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Dear OBLEC supporter								October 2024


It has been some time since we wrote to you.

The Regulation 18 consultation on the Local Plan ended on 4th March 2024.

This statutory stage included a six week consultation on the draft Local Plan Update, which set out the Borough Council’s preferred strategy for accommodating future growth.  Comments made at this stage will help to shape the next stage of the Plan.

Following the consultation, in recent months the Borough Council has been going through all the submissions.  In all, there are 1,631 submissions, now in the public domain - including our Parish Council’s submissions - and they can be found at 


consult.basingstoke.gov.uk                             


Change of Government

You will be aware that the new Labour Government has a stated aim of building 1.5 million houses in the next five years.  In order to facilitate this ambition, in July 2024 the Government published a consultation on its proposed changes to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  The wide-ranging proposals include plans to make the standard method for assessing housing needs mandatory, requiring local authorities to plan for the resulting housing need figure.  The consultation closed on 24th September 2024.

What is the NPPF?

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) sets out the Government's economic, environmental and social planning policies for England.  The policies set out in this framework apply to the preparation of local and neighbourhood plans and to decisions on planning applications.

(You may recall that Michael Gove, then a Minister in the last Conservative Government, had consulted on changing the NPPF and, having received many comments, published a new version of the NPPF in December 2023, as part of the Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill, before the General Election in July 2024.  He did this to try to assuage concerns amongst Conservatives and others that housebuilding ambitions were excessive in areas of the country.  So you could be forgiven for concluding that the NPPF is something of a political football …).

In the latest consultation document, the new Government promised to publish a revised version of the NPPF before the end of 2024, sweeping aside Michael Gove’s revisions.  It turns out that the new Lords Minister for Housing and Local Government, Baroness Taylor of Stevenage, told a fringe event at the Labour Party conference that the publication of the document could be delayed until the New Year due to the ‘thousands and thousands’ of responses that had been submitted. 

I write the above as a long preamble to saying that, in a normal world, and in our context of the Local Plan Update in the Basingstoke Borough, what should come next is Regulation 19.

So what is that?

Regulation 19 involves the publication of the Submission Draft Local Plan in a form which the Borough Council believes to be sound and which it intends to submit for examination (first by the Secretary of State and then by a Planning Inspector).  This stage includes a further six week consultation period.  Comments must specifically relate to the legal compliance and soundness of the plan.


We are concerned about reaching Regulation 19

Thus far, the timetable for our Local Plan to reach Regulation 19 has been before Christmas 2024 or early in 2025.

Which brings me to the Briefing by Paul Harvey, Leader of the Borough Council, at the Parish
 Council building on 22nd August 2024.  Present were residents and Parish Councillors.

See Appendix 1 for the note of that meeting.

The Briefing by Paul Harvey raised some concerns, as you will read in the note.


For your further interest …

For your further interest, at Appendix 2 we include Borough Councillor Andy Konieczko’s covering letter to Parish Councils concerning ‘Proposed changes to the National Planning Policy Framework – B&DBC response’, dated 19th September 2024.

Following that, at Appendix 3, is the actual letter sent from Basingstoke & Deane Borough Council to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, which would have been e mailed on or before 24th September 2024.

In conclusion


Overall, the OBLEC Committee has recently been of the opinion that if B&DBC can start the Regulation 19 consultation that may make it harder for the authorities in London to override the Local Plan process here and tell B&DBC to scrap the work which has been done over several years.  So it would be argued locally that if the government doesn’t stop the process which is now in train then at least some houses would be built.

However, it may turn out that B&DBC will consider putting on hold or delaying the progress of the emerging Local Plan until the revised NPPF is adopted in early 2025.  We just don’t know what is going to happen but we will update you when there is further news.


Alan Renwick
For the OBLEC Committee































Appendix 1 


Briefing by Paul Harvey, Leader of the Borough Council, at the Parish Council building on 22nd August 2024

Present - Residents and Parish Councillors


The very knowledgeable Paul Harvey visited us and gave an impressive performance discussing the Local Plan, the NPPF and associated matters.  He was on his feet for 70 minutes, including answering questions/taking comments.

Here are a few notes of what he said, inevitably incomplete because of the wide ranging nature of the briefing and discussion.

Paul said that the ground is shifting following the new Government’s announcements about the need for increased house building.  B&DBC would like to hold the line … but a new NPPF could change the game.  The housebuilding target here has been 828 per year but has been increased.

Paul expressed concern that the Borough does not have the commensurate infrastructure to support an increased rate of housebuilding.  For instance, there is no money to fund a new hospital; the money was never there although we were told the opposite.  There aren’t any conversations about infrastructure. 

There could be a new housebuilding target of 1,194 a year.  B&DBC has commissioned lawyers to examine the consultation documents for the new NPPF and surrounding issues.   

The Borough would like to get the target down to 994 a year.

Paul described the implications of what is going on as ‘huge’, which is cause for alarm.  Potentially, the Borough could be looking at building 5,500 more houses over the Local Plan period but wouldn’t have the infrastructure needed in place.

The Borough had a four year supply of land which, now, has to become a five year supply of land, leaving the developers with a window to make unplanned applications.  If the Borough doesn’t meet the Government’s housing targets, B&DBC will lose its planning powers.  (This was a threat before as the previous administration was turning down too many planning applications.)

The construction industry is in a mess, so how do you build the putative bigger number of houses?  Because of consolidation, where larger players are buying up smaller companies, or squeezing them out, the construction industry will become 4 or 5 big companies, who will be dominant.  

The omission of Lodge Farm and the Skates Lane site in Tadley from the Local Plan Update is something that Paul wishes to maintain: he doesn’t want to break the promises on these sites.
However, if the Government insists on boosting housing numbers, the sites that B&DBC had taken out of the Local Plan will have to be put back in: more land will have to be found.  They will have to call for sites and every developer will go for it.

Regarding Regulation 18, which stage we have reached, he indicated that B&DBC will try to persuade the Government that we should leave the Local Plan as it is so that we can build some houses, rather than turning everything on its head.  The Borough hopes to complete its deliberations by Christmas 2024 on the basis that if they can get to Regulation 19 quickly it makes approval of the lower target more likely.

It was a surprise to hear him say that B&DBC has worked out a way to omit the Popham Airfield development.  The housing could be placed in the town instead.

A couple of other matters were raised.  One, the Borough previously aspired to ‘mixed housing’ but you can't tell which is social/affordable housing and which isn't.  There should be 40% affordable housing in a development, which is now back on the agenda.  The other is the Borough’s aspiration to achieve carbon neutral development with local facilities like community hubs, shops, schools and surgeries - but finding the doctors to staff them is rather an issue! 

It was pointed out that developers only have to meet national guidelines.


Alan Renwick, Gill Moore and John Robinson 























Appendix 2


This is Andy Konieczko’s covering letter dated 19th September 2024, received by the Parish Council here.


Dear all,
 
As you’ll be aware, the government is currently consulting on its proposed changes to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  The deadline for comments is this coming Tuesday evening, 24 September.
 
If enacted in its current form, the new NPPF will have a massive impact on our Local Plan - and therefore the future of our borough.
 
As an administration, we don’t believe that the proposed changes are in the best interests of Basingstoke and Deane, and we strongly oppose a number of the suggested amendments.
 
We’ve prepared the attached as the administration’s official response to the government’s consultation.  In particular, we’re arguing for more generous transition arrangements (we believe that all authorities that have gone through Regulation 18 should be allowed to finalise their Plans under the existing rules) and for the retention of the four year (rather than five year) housing land supply threshold.  
 
Moving the goalposts now, when we are so close to Regulation 19 consultation with our draft Local Plan, will undo all of the hard work that the borough council has completed over the past few years and risks leaving us open to unwanted speculative development in our area.
 
Whether you agree with our response or not, I’d encourage you to take part in the consultation yourself and make sure that all of our voices (and those of the communities that we represent) are heard by the government.  You can find out how to do that here.
 
We’re also preparing a separate, more technical response to the consultation; this is currently being finalised and will be published on the borough council’s website when it’s ready.
 
As a borough council, we’ve got a Local Plan that’s almost ready to go to final examination, following extensive consultation with local communities – we simply want the opportunity to finish the job.
 
Thanks,

Andy
 
 
Cllr Andy Konieczko
Liberal Democrat Councillor for Brighton Hill
Cabinet Member for Strategic Planning & Infrastructure





Appendix 3


Letter from Basingstoke & Deane Borough Council to the Government


Chief Executive Russell O’Keefe
Deputy Chief Executive Rebecca Emmett
Director of Resident Services Fiona Darby
Director of Regeneration Sarah Longthorpe
Director of Customers, Digital and Improvement Katy Sallis



Planning Policy Consultation Team
Planning Directorate – Planning Policy Division
Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government
Floor 3, Fry Building
2 Marsham Street
London
SW1P 4DF

[Sent by email]


20 September 2024




Dear Sir/Madam


Response to consultation on proposed reforms to the NPPF and other changes to the planning system

The council continues to take a positive approach to planning for the local area and, as such, welcomes many of the principles underlying the proposed changes.  This includes supporting changes which result in the delivery of additional affordable housing (especially socially rented housing) to meet needs and also the emphasis on plan making for guiding growth and change.  However, the council has a number of serious concerns with the NPPF proposals which are at odds with these stated intentions.

We understand the new Government’s desire to take action, but do not believe that
your approach will achieve the ends it desires: you cannot fix fundamental failings with the ‘system’ by simply setting higher housing numbers.  We feel strongly about this, like so many others in local government.  It is critical for Government to listen to the voice of local authorities and amend these proposals.

To be clear, we are not advancing a NIMBY argument.  Basingstoke & Deane has
undertaken more than its fair share of house building over recent years.  We have been responsible, we are innovative and, above all, we are focused on delivering the socially rented homes that we know we desperately need.  That is why we ask that Government thinks again and chooses to work with us as partners.

The NPPF needs to empower councils, not dictate to us – success requires
collaboration, not imposition.  The Government has an elected mandate, and so too do local authorities.  There are some key areas we would like to highlight:


Housing need calculations
 
The council strongly objects to the proposed new housing need figures.  Whilst we fully support measures to increase the volume of affordable housing (especially socially rented housing), the proposed step change in market housing numbers is both severe and immediate, and will lead to high levels of unsustainable and unplanned development, especially over the shorter term.  The provision of new homes should not be at the expense of environmental objectives (as outlined in the Environment Act), climate change objectives and the need to provide infrastructure alongside development.

There is a deep concern that the proposed housing targets are undeliverable, both in
the short and longer term and will not solve the affordability crisis.  When the increases required are this significant, the reality is that areas such as Basingstoke & Deane will be even more dependent on developers and landowners than we are now.  The ability and willingness of the development industry to deliver the number of homes required is questioned as it is not in their interest to overdeliver in light of market forces.  The real solution is to introduce measures that discourage developers from sitting on land rather than simply increasing the number of outstanding planning consents; we have enough of these already.  Please look again at how the housing number is calculated.

We can get on with building our planned-for sites if we are allowed to progress our post Regulation 18 draft plan.  We have a plan that works, building homes we know we need in the places that can best sustain them.


Transition arrangements

The proposed transition arrangements are not supported as currently drafted.  The
council has been moving at pace to progress its local plan to deliver much needed new housing and we remain ready to move quickly.  We agree that growth should be plan led.  However, the proposed changes effectively force us back to the drawing board, and will only delay our efforts, which is not what anybody wants.

We have reached a significant stage of plan making, undertaking a Regulation 18
consultation earlier in the year.  At this late stage of the process, the proposed
arrangements are too limited and do not support the Government’s expressed intention of maintaining progress with plans.  The plan-led system is completely undermined by the current proposals.

The transition arrangements need to be rewritten to support plans such as ours to
move forward under the current system in a realistic timescale, and better reflect the
extensive resident engagement and hard work undertaken by already stretched
planning teams in local authorities.  We ask that more pragmatic arrangements are
introduced for authorities that have successfully completed Regulation 18, alongside
direct funding to enable us to undertake the unforeseen additional work and reopen
engagement with communities.

Forcing us back to an earlier point in the plan making process, when we are ready to
proceed post our Regulation 18 draft plan consultation, will set us back years.
Housing land supply thresholds

The loss of the four-year housing land supply threshold is also not supported.  Its
removal will lead to unsuitable speculative development in our area which will last for a number of years if the final changes require us to go back to a call for sites.  It is vital that a reduced short term land supply requirement, or other transitional arrangement, is introduced; the immediate removal of this type of protection will leave the council in a position where it cannot meet its land supply requirements, with no way of rectifying that position in the short term.  The five-year land supply approach, as proposed, will do more damage than good.  As the Government is aware, development takes time and the planning process should not be altered to enable unmanaged and unsustainable development to drive housing delivery.

That developer free-for-all is something we want to avoid.  We want planned
development supported by local communities.  Firm planning regulations should require developers to start building within twelve months of permission and complete within a reasonable time, they should not be allowed to game the system.


Industry challenges

From our experience, we doubt that the housing industry can build the number of
homes that the Government wants.  There simply are not enough skilled people or
sufficient building materials to complete so many new properties.

We are seeing a dangerous consolidation of the industry into a few major housing
companies that will dominate and control the market.  We need to promote small and
medium sized developers that can offer quality and variation.  Just letting the big
corporates carry on when they are land banking and controlling supply and prices
cannot be right. At the moment, the industry controls delivery rates.  Ramping up the
numbers without reforming the sector will only make matters much worse.  It will
promote conveyer belt development with poor standards; it will be a race to the bottom.

We do not believe that Government wants this; neither do we.

For the industry to be successful, land tax arrangements, skills shortages and viability all need to be tackled.  Taxing companies for land banking would be a sound approach and help redress the imbalance we currently see.


Infrastructure

Infrastructure is a major problem.  We do not have the schools, public transport or GPs to serve new communities.  Water supply and electricity are also constraints, while sewage management is a major worry.

In Basingstoke & Deane’s case, we cannot take the level of growth Government
desires without a new hospital.  Sir Kier Starmer promised the people of Basingstoke a new hospital during the General Election campaign, but the necessary funding has
since been questioned.  Homes without infrastructure will only create greater social
problems.  We need to think about place, quality and community.




Environmental concerns

We cannot support demands for more housing if it results in us killing local rivers and
waterways.  The ecological crisis is as important as the climate crisis.  We do not want to see volume housing building result in a degradation of environmental policies.

Relaxing rules around nutrient neutrality, is not the same as finding meaningful
solutions.  We do not wish to irrevocably pollute the chalk aquifer that serves the River Test.  Both the River Test and Loddon are at the tipping point of irrevocable damage.  This is not considered serious enough to be an exceptional circumstance within the scope of NPPF; however, it is of huge concern to our borough.


New towns

The council supports the emphasis on suitably-located new towns to deliver the levels of growth required and would welcome working with partners to help the government in identifying and delivering such opportunities locally.  It is hoped that Local Planning Authorities are given the opportunity to play an important role in this work.


Genuinely affordable housing

Finally, whilst the emphasis on the provision of affordable housing (especially socially rented housing) is strongly supported, it is considered that the Government could do more to support the provision of new affordable housing.  This can be achieved both through the provision of suitable funding and also by updating current national planning guidance on assessing viability for plan making, so that the actual reality of affordable housing delivery can be reflected.  Developers should demonstrate their viability calculations based on the true financial reality of affordable housebuilding, rather than an artificial construct.  Viability rules and processes are a major obstacle to the delivery of socially rented homes.

A clear definition of “affordable” is required.  Just setting it at a percentage of average prices does not work, as the industry drives its financial results by “upselling” to more expensive units, so endlessly increasing the average.


Permitted Development

We would welcome changes that tackle the problem of permitted development of
offices (or other buildings in employment use) into residential.  These developments
should be subject to the full local planning process so that they can be properly
assessed against policy.  Developers should also have to use local authority building
control services - we should learn the lessons of Grenfell on this point and developers should not be able to appoint their preferred contractors.


Closing thoughts and a better way forward

There is so much we could do in partnership.  The current NPPF proposals need to
reflect the hard work that many councils have been doing to develop local plans and
help us to get on with delivering homes through a planning framework; we need to be protected from speculative development.

District Councils remain your greatest asset.  We are the face of government that
people see day in day out.  Instead of a Local Government versus Central Government battle, would it not be novel and ground breaking for us to work together to reflect our respective democratic mandates and deliver something we can really be proud of?

We would welcome discussing this further with you.


Yours sincerely


Cllr Paul Harvey, Leader at Basingstoke and Deane Borough Council
Cllr Andy Konieczko, Portfolio Holder for Planning at Basingstoke and Deane
Borough Council
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