Planning Applications and the 5 Year Land Supply 
A Position Report to Wick Parish Council

21st October 2013

Cllr Tom McDonald (WDC)
A national new homes housing shortage 
District decisions on planning applications for new homes are being directly affected by the Government's need for each council to have a 5 year land supply to meet housing needs.  If a robust 5 year land supply cannot be shown to exist then by default key policies in local plans are not considered to be ‘‘up to date’' and planning permission should be granted for new homes unless the impacts for such an approval significantly outweigh the benefits. 
Fladbury Ward – whatever is going on!
My own ward has experienced a setback with the Wychavon planning committee’s approval of a local planning application, the outcome of which was directly attributable to the land supply situation.  
By this report I seek to inform residents and parish councils (who quite rightly wonder what is going on!) of the background that lead to that decision. I also hope to better inform those who may become involved with future new homes planning applications.     
National Planning Policy framework 
The Government requires councils to have set aside and made provision for sufficient land for house building - we all acknowledge that shortfall nationally. This is set out in the Government’s National Planning Policy Framework. The Framework states that if councils cannot demonstrate a 5 year land supply, the relevant (local plan) policies for the supply of housing should not be considered ‘up to date’.  It also states that if the policies are out of date – planning permission should be granted unless the ‘adverse impacts of doing so would significantly outweigh the benefits’.

Developers take advantage of a land supply problem
Currently we are in limbo, working to an existing local plan which does not have a robust 5 year land supply, and developers are taking advantage of that, with application refusals now at appeal. We have granted planning permission for a significant number of new homes over the last 18 months – with the planning committee making difficult decision despite local concern. Members have accepted that we need to deliver a robust 5 year land supply position in order to regain the control of development as envisaged by our local plan.
The South Worcestershire Development Plan (SWDP) – not yet approved!
The SWDP (Malvern Hills, Worcester City and Wychavon) is making progress. We have completed stage 1 and await the Inspector’s letter. He has considered if the number of homes proposed by the SWDP up to 2030 is sufficient. SWDP 3 sets out the amount of development proposed (23,200 homes across South Worcestershire - 8,900 in Wychavon (excluding the wider Worcester allocations)). The Plan also sets out which sites are to be allocated for housing but the SWDP has yet to be approved - hopefully that will take place next year.

Without a robust land supply figure developers will challenge potential sites
Currently we have just achieved a land supply of 5.26 years which includes all the Government's requirements, including an uplift of 20%, and takes account of past years’ under-supply. This figure is one measured against the old regional spatial strategy. If we were to assess our land supply against the evidence supporting the SWDP the position improves dramatically. We will know when we hear from the Inspector if our evidence has withstood close scrutiny.

The problem is that 5.26 is just past the post and is not as robust as we would like it. We expect developers to challenge the figure at appeal, working through all potential sites, claiming that developments may/will not come to fruition also claiming our figures are indicative.  Even if we have a green light from the Inspector, developers will make the case that the Inspector’s letter is interim and until he closes the examination into the Plan and sends his final letter, full weight cannot be given to the Council's evidence which supports a slightly lower house building figure than the RSS but a significantly lower figure than that put to the Inspector by a number of planning consultants working on behalf of house builders.

Recommendation from the Head of Planning –‘‘continue at this time to approve housing developments deemed to be sustainable’’ 
‘‘Councillor McDonald be assured that position will need to be reviewed once the Inspector’s letter is received. In addition we are facing a number of housing planning appeals – the first is for a 300+ scheme at Sims Metals. This appeal is currently programmed for mid-November and it is here that the officers will have its 5.26 years of supply tested with the Inspectorate. The decision from this appeal and others such as housing sites in Offenham or a major proposal for housing to the south of Droitwich (Yew Tree Hill) will all be challenging but the council will stand firm to argue its case.

I must add that Wychavon are not alone. Many councils do not have an adequate land supply and appeal decision after appeal decision – many determined by the Secretary of State – are being allowed for significant development and even when there is significant opposition from local residents and the local council’ 

I am keeping in close contact with officers and the Head of Planning to understand the latest position in relation to land supply and the SWDP. I hope that in due course Wychavon will demonstrate sufficient land supply and by doing so seek to manage future development in line with planning policies set out in the SWDP. For the time being difficult decisions on planning applications for new housing will need to be taken.

Tom McDonald
(Fladbury Ward Local Member, WDC Executive Board, Portfolio Economy, Regeneration and Flooding)         18th October 2013    
 
 

 

 
