4,57/2,
Attachment 2

Rother District Council Additional Agenda ltem: 6.2
Report to - Cabinet

Date - 7 January 2013

Report of the - Director of Services

Subject = Local Plan Core Strategy — Soundness Issues

Recommendation to COUNCIL: That in response to the Local Plan Core Strategy
Inspector’s letter dated 13 December 2012:

1) the Director of Services, in liaison with the Cabinet Portfolio Holder for
Strategic Planning, be authorised to:

a) Undertake additional Sustainability Appraisal of the proposed Main
Modifications to the Core Strategy, as set out in Appendix 1; and

b) Submit proposed Main Modifications to the Core Strategy, together
with any additional consequential changes, subject to (a) above, in
order to achieve the level of housing set out in the South East Plan;
and

2) the Modifications proposed during the course of the Hearings, as contained at
Appendix 2, be endorsed.

Head of Service: Tim Hickling
Lead Cabinet Member: Councillor Mrs George

Introduction and Purpose

1. This report is presented to enable Members to give early consideration to the
“preliminary conclusions” of the Inspector conducting the examination into the
soundness of the Council's Local Plan Core Strategy. These are set out in a
letter dated 13 December, which has been circulated to all Members and
published on the Council's website, and to which a response is sought by 18
January.

2. The nature of the issues raised by the Inspector is reviewed below. It should
be emphasised that the Inspector’s letter only reflects her current thinking on
the fundamental matters; it does not imply any view on other matters raised
during the Hearing sessions which took place during November or her
consideration of other outstanding representations.

3. Nevertheless, given that the issues raised would, if not addressed, mean that
the Core Strategy would not be found ‘sound’ and hence lead to significant
delays in adoption, an early and specific response is regarded as being in the
best interests of achieving a “plan-led” basis for development in the District.
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4.

As the proposed changes are significant it is necessary to gain Full Council
approval for them. This can be considered at the extraordinary meeting being
held on 21 January. The Inspector will be advised of this timescale.

Key Issue

5.

10.

The central issue is that of housing numbers. As Members may be aware,
there is a legal requirement for the Core Strategy to be in ‘general conformity
with the South East Plan. In terms of housing provision, the South East Plan
(SEP) sets a target of 5,600 dwellings for the District between 2006 and 2026.

The Inspector notes that, taking into account completions 2006-2011 and the
2 years longer period of the Core Strategy, it is only seeking to provide
between 77% and 85% of the SEP requirement.

The Inspector does not accept that the Council’s reasons for its lower housing
target (namely the delay of the Bexhill to Hastings Link Road, the economic
downturn and the loss of housing areas around Hastings and at Rye) justify a
reduced overall amount of housing. She states that “my initial conclusion is
that the significant shortfall in housing provision, compared to the SEP target,
means that the LPS is not in general conformity with the SEP.”

In addition, Local Plans must now also be consistent with the policies in the
Government’s National Planning Policy Framework. In relation to housing
provision, NPPF paragraph 47 includes the requirement to meet the full,
objectively assessed needs for market and affordable housing in the housing
market area as far as is consistent with the policies set out in the Framework.

While acknowledging that different approaches yield greatly contrasting
results, the Inspector believes that the Council's (and Hastings Borough
Council’s) figure of 350-500 dwellings a year “is a range which reflects the
Councils’ views of what they consider to be an appropriate level of housing
growth, bearing in mind the various environmental and other policy constraints
identified” but does not correspond with the concept of the full, objectively
assessed need referred to in the Framework.

Without a clear view of what the objectively assessed need is, the Inspector
regards the only robust figure available at this time as the SEP requirement.
She invites the Council to reconsider the strategy for housing provision and
suggests that “One possible approach would be to revert to the SEP figures,
as included in earlier versions of the Plan, and include a commitment to an
early review of the Plan to ensure full compliance with the Framework.”

Response

11.

To achieve the SEP’s housing requirement over the plan period, including the
undersupply since 2006, means that the Core Strategy housing target would
need to be increased by some 700 - 1,100 dwellings to 2028. However, the
impact on the requirement for new allocations is not so great if due regard is
had to small windfall and exception sites, as explained below.
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Allowance for rural exception sites and small site windfalls in years 5-10

12.

13.

14.

15.

Bexhill

16.

17.

18.

19.

The Proposed Submission Core Strategy only makes allowance for small site
windfalls in the last 5 years of the plan period; however, it was presented at
the Hearings that this was conservative, being based on the former PPS3,
and that account should also be taken of such windfall sites in years 5-10,
along with the delivery of exception sites in accordance with the Council's
programme. There was no real argument that this was an unreasonable
assumption.

Indeed, the Inspector does not suggest that this is unreasonable, but
comments that such sites “would generally be included in annual figures of
housing completions, thereby reducing any residual requirement.” On this
basis, it is reasonable to include them in the total housing target at the outset.

If these further windfall provisions were allowed, the need for new allocations
would be some 400-800 dwellings, or 600 dwellings at the mid-point.

Even so, this is a significant additional provision, amounting to an
approximately 15% increase to the current 3,700-4,100 dwellings. While it
remains your officers’ view that the Local Plan Core Strategy, as submitted,
properly reflects the local vision for development and change across the
district, there are opportunities to increase the housing provisions without
fundamentally undermining the overall strategy (although clearly with some
impacts), which may be considered if Members agree to achieving the South
East Plan housing target up to 2028. These opportunities are presented
below.

The scale of growth previously consulted upon in the ‘Strategy Directions’
document, of some 160 dwellings/year, was reduced in the Proposed
Submission Core Strategy to 121-332 dwellings/year due to delays in Link
Road construction and difficulties in the higher growth being matched by job
creation, especially when viewed against a backdrop of weak economic
conditions and the lack of progress on other transport infrastructure schemes.

This is a legitimate concern, not only in terms of the local vision that Bexhill is
“attractive to families, the young and elderly alike”, but also in terms of the
sub-regional priority, as expressed in the SEP, ‘to improve the balance of
homes and jobs’. Without a good supply of jobs, more housing on its own will
make access to jobs harder, encourage greater out-migration of younger,
economically active people and, conversely, attract more pre-retirement and
retirement in-migration, thereby increasing the demographic imbalance and
the availability of skilled labour.

However, there is now a good prospect that business units will be built at
North East Bexhill at the same time as housing, if not in advance. This not
only means that the area will be more able to support economic growth, but
that there will be an improved supply of jobs.

The Core Strategy already identifies ‘broad locations for future growth’.
Subject to further detailed work, the various assessments undertaken to date
including the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA),
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20.

21.

suggest that, taken together, these are capable of yielding more than the
figure of up to 450 dwellings currently required in these areas. Provision may
be also be made elsewhere across the town, although the Strategic Housing
Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA) showed very limited other
opportunities.

There is capacity to increase the upper level of housing in Bexhill over the
period 2011-2028 from 2,250 dwellings to 2,700 dwellings (including small site
windfalls) without any changes to the broad locations identified on the Core
Strategy Key Diagram. This is an increase of 16%" on a like for like basis.

It is considered that this level of growth is a “stretch target’, representing an
average build rate of 159 dwellings/year, well above the average of 108
dwellings/year over the last 20 years (although less than the 181
dwellings/year between 1996-2001). Further consideration is given to
employment land supply and phasing below.

Hastings Fringes

22.

23.

24.

25.

As a ‘regional hub’, Hastings should be the most sustainable location for
growth. In total, some 200450 dwellings were originally consulted upon, but
the larger sites were dropped due to fundamental environmental constraints.
Moreover, the SHLAA did not reveal much other potential, hence the
Proposed Submission Core Strategy envisages only 55-80 net additional
dwellings over the Plan period.

Land south of Battle Road, adjacent to Breadsell Farm, was a key contributor
to the original proposals for the Hastings Fringes, with capacity for up to 200
dwellings in Rother and up to 800 dwellings in Hastings. However, Natural
England made a strong objection to this on the basis of potential impact on
the Marline Valley SSSI. It requires further, detailed monitoring to determine if
this objection can be overcome.

Therefore, while the situation may be reviewed in the future, there is
insufficient evidence to rely on such a proposal now. Hastings Borough
Council is not promoting the site for development in its plan. Also, it is still
considered that a smaller-scale development would not be capable of
supporting the infrastructure needed to make it a “sustainable urban
extension”.

However, the possibility of some additional housing on the fringes of Hastings
falling within Rother, essentially within the existing development boundary
(without losing deliverable employment sites), is likely, such that the target
may be increased to 100 dwellings.

Battle and Rye

26.

Battle is already being asked to accommodate a significant proportion of
development and there are both environmental and town centre traffic issues
that limit further growth of this historic small High Weald town. There has
been little argument on the proposed scale of housing of 400-440 dwellings
(excluding small site windfalls in years 5-10) during the examination, while on-

'i.e. excluding small site windfalls in years 5-10, as these were excluded originally.
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27.

going work with Battle Town Council confirms that this target range is a
“stretch” but potentially achievable target.

There are demonstrable site development constraints affecting the
deliverability of existing key sites at Rye, as evidenced at the Hearing. Also,
the SHLAA has shown very little further potential. Even the mid-point of the
current range of 250-350 dwellings may require some further, not yet
identified sites to be forthcoming, perhaps through redevelopment. It is
concluded that it is not possible to increase housing provisions at Rye, other
than to allow for small site windfalls in years 5-10.

Rural Areas

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

Most villages are situated in the High Weald AONB, and they are already
being asked to accommodate a significant amount of new development
(certainly relative to AONB villages in adjacent districts).

In response to the Inspector's comment that the levels of growth proposed in
the SEP took account of the AONB designation covering much of the District,
it is noted that the scale of growth in the villages (and Battle) is little changed
from that proposed in the earlier ‘Consultation on Strategic Directions’, which
met the SEP housing target.

While it is the case that the SHLAA identifies more than the required number
of sites to meet the current housing target for the Rural Areas, the SHLAA's
purpose is to demonstrate the deliverability of the strategy. It should not be
relied upon to indicate that such sites are suitable, developable and
deliverable. This requires further work at the site allocations stage, at which
point other potential land uses will also be considered.

More critically, as the Inspector notes, the cumulative impact of development
on the character of settlements and the wider, mainly AONB, landscape is not
taken into account in the SHLAA. However, this is reflected in the Rural
Settlements Study which supports the general scale of development
proposed.

It is accepted that the total housing target for the villages of 950-1,000
dwellings is less than the upper limit in the proposed Submission Core
Strategy Figure 12 of 1,150. To attain a house building level closer to the
upper figure, the expectation would be that villages seek to achieve the upper
level in the range. In practice, on-going work with Parish Councils is
progressing on this basis.

At this point, while recognising that it will not always be possible to meet the
upper level in all villages — but that there may be a little more potential in other
villages — it is considered that a commitment may be given to achieve a higher
overall figure of 1,080 dwellings (excluding further small windfall sites), for the
villages overall without revisiting the figures for each individual village (which
is not considered to have been justified during the Hearings).

This approach would need to be supported by a clearer commitment to
seeking to achieve higher levels unless there are substantial and
demonstrable reasons for not doing so. This may be done by strengthening
the existing caveat in Policy RA1(v) that allows numbers to be refined in the
Development and Site Allocations Plan/Neighbourhood Plans.
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Overview

35.

36.

37.

The following table shows how the above revised housing targets would meet
the SEP housing requirement of 4,803 dwellings 2011-2028.

Core Strategy housing | Proposed housing target to
target meet South East Plan

Bexhill 2,050 ~ 2,250 dwellings | 2,700 dwellings

Hastings fringes 45-80 dwellings 100 dwellings

Battle 400-440 dwellings 410-450 dwellings

Rye 250-350 dwellings 260-360 dwellings

Villages 950 -1,000 dwellings 1,270 dwellings

Total 3,700 — 4,100 dwellings | 4,810 dwellings

Annual average 229 pa (mid-point) 283 dwellings pa

However, it should be noted that Exception Sites and small site windfalls in
years 5-10 were not included in the Proposed Submission Core Strategy
totals. The table below shows the figures now proposed but excluding these
sites to illustrate the changes on a like-for-like basis.

Approximate housing levels 2011-2028
Target to meet South East
Proposed Submission Plan excluding years 5-10
Core Strategy small site windfalls and
exception sites
Bexhill 2,05s0 — 2,250 dwellings | 2,620 dwellings
Hastings fringes 45-80 dwellings 100 dwellings
Battle 400-440 dwellings 400-440 dwellings
Rye 250-350 dwellings 245-345 dwellings
Villages 950 -1,000 dwellings 1,080 dwellings

Members are advised that this overall scale and distribution is similar to that
previously proposed in the ‘Consultation on Strategy Directions’.

Sustainability Appraisal

38.

39.

The Sustainability Appraisal (SA) concluded that, on balance, a lower rate of
housing than the SEP would be more sustainable as it would have less impact
than redistributing development elsewhere in the District due to delay in Link
Road construction postponing development at North East Bexhill in particular.
Further factors were the availability of jobs in a much poorer economic context
and site development constraints at Rye.

In reaching this conclusion, the SA properly gave weight to the additional
pressure on critical environmental resources, including the High Weald
AONB. However, as discussed in the Bexhill section above, there are
grounds to be more optimistic about the rate of business development at
Bexhill than the SA assumed. Hence, an initial assessment is that a revised
SA based on the increases in line with the SEP, as set out above, would be
more balanced.
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40.  Further SA work is required to systematically assess the sustainability merits
of the revised approach prior to submission to the Inspector. This is in hand
and should inform Full Council's consideration.

Employment, retail and transport provisions

41.  The biggest impact of the above proposed modifications on employment and
retail provision would be at Bexhill. It could yield a demand for an additional
340 jobs in business/industrial areas. While this will impact on job supply
over the full plan period®, it only represents an increase in planned business
floorspace of 7.5%. While this is perhaps marginal, more new housing in the
short term could exacerbate competition for available jobs. In addition to the
phasing policy proposed below, this places more emphasis on securing
business space in association with new housing wherever possible.

42. In terms of retail provisions, it is considered that lower retail growth forecasts
may counter-balance a reversion to SEP housing growth. A further retail
study would be warranted at Bexhill as part of the SA work but, subject to this,
the broad scale of provision in the Core Strategy for the towns (which relate to
qualitative as well as quantitative needs) is still considered appropriate.

43. The Inspector appreciates that, aside from the Link Road, other planned
transport schemes are not “showstoppers” in terms of facilitating
development. However, in the context of more housing, these are arguably
even more important in terms of improving access to jobs. Therefore, further
encouragement should be given to the relevant agencies for delivery of the
Tonbridge-Pembury A21 scheme, the investigation of online improvements at
Baldslow and increased rail line speeds in particular.

Phasing

44. Consideration has been given to the phasing of housing to align broadly with
likely job growth. There is a ‘prima facie’ case for looking to plan for an
increasing rate of house building over time as the economic well-being of the
area improves (from what is acknowledged as a low base). There is no doubt
that there is an outstanding need for increased job opportunities from the
existing population to be met, as well as balancing new housing with jobs.
Indeed, this can be regarded as the immediate priority.

45. However, it is difficult to place a definitive rate of job growth. Also, there is an
argument that house building will stimulate economic activity, most notably as
a result of mixed-use developments. Rather than set a definitive phasing at
this stage, it is proposed to amend the existing phasing policy (Policy IM3) in
the Core Strategy to enable further consideration of phasing of housing and
jobs growth for individual settlements as part of the site allocations process.

Supply of housing land

46. In the short term, a most notable effect of increasing the housing target is its
impact on deliverable housing land supply. There is on-going consideration of

2 based on the average household size at 2011 Census of 2.20, and proportion of economically active
population (39,859) as a percentage of total population (90,588). All figures are for Rother District.

* I a third of all jobs were provided for on business sites, this would require some 4,500sqm of
floorspace, equivalent to 7.5% increase on the planned 60,000sqm.
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47.

different approaches to calculating the 5-year housing land supply position as
part of the Core Strategy examination process. Inevitably a higher overall
housing target increases the amount of land needed to be available now.

Hence there may well be a short-term issue with additional pressure to allow
residential development in order to maintain a sufficient supply of deliverable
sites.

Future consideration of housing needs

48.

49.

50.

The Inspector is not satisfied that there is an up-to-date ‘objective assessment
of housing needs’. It is considered that such an assessment would benefit
greatly from the availability of the migration and workplace data from the 2011
Census. It is understood that this is not due to be published before October
2013.

At present, there is no clear methodology for assessing housing “need” in the
housing market area. While it is acknowledged that demographic projections
are becoming the starting point for work in this area, it is still believed that it is
reasonable to have regard to the economic needs of an area. No doubt, this
will be clarified in due course.

The Inspector's proposal for an early review of the Core Strategy to take
account of further work on housing needs is accepted. This will also enable
such work to tie in with that recently required of Wealden District Council in
adopting its Core Strategy.

Proposed Modifications

51.

52.

The main modifications that would need to be made to the Proposed
Submission Core Strategy to achieve the higher level of housing as contained
in the SEP are set out in the schedule at Appendix 1 for Cabinet
consideration. There may be other consequential amendments.

In addition, during the course of the Hearings, officers suggested 4
modifications to address particular issues raised in relation to the presumption
in favour of sustainable development, business land, tourism, and for Fairlight
(agreed with Fairlight Parish Council). These are set out at Appendix 2 and
Cabinet’s views on these are also sought.

Conclusion

53.

54.

While there are reservations about increasing the housing provisions in the
Local Plan Core Strategy, it is clear from the Inspector’s letter that the Council
needs to at least seek to achieve the existing SEP target, in
acknowledgement of the Government’s push for house building. The
proposed modifications are regarded as the most sustainable way of doing
this, notwithstanding the reservations.

Looking ahead, there will be the opportunity for interested parties to comment
on all ‘main modifications’ to the Proposed Submission Core Strategy. This
must be a public consultation for at least 6 weeks. Representations on
Proposed Modifications will be considered by the Inspector before her final
report is made. We will be guided by the Inspector on the timing of this
consultation, but it may necessitate further Hearings.
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55.  While this situation will inevitably impact on the final adoption of the Core
Strategy, every effort is being made by officers to minimise this delay and to
continue to progress site allocations work.

Anthony Leonard
Director of Services

Risk Assessment Statement

Unless modifications are proposed, the Core Strategy is likely to be found unsound.
This would have substantial impacts on the proper planning of development across
the district. Further delay would also mean that the South East Plan itself would
provide less of a useable strategic context, and raise further questions over the basis

of sound planning.
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