening in the High
Peak, and, ltom what we liave heard (oday, it does not
appear to be happening in other areas of the couniry, T
would therefore like some assurance from the Minister
that something can be done lor my constituen(s, Harold
Wilson once said {o Hugh Scanlon,

“get your tanks oft my lawn™;
the people of High Peak are saying to developers, “Get
your bulldozers oft our fields.”

1 look forward to welcoming Lhe Minister to High
Peak. My residents are cager to see him. I hope that he
will come soon. It is very cold and high where I live, and
we will get a lot of show soon, so 1 recommend that he
comes as soot as possible,

Mr Grahant Brady (in the Chair); Hon. Members
have all been so disciplined in their time-keeping that
we have lots of lime for Front Benchers’ responses.
However, T am keen lo reserve at least a couple of
minutes al the end for the hon. Member for Tewkesbury
{(Mr Robertson) to respond, i’ he wishes.

341 pm

Roberta Blackman-Woods (City of Durham) (Lab);
Itis a pleasure o serve under your chairmanship again,
My Brady. This debate is primarily for Back Benchers,
so I had intended to keep my remarks fairly short. 1
think I should do that and give the Minister lots of
time. { congratulate the hon, Members for Tewkesbury
(Mr Robertson) and for ${ Albans (Mis Main) and the
vight hon. Member for Arundel and South Downs
(Nick Herbert) on securing a lively debate on what is
clearly a serious issue, given the large number of Members
present,

I hope that hon. Members will forgive me if 1 do not
go through their contributions individually, because
that would take up a great deal of time, They spoke
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passionately about their own areas, There cleurly is a
major {ssue across the country. 1 was pleased that a
nuraber of their remarks were not based on just being
anti-housing. There was a sound recognition that we
need more housing, but concern was expressed aboul
the sites that have been identilied for building houses. |
was pieased (o see a commitment to plan-making and
place-shaping, because they are an important part of
the solulion lo some of the issues thal have been raised
today, Hon. Members also produced a wish List. 1 am
probably going to add to thal a little bit, bui T hope not
too nuich,

We know hal we need more housing, including in
rural areas. In order lo secure a typical morigage, a
rtiral resident needs lo earn £66,000. With the average
rural income standing at just over £20,000, there clearly
is a problem with affordability. That exisis partly as a
result of insuflicient supply. The situation in rural areas
is part of a wider problem, For decades, under successive
Governments, house building has stayed low relative to
demand, T will hold my hands up to say that the
previous Labour Government did not see enough houses
built, bul neither did the previous Conservative
Government. Private house building completions in
England have been relatively static for more than 30 years,
averaging aboul 130,000 per annum. Thal is below the
peak average of 180,000 per annum in the 1960s, and
well below potential,

Mrs Main: The kon. Lady just said that the number
of houses being built has been low or siatic, What about
the number of permissions? T have not seen anylhing
that shows that the number of permissions has been low
or statie, It is just the amount of development that
developers are prepared to get under way,

Roberta Blackman-¥YWoods: The hon. Lady makes a
valid point. We koow that a number of siles with
planning permission never end up being developed, The
point Tam brying to make is that we must look seriously
at the housing numbers that we need, particularly as we
have a shortage, partly because we were not building
enough in the past.

Private complelions increased from 2003, with a steady
improvement to 154,000 in 2007, However, they Fell
with the econommic crash to 89,000 in 2012, In conirasl,
new affordable homes produced by local councils and
housing associations, which averaged more than 130,000
per annum in the 19505 and 60s, have seen a sleep
downward trend since the 1970s, Production has averaged
fewer than 30,000 per annum since the mid-1980s, falling
{o 13,000 in 2003, TFhere has been some improvement
since then, wilh new completions at 27,000 in 2009 and
a similar number in 2012, due (o the housing stimulus
put in place by the previous Labour Government following
the crash, Flowever, the nmmbers produced are too low.

There is an ever-growing gap between supply and
dewand, which means thal millions of hard-working
people are increasingly priced out of buying their own
home, Home ownership has declined from its peak in
2001—069%——10 64%in 2011. The average house price is
now nine times larger than (he average wage. The average
low-to-middle income household would now have to
save for 22 years o accumulate a deposit for the {ypical
first howme, compared wilh just three years in 1997,
So-called second steppers are also being affected, with
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the average age for a second purchase rising to 41,
despite 40% of lamilies saying that their first home is
too smalt for a growing family.

More than 1,1 million families with children, and
8 million people in all, are now part of whal we are
ealling gencration rent. They are paying private rents
thal are rising faster than wages and conlributing towards
a cost of living crisis, They face rip-ofl letling agent
fees, Insfabilily and uncertainly as a result of short-terin
{enures, and somelimes poor slandards and service,
Many want {o buy their own home but have little hope
of being able to do so.

We must address the housing shortage. I absolutely
agree with all the Members who have coniributed this
alternoon that development sites need 1o be identifted
by local communifies, with a stronger emphasis on
neighbourhood planning and putling consent at {he
heart of the planning system. 1 think that can be helped
in a number of ways, I have oflen paid tribute to the
Minister and his predecessors for introducing
neighbourhood planning, We think that is probably the
key in the medium and longer term lo delivering the
sorts of neighbourhood that we all wanl,

The issue is nol just about housing, I think we will
parity get consent when we stop referiing only to housing
numbers when (alking about the issue. People want to
see employment, proper infrastracture and leisure, and
they want to keep their open spaces. The issue is about
building communities, and we have (o talk more about
that,

We also need to do something about quality, I know
[rom my constituency (hat people often gei upset about
the kouses proposed, because they siniply look awful:
they are loo small, or have various features not in
keeping with the tocal neighbourhood. We need to gel
better at improving the qualily of our housing stock,
That is especially imporlant in rural areas, national
parks, areas ol special scientific inlerest and so on. Tam
a bit concerned that the Growth aad Infrastructure Acl
2013 reduced some of the existing prolections in areas
of oulstanding natural beauly and national parks. Thal
is not a good thing; it is a step in the wrong direction.
{Interruption. 1 think that hon, Members might think
that the clock is set for 4 o’clock, but we actually have
untit 4.30.

Will the Minister consider the Woodland Trust bricfing
sent to all of us about giving bstler protection to
ancient woodlands and planting many more trees? Does
ke intend {o monitor the relaxation ol permilled
development rights and use-class order changes fo see
whal happens to the quality of buildings in rural areas
as well as on our high strects? High sireets are nol part
of this debate, but rural town centres would be relevant
as well.

T am looking forward to hearing what the Minister
has to say aboul the over-relinnce on appeals that seems
o have emerged as a resull—probably a temporary
one—of the national planning policy ramework having
been pul in place before local plans were adopted. T am
interested 1o know whether he has thought aboul thal,
or considered speeding up plan-making lo reduce the
reliance on decisions made by inspectors, Does he plan
to strengthen the brownfield first policy, which the
NPPF weakened, and does he intend to reform land

24 OCTOBER 2013

Planning and Housing Supply 186WH

acquisition and assembly in accordance with some of
the helplul suggestions made in (his debate aboul opening
up the land supply markel for competition by a larger
mmmber of people?

M Grabam Beady {ix the Chair)i The shadow Minister
is quite right: it is possible, though not mandalory, for
the debate to continue until 4.30,

3.52 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Conmmnitics
and Local Government (Nick Boles): It is a pleasure lo
serve under your chairmanship again, Mr Brady In
your other role as the chairman of the 1922 commilies,
T am sure that you are delighted to see so many of your
Mock here, 1 wish T could pretend that I thouglt so
many of my hon, Friends were here because 1 am so
popular in the parly or because 1 am a compelling
orator, but I recognise (hat the reason is the level of
concern in the communities that they represent and the
lack of compeehension in those conununities aboul
some of the decisions being made on nearby developments
that matter to them. Those decisions seem to be visited
on them [rom on high without explanation.

Many hon, Members have asked specific questions, 1
could probably take up alt Lhe time until the end of the
debale just answering them, aithough | do not intend to
do so, Insiead, if it is accepiable to you, Mr Brady, and
Lo my hon. Friends and other hon, Members, I will try
to address all the issues and see whether I can answer
specilic questions in doing so. If, by the time we start
edging towards the close of the debale, there are buning
queslions thal I have missed answering, [ will be happy
to lake intervenlions 1o answer them, However, | hope
thal 1 will be able to cover most of them.

I need not ‘starl by underlining the scale of the
Lisi 'isis faced by this country; Lhe exlent of the need
r the griel and hai h1p that {he crisis is

2 rillions. of “our fellow cilizens: My hon,
Friend (he Member for East Hampshire (Damian Hinds)
described il etoquenily when discussing (he average age
of the lirsi-time buyer and the average house price in his
constituency, and others have referred to Lhe situation
in their conslituencies. The hon. Member for City of
Durham (Roberta Blackman-Woods) set oul clearly the
roots of the crisis and the fact thal Governments of all
siripes share responsibility lor it. I hope that we can
take that us a premise that everybody agrees on.

My Lauretice Robertson: The Mindsler used the word
“erisis”, but that is not a situation that T recognise. 1
would be grateful il he wenl info it in a [iltle more
detail,

Nick Boles: | will just recap some of the figures
mentioned by the hon. Member for City of Durham
and others, In (he pas! year, the percentage of first-time
buyers in England who were able lo buy a home without
their parents’ help el to its lowest level ever, under one
third, Two thirds of all firs(-tite buyers in England last
year required a subsidy [rom Lheir parents. By definition,
thal means that they came from a relatively narrow
social group—those from relatively well-off families.
Until we introduced the Help to Buy policy, the opporiunity
fo become a first-time buyer had been denied to a larpe
number of our lellow citizens.
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Another key fact also mentioned by the hon. Member
for City of Durham is that the average age of first-time
buyers has crept up and up, and is now nudging 40 in
many parls of the country, although of course there are
parts of the country where the crisis is not so acule, Ftis
intense within the south-cast and the south, but there
are also pockels in parts of Yorkshire, and il is jusl as
intense elsewhere, around cerlain big cifles.

virs Vain rose-—
Martin Horwood rose—

Nick Boles: 1f T may {inish, we also know that the size
of the homes in which families are forced Lo live has
[allen steadily for several decades. The number of
overcrowded families has risen and the amount of space
in which young people must grow up has fallen for
several decades for a simple reason: our population has
grown and we have nol buill enough houses to keep
pace with i,

Thal growth in population has had two main sources.
One, which is contentious in the House and elsewhere, is
inmigration, which was unconlroiled for a long time.
We as a party rightly criticised thal, and are now doing
something to confrol if. However, il is imporlant lo
remember (hat the majority—about two thirds—of the
growth in population and ju the number of households
in the country has resulted not from immigralion bul
from ageing, One way that L ask people (o think about it
is by considering how many people now are part of
families in which four generations are alive. Quite a [ot
of them are. 11 used to be rare to have a great-grandparent
or greal-grandchild in a family; it is now common,
because people are living longer, and they do nol all
want o live in the same house. T could go on, but |
know that time is limited,

Several hou. lembers rose—

Nick Boles: I would like nol lo {ake inferventions on
the argument, as I have heard the argument [rom hon.
Members, T will take interventions later il 1 have not
answered Lhe specific questions raised.

Martin Horwood: Will the Minister give way on that
point?

Nick Boles: No, T will not take interventions on the
argument; 1T will take (hem on the specific queslions
asked, 1 have sat here for two hours listening to the
arguments from the Opposition, and 1 would like a brief
moment to develop my argument.

‘Housing need is intense, I accept that my hon, Friend;

; "_’-T‘ewkesbm y (Mr Rober(son) does’ fot/
‘share my view, but many hon, Meibers do, and ll:eiej
are a lol of slalistics to prove ity How are we going lo
solve the problem? My hon, Fr 1e|fd whom 1 congralulate
on securing this debate, referred Lo the country having
700,000 empty homes, which, he said, should be a
prioriy for meeting the intense need for housing. Although
Tagree with the sentiment, unforiunately his figure does
not give a true picture. The figure of 700,000 homes
captures every home that is emply right now, including
every home that is belween buyer and seller and every
home in probate.
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1 will, therefore, give him the {rue figure for homes
that have been empty for more than six months, which I
think we can all agree is probably the right figure for an
enipty home that could meet somebody’s housing need
in the long terin, That number is 260,000 for the whole
of England. It has fallen by 41,000 since this Government
came into office in 2010, We are spending a greal deal of
money, and we and local aulhorities are working haird,
{o bring those empty homes back into use. 1t is imporant
to recognise that many—nol all, by any means, but
many—of those 260,000 are in paris of the counlry
where demand for housing is not as strong as it once
was, nol in parts of the counlry where demand for
housing is great. I do not believe thal a Government can
tell people o go and live somewhere with no jobs and
no future, just because houses have been built there,
Empty homes can make a contribution and are doing so
under this Government, bul in Lhe scale of need explained
so vividly by so many, they are a small contributor.

We need fo move lo the question of brownfield sites,
If it were possible, everybody in this couniry would
prefer every new house to be buill on a brownfield site.
We would all love not Lo develop a single scrap of
greenfield land if we did nol need to. Therefore, (he
question is whether there is enough brownfield land to
do that. The Campaign to Protect Rural England often
bandies aboul the statistic that 1.5 million homes could
be built on the available brownlfield fand. I am afraid
that that figure is nol enlirely a fair represeniation,
because more than hall of that brownfield land is
already occupied for another use—for example, with a
house or factory on it. In theory, it might make good
sense to use il for converted housing, but the people
currently occupying and using it for another purpose
would, by and large, have a view on that: if they own or
use the property, they will probably not want to give it
up immediately, and il they did give it up, where would
they be employed? Having taken all that oul, a large
mumber of the remaining brownfield sites are in places
where demand for new housing is nol se intense. In
many areas of mosl inlense demand, the number of
brownficld sites that have nol been developed is refalively
small,

I reassure hon. Members (hai nearly 70% of new
houses in 2010, the Jast year for which figures are
available, were built on brownlield land. We are still
building more houses on brownfield fand than on greenfield
land. We are approaching the point at which the nuiber
of brownfield sites thal are in the right part of the
country and are vacant and available for housing
development is too small to supply more than a small,
althongh significant proportion—nearly 70%, but not
more—of our need.

Another subject raised here and elsewhere by many
hon, Members, including my hon. Priend the Member
for St Albans (Mrs Main), is the amount of land
banking in the comntry. We all know individual examples
ol sites that have been bought and for which planning
permission has been given, but on which development
has not happened. The queslion we have (o ask is: why
has that happened, what is the seale of that problem
and what contribulion would fixing that problem make
Lo solving our intense need?

We must first recognise thal (hat is (rue of many siles
because developers bought them belore the financial
crash, secured planning permission in anticipation of
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ihie economic envivonment pertaining at the lime and,
frankly, could nol raise the money Lo buiid out the sile
or, even if they raised the money to do so, could nol
find people to buy the houses, Ultimately, developers
are businesses, Certainly in my parly, which so many
hon, Members here represent, we believe that businesses
need to be free to make investments and bring forward
projects, but should be forced Lo complete such projecis
only if’ they have a reasonable prospect of gelting their
money back and perhaps gaining a small return, That
problem grew during the recession nol because of
developers’ greedy behaviour, but simply because they
do nol wanl to build houses il there is nobody to buy
them,

That situation led to an expansion in the scale of land
banking, but let me tell hon. Members about the current
position, because it has been reduced by the recovery in
house building, The latest estimate is Lhat {he totai
number of units of housing in land banks throughout
England is 500,600, bul only half of that is on sites
where building has not begun. From our constifuencies,
we all know that most housing developments of a scale
greater than a dozen houses are not built out in one
year, bul sometimes in three or five years, because it is
natural (o do so. If all the houses were built in one place
in one yeay, it would result in a strange development in
which halll the houses were silting empiy. That is how
the house building industry works, and unless any hon,
Member in the Chamber wanis to nationalise house
building, we have Lo live with that system.

Only 250,000 units are on sites thal have not been
started. Thal is a signilicanl number, bul the point is
that it covers the whole country, including some places
where demand is not sufficient to pull through supply.
The Labour party has proposed to confiscate thatl land
[rom developers, but will such compulsion really solve
our housing crisis or lead developers 1o build more
places where we waunl those houses? I ain sure that that
might make a conlribution, as emply bomes may, but |
do nol believe thal it could solve the problem on ils
own,

On the whole question of local plans and the process
that local anthorities are asked to go through in pulting
them together, the fundamental basis of the national
planning policy framework, aboul which many hon,
Friends and other hon. Members have been generous, is
that tocal authorities are in control because they have
pul in place a tocal plan. Doing the work of producing
a local plan puts the focal council, as the representalive
of the community, in control. The local plan has a very
simple concept that is very difficult to deliver, which is
{hat the authorily has lo provide a five-year land supply
of immediately developable and deliverable sites to
meel ils abjectively assessed housing need,

1 undersland that there are concerns. My hon. Friend
the Member for Cheltenham (Martin Horwood) referred
lo ar econometric model, and olher hon. Members
have spoken aboul the various methedologies, Tis noty

‘unreasonable, howevel for the Government 1o tell 'mi
‘atithoriy, wh:ch is representing the people tind has’ d{
duly- Lo serve thein, *Work oul what's needed, ‘and nmLe
15 10 provide it.” Thal is what we o willy sehools.; s
. ot tell tocal authorities,”“You can ‘provide ds{,
many school places as'you feel like™s we say, “Provide & ag
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;"mmy school plqtcs as are needed.” We do nol te]l lhc;

mmes “ka_mll llownmny house &__ e needec
big ¢ 1he nex( 15 years, and then make plans/
To'provide | them'

Stuart Andrew rose—
Nartin Horwood rose—

MNick Boles: 1 am happy to give way to my hon. Friend
{he Member for Cheltenham,

Martin Horwood: My constituenls in places such as
Leckhamplon and Hatherley do nol understand this:
the econometric model is based not so nmuch on need as
on demand, which in areas such as mine—and St Albans
and many other constiluencies—is practically insaliable,
so we will stifl have high house prices that are unaffordable
for many flirst-lime buyers in places such as Cheltenham,
because we have good schools and shops, as well as a
good local environment and good employmeint levels, If
such areas are simply consigned Lo endless development,
we will lose something very precious to local people and
to the environment.

The problen with the Mlmstu s scenario is that the
issue is not about rying to stop all development~—nobody
has said that—bud about wanting local people to be
able to make some dilference and have some say. The
eco:omic model for the assessed housing need or demand—

Mr Grabmu Brady (in the Chaiv); Order. 1 remind the
hon, Gentleman that interventions should be short.

Martin Horwood: Sorry, Mr Brady, The model or
whatever dictates that number should not be a be-all
and end-all that nobody can influence,

Nick Boles: I want to reassure my hon, Friend that
the process is not based simply ont a measure of demand,
1t is not a maller of sending oul a survey to ask people
whelher they fancy living in West Worcestershire, That
is not how it is done; il is done on projections of
population, of the number of households in which
ageing is taking place and of the historical record and,
therefore, the kikely [uture trend of inward migration.
That is the defimtion. The immigration figwres are
based on the past record. They are not just plucked out
of the air as the number of people in the whole world
who would quite like to live in Cheltenhan. The model
is based on an understanding of the pressure of demand
from people who actually want to come to Cheltenham,
They might wanl (o move {o Cheltenham to be near a
joby, go to college, or be close to their mum who is
growing old on her own in a flat.

Martin Hovswood indicated dissent,

Nick Boles: My hon. Friend shakes his head, T am
happy for him to go through the modelling that is the
basis on which this is done. T simply say to him that il he
added up all the projections of housing need of ail the
local plans in the couniry, he would find that it would
add up {o a ligure that is too low {o meet the overall
population growth of England. It is not, therefore, {he
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case thal there are thesg hugely inflated demand figures
being put into local plans, which add up to something
way in excess of what we need; they are {oo low 1o meet
our universal needs as a nation. Somehow, somewhere,
we are not overeslimating (he need.

Stuart Andvew: In 2001, the population of Leeds was
715,000, and in the census of 2011, it was 751,000, but
the estimate of the Ofice for Nalional Statisties said
that it would be 788,000, which is 37,000 more than
actually happened, If we go on the same figures, Leeds
will yet again be overcompensating for a population
increase (hat will not exist, but it will have 1o have the
live-year land supply, and (o do that, it will have (o go
into the green belt. How does my hon, Friend marty up
that problem that we and our comnunilies face?

Nick Boles: My hon. Friend makes a good argument,
and he has made a good argnment generally, which he
will have every opporlunily {o make in the examination
in public. He will be able to say why he thinks that the
projections done by his local authority are way out of
line with any realistic possibility and to challenge those
projections, He will be able to require (he local council
to demonstrale Lo the inspector the reasons it needs to
supply those numbers, which cannol be that it is ambitious
orthal it is going for growth. If it has no good arguments
or good evidence, (here will be every reason for him to
say that il is a plan to meet not need but ambition and
dreams, which is a4 greal and lovely thing but not what
plans are meant to do.

A great many of my hon. Friends are concerned
because they see thai, in the absence of a local ptan that
has been fully adopted after an examination in public
by an inspector, many decisions are being made that
local people are nol content with and their local authorities
have opposed. It will be of no reassurance to them, buf
it is inleresting that there is not & single person who has
spoken in this debate who is from an area that has a
recently adopled local plan, There is a reason for that;
once there is o recently adopied focal plaw, the authorily
is then in the driving seal. It may well have gone
through a process, as my hon, Friends the Members for
Cheltenham, for Tewkesbury and for West Worcestershire
(Harriett Baldwin) have—/lnterruption.] No, let me
finish my sentence. It may well have gone (hirough the
process of puiting together that plan, which woukl be
painful becavse it requires someone to carry oul Lhe
contentious job of identilying the sites, Once the plan is
in place, thal is the point at which local authority
decisions—fInterraption. ] 1 hear lots of rumblings. If' 1
could just finish the argument, I promise to take some
moie inlerventions. At that point, the authority will
find that appeals are not going against it. 1 accept thal
there is a certain amount of sceplicism about the figures,
but T am giving Members the facts. In 2012-13, lhe
aumber of planning appeals in which the inspector
backed the local council and rejected the appeal was
6%, In 2011-12, it was 68%, and so far this year it has
been 67%. In two thirds of alf appeals, the inspeclor is
backing local decisions, because the council has made
local plans that meet the requirements, so it can be
trusted to make its decisions.

Sir Fony Ballry: The Minister knows that, for historic
reasons, almost hall of all local planning authorities in
England o nol have an up-to-date local plan. They
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starled lo get that going with (he introduction of the
national planning policy lramework. I suggest that most
of them are doing so with all due speed, as is evidenced
by my local authority, which adopled its Jocal plan on
Monday. My concern, and the concern of many Members,
is that the Minister and the Government are not giving
any protection or taking any notice whatever of cmerging
local plans, As a consequence, they are not giving any
consideration to the efforts by local communities and
local councillors o ensure thal they have robusi local
plans,

Nick Boles: T thank my hon., Friend for that, Tunderstand
what he is saying, Tt is dilTicull and painful, especially in
an area of high demand, to produce that local plan.
Many local authorities have been making excellent progress,
which is why the munber of local plans has risen from
aboul 30% when the national planning policy [ramework
was passed to more than 50% now, and many more will
be adopted over the next few months, The difficulty is
that there are cases—I am afraid that some of those
cases are represented in the Chamber—in which the
locai plan, despite what the local authority might have
said, does nol meet the requirements of {he Localism
Acl 2011 wnd of the national planning policy lramework,
and does not provide a live-year land supply.

Inn some cases, that is because local authorities put
{po many eggs in one basket. They identify one big site
to which they attach a lol of hope value, and which
might make a faniastic development, bui which, in
reality, has no immediate prospect of being developed.
It therefore cannotl count as a site in a local plan,
Somelimes, they make estimales that a site will build
oul over two years, when it clearly will not do s0 in less
than five. It is not surprising, therefore, that the inspector
sometimes says, “I'm sorry, bui that is notl a robust
plan, because the sites you have identilied will not
deliver whal you say they will deliver in the established
time frame.” Then lhe asks the local authority to po
back and revise the plan, That is happening in many
local authorities represented in this Chamber, and is
causiig some of the Mrastration,

Harrieft Baldwin: What, in the Minister’s view, is the
appropriate time between a council democratically agreeing
a tocal plan and the plan finally becoming set in stone,
as there is a very protracted period of inspection by a
scarce national supply of inspectors?

Nick Boles: In general—I cannot conunent on any
particular case-—one woulkd hope that thal would happen
in aboul nine months, I it could be six, that would be
greal. It certainly should nat be more than 12, In some
cases—I am not suggesting that it is happening in Wesi
Worcestershire—the inspector, rather than saying that
the plan will not meel the requirements, says that the
authority needs to do a bit more work on it and then
suspends the plan. That can be a good thing, because
we do not wani to see a lot of good work thrown away
because one part of the plan has nol been properly
completed, That is sometimes whal causes it {o be
delayed beyond the time frame, 1f everything is in order,
it should be done within six to nine months,

Mrs Main rose
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Nick Boles: There are many questions that I have not
yel auswered, and there are only so many minutes left, I
wanl lo come on to the point of prematurity that some
Members have raised. There is a difTicult balance to be
struck. One exireme would be to say that it does not
matier how early stage a local plan is; as soon as an
authority has starled on a local plan, the draft policies,
which have not yet been examined, consulted on or
tested, should determine decisions. Thal is at one end, T
understand that no one is suggesting that it should be at
that extreme end, At the other end, we say thal no
weight should be accorded to a plan until il has absolutely
finished the process.

The balance thal we have put out in the drafl guidance
is thal once a local plan has been submitted for
examination—not completed or passed—il should carry
sighificant weight i’ there are no substantial unresolved
objections Lo parts of it A neighbourhood plan has lo
pass a referencfuny, which is a big moment at which it
might [uil, and it siarts to acquire weight when it has
been presented to the local authority for what is called
the local authorily publicity period. T accept that both
those stages are towards the end of the process. However,
the difficulty il we bry to move thetn earlier in the
process is that—I promise you—developers will go to
courl, they will seek the judge’s interprelation and they
will say, “This plan hasa't even been consulied on. It
hasn't even been tested by examination. How can il be
the basis for a decision, when in every other way this
proposed development meets afl of the policies in the
national planning policy framework?” That is the argunent
that they will make, and indeed it is the argument they
are making in cases right now.

Therefore, it is not simply in the gift of Ministers to
move that decision point through guidance; we cannot
do that. We have (o put it ai a point that the courts will
find reasonable as an interprelaiion of the requirements
for a plan to be sound and robust, We have set it where
we have because we think {hal is the most reasonable
position, but I am very happy to invite colleagues here
in Westnninster Hall today to mest my ofTicials to discuss
whelther there s a way ol finding another time [ranme
thal would stand up in court, However, T would simply
share with them the view that the bar that would stand
up in court is a very high one, and I have concluded that
the position thal we have outlined in the guidance is the
one thal will not only stand up in court but provide
some profection for those plans that have reached an
advanced stage of development.

David Rutley: Notwithstanding the point that the
Minister is making, can he confirm that the planning
horizon carenily is to 2030 and any Lalk of moving to
2050 is for the birds, o use a technical term? Would he
also use his good offices, given (hal there is pgood
will—particularty in Cheshire East--to conclude local
plans, to bring the requisite experlise Lo enable us to get
over this hurdle as quickly as possible?

Nick Boles: 1 am very grateful to my hon. Friend for
reminding me of two very importanl specific questions,
{0 which it is a greal pleasure—and a rare one—to be
able to give an answer that 1 hope is satisfaclory, The
answer to the [irsl question is (hat there is nothing in the
Localism Act 2011, in the NPPF or in any aspect of
Governmenl planuing policy thal requires someone Lo
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plan beyond 15 yeass, So, anybody who is suggesiing
thai {here is any requirement to safeguard land or wrap
it up in wrapping paper and ribbons for the Tuture
development belween 2030 and 2050 is gelting it wrong,
There is no reason for it and my hon, Friend can knock
that suggestion straight back to wherever it came from.

Regarding help lor authorities, I will make an offer (o
everyone here in Westminsier Hall who has an auihority
that is having difliculty resolving the final objections o
a plan that is still in draft form. It is that I am very
happy (o ask officials in my Department and—perhaps
even more usefully—the recently retired chief inspector
and another recently retired very senior inspector to
meet those authorities to help them, in a sensc, to
understand what are the practical things they have lo do
1o gel the plan to a poini where it can pass examination,

I Tully understand (hat there is a [rustration, namely
that people cannot negotiate with au inspector, because
an inspeclor is basically like a judge; it would be like
someone negotialing with a judge in court as to whether
they wili be found guilly or not. The inspectors cannod
negotiate, bul that is why we have created a resource
within the Departmen{ that is able {o provide that
practical supporl, and T am very happy to offer it 1o
Cheshire East and to other boroughs where il would be
necessary,

Several hon. Members rose—

Nick Boles: I will move on to the infrastructure point;
T am happy to take more interventions after that, That
is because my right hon, Friend the Member for Arundel
and Seuth Downs (Nick Herberl), who spoke so
passionately and so persuasively, as he has done so
many times before, on this subject, raised a particular
point about a commitment to make a clearer reference
to (he need for infrasiructure fo be planned in planning
geidance,

When my righl hon. Friend raised that point with nte
before this debate, 1 was very concerned (hat I had
failed Lo deliver on a commitment made on the Floor of
the House, and thatl that was something T needed lo
correcl. I will not suggest (o him thal it is impossible
to improve on what we have done, but 1 would like to
reassure hitm (1at my ofTicials—being marvellous officials—
put in something that addressed the concern that he
raised and the commitiment thal I made; it just may not
be something (hal he considers to be sufficient. T will
quote from the new dralt planning puidance, because it
is important that we all understand it, It says:

“Local Plans set ont a vision und a framework for the future
development of the area, addressing needs and opportunities in
relation to housing, the economy, community facilities and
infrastructure™.

That is the introductory phase, Then it says specilically:
“The Local Plan should aim to mect the objectively

assessed, ..infrastructure needs of the area™.

Then it says something even more specifically, which

directly addresses (he point of whether it is possible to

ensure that a development only goes ahead once the

tecessary inlrastructure has been put in place, and only

aller that necessary infrastruclure has been pul in place.

We have made direct provision

“that 4 condition”—

that is, a planning condition—
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“may be used to prohibit ‘developinent authorised by the planning
pernvission ot other aspects linked to the planning permission,..until
it specified action has been taken (swch as the provision of

3 n

supporting infrastructure),’,

That is the element shere we bave aitempled to make
it clear that planning authorilies can very reasonably
say, “Yes, we'll pass this planning application, yes, we
will consent, but it can only go ahead and be buill oul
once that infrastructure has been put in place,” I believe
that the use of condilions is (he right way to do it, as
well as the plan making that makes the broader plans
for infrastructure. However, I am very happy to invile
my right hon. Friend to meel my ollicials and (o come
up with a betler solution if one can be found that
addresses his concerns.

Nicl Herbert: I wim gratelul to my hon. Friend (he
Minister and I will have & look al lhe specific provisions
that he says address the concern that we raised last
December, and that he committed to bring forward; 1
thank him for that. Can he assure me that the proposals
in the guidance in relation to infrastrueture will enable a
tocal authorily, in drawing up a plan, to adjust the
housing number that it sets, such (hat the number may
be lower than the strategic housing markel assessmenl
provides, becanse of infrastructure considerations?

M Graham Brady (in the Chair): Before the Minister
replies, I remind him thal we only have three and a half
minutes left, and T am keen to allow the Member
responsible for securing the debate—ihe hon, Member
{or Tewkesbury (Mr Robertson)—to reply as well,

Nick Boles: I you will forgive me a very sorappy
finish, Mr Brady, I will answer the question, and then I
will sit down to allow my bon. Friend the Member for
Tewkesbury Lo speak,

Very speeifically, development must be sustainable,
and sustainable in maoy ways. Infrastructore is one of
the ways in which it needs (o be sustainable, However—the
however is quite important--to say that the current
infrasiructure is insufficient to support a level of
developmend thal olherwise would be “suslainable” in
other senses of the word is not quite enough, because
someone has {o be able to say that it is incapable of
being made sulticient to support that level of developiment;
in other words, thal the local authority either could not
bring the linancial resources {ogether or could not
physically and geographically make arrangements {o
make that development sustainable. Just o say, “The
road is loo narrow; we can't do anything more there,” is
nod quite enough. To say, “The road is too narrow and
can never be widened, because it’s between two ancient
forests thal have the highest status,” could be sufficient
and {hat tends lo be where the debates take place,
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However, as 1 say, T am very happy to invile my right
hon, Friend (o meet officials (o explore (his issuc further,

I will conclude. T am sorry il I have not answered
everybody’s questions.

4.27 pm

Mr Lauwrence Roberlson: Thank you for calling me (o
speak, Mr Brady. Tt is a pleasure fo serve under your
chairmanship, and lo have served under that of M Havard
catlier,

I thank all the Members who have al{ended Westminsier
Hall today and conlributed to this very lively debate. 1
thank the Minister for his aliendance and his answers,
1 am not completely salisfied, as he would imagine, by
some of the answers he has given, particularly about
this so-called *housing crisis”, He said (hal we are an
ageing population. Of course we will age during the
next 20 years, but we aged during the past 20 years as
well, so f am nol convinced that the projections should
jump up so much because of (hat single Factor, OF
course, fmities go their own separate ways and people
unforiunately have divorced, but again I am not aware
that the projection will go up in the way thal it would
need to in order to justily he additional housing (igures
that are being talked about,

The Minister was perhaps talking aboul people being
unable to buy houses, and ignoring the financial constraints.
In my experience, it is not necessarily that the houses
are not there, We wenl through a situation where some
lenders were lending 125% of (he house price, which
had the effect of inflating those house prices, Now we
have the opposite, where there s a very tight lending
policy, and that is making it difficull for people to
borrow, 1 accept the philosophy of price elasticity, of
course—demand and supply—bul there Is more (o it
than that, so I am a little concerned that the Government
arc siill clinging to the “housing crisis” phrase,

Pwill rattle through one or two final points. I am very
much in favour of neighbourhood plans, of course, but
they have to be in conformity with the local plan, so
they ave nol actuatly Lhal valuable,

My [imal point is the one raised by my right hon.
Friend the Member for Arundel and South Downs
(Nick Herbert) aboul infrastructure. Does thal mean
that numbers can be reduced? Whal aboul the green
belt? Wha! aboul flood risk areas? Alf these provide
great dillicultics, certainly in iny constituency, to coming
up with the sort of numbers that are being proposed by
the Government—

Mr Gealiam Bradly (in the Chai): Order.

4.30 pm

Sitting adionmed without Question put { Standing Order
No.l0(13)).
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