Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat group response to Regional Spatial Strategy October 2008
The Liberal Democrat group has some concerns regarding the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) and feels that a comment is the best way to raises these concerns. Broadly the group supports the technical observations put forward by Leicestershire County Council and these concerns are intended to emphasise areas within the RSS 
Specifically the group’s concerns are focused within Housing (policy 13, 14, 15) – and are related to the effects of economic changes upon the demands that face local authorities.

Policy 13 - Housing

With regard to policy 13, the group holds the view that the increase to the Panel’s recommendation is an error based upon two factors; firstly the current financial climate is undermining the available credit and banking facilities thus limiting the capacity of companies to build, banks to lend and people to purchase homes at a rate as previously seen.  Secondly statistical evidence shows that the East Midlands region is already struggling to support the targeted completion rates established at present. On each point we shall go into more detail.

In terms of finance and available credit, it is not hard to view the current malaise as being more than a ‘blip’ or mini-recession. The current liabilities of banks and the lack of liquidity within the system are undermining the prospect of capital flows returning to levels that previously supported the housing market. The simple knock on effect is that the profitability of building will, for a period, decline, especially as we consider that land values themselves may not decline in line with the inflated property prices experienced. In addition the accumulated debt of many construction companies (wherein they borrowed money to finance construction – based upon expected returns from sales) is being placed under strain through loss of value on built stock. Currently the UK housing market is experiencing an annual drop in prices of 10.3%, the East Midlands is experiencing a price fall of 9.8% a year (figures from Nationwide Building Society 10/10/08) – these declines look set to continue especially with the current turmoil affecting banks and their ability to provide credit.  This renders the targets established in the RSS, as more hopeful than realistic, due in part because the figures are partly based upon inflexible demographic trends that assume continual growth. This lack of flexibility places local authorities in a precarious position by not clearly indicating what the penalties are for not meeting targets and only suggesting that the allocations should be reviewed. 
Alongside this the statistical basis for the ‘housing blocks’ approach needs to be reviewed. The RSS draft called for a build rate of 3,034 per year, a revised DCLG target was 3,750. In the period 2001/06 the East Midlands area averaged construction was 3,237. This was achieved during a period of economic growth, with strong credit flows and high prices. Now the suggested target for the RSS is 4,043 – which seems almost impossible to achieve in the short term. Although this RSS is based on a period 2006 – 2026 the short term and long term damage that the current financial issues will have on the housing/construction industries is hard to predict beyond suggesting the continued zero economic growth nationally will lead to a recession that Leicestershire may not be able to weather due to the associated increases in unemployment and household debt. In these circumstances, the RSS needs to clarify the roles of the Regional Assembly and the Regional Development Agency (EMDA) in being able to introduce a level of flexibility to the process and allow the targets to be reduced so as to avoid a massive residual requirement being accumulated in the final 10 year period. 
Policy 14 – Affordable Housing

The group welcomes the comments made regarding the need to provide affordable housing. However the group believes that the need to provide social housing is as important as supporting first entrant into  the housing market. We feel that the figures given under policy 14 should be targets that Local Authorities should seek to meet using a combination of available powers and incentives. We believe this is a purposeful response to an economic downtrend characterised by a substantial increase in personal debt and inability to afford a basic level of housing. As the populace generally believes it is the State’s responsibility to assist them, thus the need for a comprehensive program of social housing across the region. 

The group welcomes the provision of 32,000 affordable homes and see the Local Development Framework as the way forward – rather than a centrally administered plan. Additionally the group holds the view that the current ‘vacant/empty’ housing stock (approx 14,000 homes in Leicestershire alone) should be included in Policy 14 as a way of allowing those authorities that are developing LDF’s to utilise the governments ‘empty homes’ powers to provide social housing across the East Midlands in a way that utilises existing properties and allows for the recycling of land for the purpose. The overall purpose being the continued increase in affordable/social housing for local people to ensure communities and resources are used to maintain established communities rather than just build. It is also a sensible way to seek a short term improvement to the current housing situation whilst the economy recovers. 
Policy 15 
The group is especially supportive of attempts to improve rural communities utilising sustainable development.

With regard to Eco-Towns the group wishes to raise it concerns at the possible ‘testing’ of sites. It seems as though the issues have been swept away from this RSS as not being relevant when this is not true – the development of an Eco-Town in the East Midlands is the creation of a free standing settlement with its own infrastructure and this goes against the use of a planned strategy consisting of a combination growth points, regeneration and urban concentration as outlined in the RSS. At the very least the RSS should highlight the fact that the proposed Eco-Towns do not correspond to established and agreed process within the RSS and therefore should be tested with this in mind. In addition all testing of potential sites should include a wide assessment of the impact such a development may have upon already identified regeneration and new builds; especially if Eco-Town developments will not count towards the targets for each area. 

Other Points 

The group has noted the changes in overall allocation of housing for Oadby & Wigston but it appears that the original increase of 900 may have been double counted. This will need to be rectified and if it is correct an appropriate reasoning given as to why such a massive increase has happened over the original Panel report.
In addition members have also wish express concern with the alterations to the old 5.11 section of the three cities sub-regional strategy (now designated 4.2.29 on page 146). Originally the RSS panel recommended that the RSS “rule out the prospect of planned sustainable urban extensions to the PUA in Harborough…” this has been changed to discuss the role of infrastructure requirements and the fact this makes development ‘difficult’.  Members believe that the original language was sufficient because it was based upon local knowledge and research. The alteration, however, suggests a level of ambiguity that does not clarify fully the long term investments needed to make the area around Harborough suitable for a SUE. The members see this as linguistic meddling by the Secretary of State and seek that the wording reverts back to the Panel’s recommendation. 
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