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Dear Sirs,
SOUTH STAFFORDSHIRE LOCAL PLAN REVIEW (Revised Pre-Publication version) 
Representations on behalf of Hallam Land Management - Sandy Lane, Codsall – Site 222. 

1. Introduction.
Hallam Land Management Ltd has been promoting land at Sandy Lane, Codsall for some years as a contribution to meeting South Staffordshire’s housing requirement. The site lies in a sustainable location on the northern edge of Codsall within a location which was identified in the West Midlands Strategic Sites Report 2018 as suitable for proportionate development.

We submitted a response in December 2022 to the previous Publication Local Plan. This has now been replaced by the ‘Revised Publication (Regulation 19) Local Plan which was issued in April 2024.  The reason for the 18 month delay and the sharp reduction in the level of housing provision, is ostensibly to reflect the policy content within the December 2023 version of the NPPF. We are not convinced that this revised policy applies to South Staffs. 

The revised NPPF (2023), which was triggered by constituency MP’s anxious to protect their areas from development, now gives authorities submitting new Reg 19 Local Plans the freedom to decide whether or not to redefine their green belts to meet their (and other areas’) housing needs. It provides a choice. It does not however require authorities to back-track on proposed green belt allocations, nor does it remove the obligation for SSDC to work with neighbouring authorities through the Duty to Co-operate to help satisfy the wider housing needs of wider Housing Market Areas.  The new SSDC Local Plan therefore represents a disappointing and retro-grade step in reducing overall housing delivery which will have the effect of contributing to a growing shortfall in the West Midlands sub-regional housing provision.  The Sandy Lane, Codsall site provides an ideal location for housing which could readily cater for some of that housing shortfall.  
2. Broad policy background to the Revised Pre-Publication SSLP. 
2.1 Is there a policy justification for SSDC’s change of approach? 
The Council indicates that it has deferred the previous Publication plan (published in Autumn 2022) as a result of the Government policy changes within the revised NPPF (December 2023). However, there seems considerable doubt according to the NPPF Transitional Arrangements, whether the new policy provisions should apply to the SSLP at all. 

Paragraph 230 of the new NPPF states that: 

‘The policies in this Framework will apply for the purpose of examining plans, where those plans reach reg 19 stage after 19 March 2024. Plans that reach pre-submission consultation on or before this date will be examined under the relevant previous version of the Framework in accordance with the above arrangements. …….  Where plans or strategies are withdrawn or otherwise do not proceed to become part of the development plan, the policies contained in this Framework will apply to any subsequent plan or strategy produced for the area concerned.’ 

The initial Reg 19 stage was reached in October 2022 when the Council published its first Publication Plan, to which we responded on behalf of Hallam Land Management. The first sentence would not therefore seem to apply to South Staffs DC – since Reg 19 stage was reached before 19th March 2024 – so the earlier NPPF would apply.  The second sentence of para 230 therefore also applies because the pre-submission consultation occurred before that date. With reference to the final sentence, we are not convinced that the 2022 Publication Plan was formally withdrawn nor that the Local Plan is not proceeding to comply with that sentence of para 230.  In this case, a revised Publication Plan has simply been re-issued in a revised form with fewer homes to meet more peoples’ needs. This seems to be a mechanism to justify reduced housing numbers. The original NPPF should therefore apply.
2.2.  What difference would the revised NPPF policy make if it applied to SSDC?
Whilst there are changes in the revised NPPF which give local authorities more freedom to reduce development in their areas where green belt if affected:    

Firstly, the new NPPF guidance makes several additional references to providing ‘sufficient housing’ (in paras 1, 20 and 60) which did not exist before. This runs counter to the decision to provide fewer homes on the basis of conforming to NPPF policy. It could mean more.
Secondly, the new NPPF moves away from expecting LPA’s to determine precise housing numbers related to a standard formula.  Para 61 explains the standard method is only a ‘starting point’. This means that areas such as South Staffordshire have the freedom to provide more homes (or less) depending on their circumstances. Para 60 includes a new passage which states ‘The overall aim should be to meet as much of an area’s identified need as possible including with an appropriate mix of housing types for the local community’.  In South Staffordshire, of course, the housing market extends much more widely than the local authority boundary and encompasses the whole West Midlands conurbation.  Para 67 also explains that ‘the requirement may be higher than the identified housing need, if for example, it includes provision for neighbouring areas, or reflects growth ambitions linked to economic development or infrastructure investment’.  This is the case in South Staffordshire.
Thirdly, in addition to the cross-boundary housing requirement from the West Midlands conurbation, South Staffordshire has chosen to allocate additional employment land in Dunston and elsewhere to boost its local economy (within the revised 2024 edition of the Local Plan) and hence clearly takes the view that they wish to boost business.
Fourthly, whilst the green belt policy within para 145 of the NPPF has been altered slightly in the December 2023 version, the change is almost imperceptible to the naked eye!  There is no requirement for green belt boundaries to be reviewed – but there never was.  There is now an explicit choice. There is an opportunity to review the green belt during a Local Plan review (as before).  But the Duty to Co-operate provisions still remain.  The change to national green belt policy simply gives local authorities the freedom to choose whether to use parts of the green belt or not. However, it does not change the functional or moral responsibility faced by authorities to cater for more housing and jobs where it they are needed. In places such as South Staffordshire, where 80% of the District constitutes green belt, there may be no other options.  

In conclusion therefore the obligation on authorities to meet their needs still remains and the ‘positively prepared’ test of soundness still exists.  The Local plan fails this test.
3.  South Staffordshire’s Economic Geography. 
South Staffordshire is unusual in geographical and functional terms in that:

1. It is a rural District which wraps around the north-western edge of the West Midlands conurbation and comprises villages, both large and small, surrounded by open countryside with no established town centre, route focus or centre of gravity. However, Codsall serves as the administrative centre as one of three Tier 1 settlements and serves as the main development location for the District.   

2. South Staffordshire serves a wider function in providing for the needs of Birmingham and Black Country whilst also accommodating limited peripheral development. It is 80% green belt and so provides a vital green lung which is critical to supporting South Staffordshire’s climate emergency.  In practice there are few opportunities for development in SSDC which are not designated as green belt, so it is important to select the right sites according to the NPPF criteria and local policies and above all prevent damaging urban sprawl and coalescence with the Black Country.
3. South Staffordshire is heavily dominated by the Black Country towns, which closely border the edge of South Staffordshire on its south and east sides. These provide the economic lifeblood of southern Staffordshire as well as the employment and shopping destinations for many of south Staffordshire’s residents. This symbiotic relationship is an important factor in SSDC’s growth.  SSDC needs to therefore continue to assist in providing for the Black Country’s needs.  

If South Staffordshire is to retain its identity whilst supporting the Birmingham and Black Country’s natural need to grow and expand, it is crucial that a variety of sites are found in the right places to accommodate growth, but that development is not permitted which could exacerbate coalescence with Wolverhampton and the Black Country, which would simply undermine green belt policy and render South Staffordshire to become simply a suburb of the West Midlands conurbation. 
4. Strategic Planning framework.

4.1 Duty to Co-operate.
South Staffordshire sits on the edge (albeit not a part of the West Midlands Conurbation). It does however form part of the wider West Midlands housing market where there is a serious housing shortfall. The Government has consistently stated that it still has ambitions to deliver 300,000 new homes per year by the mid 2020’s. This is a challenging target.  

The NPPF (para 60) is clear that LPA’s still need to significantly boost the supply of sites for new housing – and that includes areas such as South Staffordshire which are close to heavily built-up areas, where there is a need for homes and jobs.   This is also consistent with the Government’s ‘Levelling Up’ agenda where DLUHC is committed to investing in less prosperous areas such as the West Midlands to boost growth and equalise opportunities. 

Sadly, there is no longer a formal strategic dimension to the planning system in the West Midlands and the Local Plan acknowledges that the West Midlands Combined Authority (perhaps strangely) has no strategic planning powers to direct or determine levels of housing, despite the presence of a Metropolitan Mayor.  Consequently, strategic planning across the West-Midlands Metropolitan Area must be resolved by all the local authorities working together. Paragraph 3.6 of the Publication Plan indicates that the West Midlands authorities have long been working together to help deliver the homes which are needed across the sub-region. Yet the Council acknowledge in the plan that an agreement between the GBBCHMA authorities still remains a distant ambition.  

The Council’s ‘Duty to Co-operate Paper 2024’ explores in some detail the relationships between South Staffordshire and the rest of the West Midlands Conurbation and explains the major shortfalls in housing amongst many of the other nearby local authorities. 

· The 2017 Birmingham Development Plan (BDP) established a substantial unmet need of 37,900 dwellings from Birmingham by 2031. 

· The Black Country Plan reached Regulation 18 stage before being abandoned. At that time it identified a significant shortfall of 28,234 homes between 2020-2039.
· Wolverhampton, Dudley, Sandwell and Walsall have each identified shortfalls in their own housing land availability – since the Black Country Plan was abandoned.  
The GBHMA Strategic Growth Study 2018, concluded that there was a 60,000 dwelling shortfall up to 2036 generated both by Birmingham and the Black Country.  Authorities are said to be working together to agree an update to the 2018 position but this has not yet been forthcoming. Yet the Council apparently regards the 2018 study as ‘out of date’.  (We cover this in more detail below). SSDC cannot simply dismiss the evidence within the 2018 Strategic Sites study because they now regard it as ‘out of date’ – when there is nothing to replace it.  Even if an updated figure is produced for the sub-region, this will not replace the important site-specific work included within the 2018 Strategic Sites Study. Evidence cannot be relegated in importance simply because it does not conform to the current policies now favoured by the Council, either in terms of the scale of housing or its possible location.  
This approach is contrary to both the ‘positively prepared’ and ‘justified’ tests of soundness and runs counter to the ‘Duty to Co-operate’ – in that it leaves the cross-boundary issues hanging in the air like a loose thread. 
4.2 Identifying the shortfall in housing.

Paragraph 1.6 of the new Publication Plan says that ‘It is important that we have an up-to date Local Plan and enough land to meet our housing requirements for a rolling 5 year timeframe. Without this SSDC would be vulnerable to speculative planning applications..’

The 2022 SSDC Publication Local Plan made a firm gesture to assist the Black Country by providing housing for an additional 4,000 homes in South Staffordshire (over and above locally-based needs), indicated a positive and constructive contribution from SSDC. The 2024 Duty to Co-operate report explains the current shortfalls within the wider sub-region. Para 4.15 of the August 2022 ‘Statement of Common Ground’ also indicates that the scale of development requirements beyond 2031 will continue. The shortfalls are therefore rising.
Private sector consultants, specifically planning consultants, Turley, acting for clients (including Hallam Land) produced a report entitled ‘’Falling Short’ in 2020 in response to the Local authorities’ assessment of the West Midlands sub-regional housing shortfall at that time.  Turley’s have more recently produced a follow-up report entitled ‘Falling even Shorter’ which has looked at the published material for housing provision and delivery in the West Midlands Metropolitan area to reassess the West Midlands Metropolitan picture.   The ‘Falling Even Shorter’ report estimates a GBBCHMA shortfall figure of 62,373 up to 2036 with an estimated shortfall figure of 79,737 up to 2041.  The loss of the 4,000 homes for the West Midlands from South Staffordshire would clearly boost this shortfall even further.

There seems no immediate solution to addressing the shortfall at a sub-regional level.  It is clear from the Council’s ‘2024 Duty to Co-operate report’ and ‘Green Belt Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper 2024’ that although much work has been done to record the deficiencies of housing in neighbouring authorities against their needs, there is much still to be done. Birmingham and the Black Country (and the individual Boroughs) are still well short of housing, so South Staffordshire’s decision to remove most of the former 4000 dwelling contribution for meeting the Black Country’s needs, will simply make matters worse.  In our view, this situation renders the Local plan unsound against the ‘Duty to co-operate’ test.
4.3   Re-defining the Council’s Strategy.

In re-issuing the Council’s initial 2022 Publication Local Plan (in 2024), SSDC has decided to re-define the Council’s strategy to ‘downplay’ the role of South Staffordshire in meeting the wider needs of Birmingham and the Black Country.  However, this ‘functional’ relationship between South Staffs and its neighbours cannot simply be ‘wished away’ by changing the strategy.  Similarly, the reverse relationship whereby South Staffordshire’s residents rely on Wolverhampton and the Black Country (and indeed Birmingham) for their higher order employment and retail needs cannot be ignored either. The two-way relationship between South Staffordshire and its urban neighbours will continue. Since South Staffordshire has no main towns or urban areas, without the mutual support between the two arguably there would be no purpose in the existence of the administrative area of South Staffordshire at all! 

The shift in the Council’s strategy from Option G (Infrastructure-led growth) to Option I (Capacity led) is not adequately justified or explained other than a consequence of ‘opportunism’ arising from the revised NPPF.  It is simply applied as a form of reverse logic which is designed to support the Council’s decision to remove 3,500 – 4,000 dwellings from the 2022 Publication Plan.  The decision to now apply a Capacity-Led approach therefore fails the ‘justified’ and ‘positively prepared’ tests of soundness. 

 
4.4 Building in the right places.

The purpose of the Local Plan is not simply to determine the scale of housing and other needs, but to ensure that development is directed and built in the ‘right places’. This must reflect the wider national policy within the NPPF and place an emphasis on combatting climate change, protecting the environment and focusing on urban centres. 
South Staffordshire DC indicates both within the Duty to Co-operate Topic Papers and also its earlier letter dated 6th June 2022 to the Association of Black Country Authorities (ABCA) that it supports and upholds the recommendations of the GBHMA Strategic Growth Study 2018. This addressed both the scale of housing needed and the likely direction of growth. 

Paragraph 5.15 of the GBBCHMA Development Needs Group ‘Draft Statement of Common Ground dated August 2022’ (which is contained within the Council’s Duty to Co-operate statement 2022, states that ‘The Council’s (SDDC) position was that if all the authorities within the GBBCHMA delivered the locations proposed by the GBAHMA SGS then shortfall (including up to 2036) would be met, in line with paragraph 1.102 of the study’.  
As indicated above, the 2018 SSG report remains important background information and cannot simply be dismissed or downgraded. It is not policy, but it is vital and relevant evidence and it has not, as yet been replaced with anything better or more up to date. 

With reference to South Staffordshire, as paragraph 5.14 of that report spells out, the proposals within the GL Hearn/Wood Strategic Growth Study 2018 suggest the following areas of search (highlighted within Appendix 2 of the Duty to Co-operate Paper):
· An urban extension (1,500 dwellings minimum) north of Penkridge, 
· Employment-led strategic development in the vicinity of i54/J2 of M54, 
· Proportionate dispersal (500 dwellings minimum) north of Codsall/Bilbrook*, 

· Proportionate dispersal (500 dwellings minimum) on the western edge of the conurbation.
The Council is still proposing to implement three of the four recommendations of the SGS within their current up-dated 2024 Publication Plan (points 1,2 and 4 above).  However, the proposal for ‘*Proportionate dispersal north of Codsall/Bilbrook’ (point 3 above, which broadly covers the Sandy Lane site promoted by Hallam Land Management), is not being incorporated within the Publication Plan.  Instead, the Council is delivering land to the east and south of Codsall. The Council is therefore not only failing to deliver on the Strategic Growth Study recommendations, it is contradicting its own statement in paragraph 5.15 of the Draft Statement of Common Ground, exhorting all other authorities to follow the recommendations of the SGS to help meet the GBBCHMA shortfall. 

Notwithstanding the change in emphasis from Option G (Infrastructure Led approach) to Option I (Capacity Led-approach) and the statement that Tier 1 settlements will now take prominence in terms of allocations, Appendix 2 of the 2024 Housing Selection Topic Paper shows that the number of sites and dwellings provided in Codsall/Bilbrook is exactly the same in the new Publication Plan (under Option I) as within the 2022 Publication Plan (under Option G) – at 694 committed dwellings, 581 planned allocations and 1275 total new homes.
In our view the proposals within the Revised 2024 Publication Plan do not therefore meet the ‘justified’ test of soundness.
4.5 Application of green belt policy.  The ‘Exceptional Circumstances’ test.
South Staffordshire District has no major towns and no urban settlements. It does however have some larger rural settlements and enlarged villages (such as Codsall/Bilbrook, Great Wyrley/Cheslyn Hay and Penkridge) which offer potential scope for growth and have been defined within the Local Plan as Tier 1 settlements. These have a wider range of services.
The District has extensive green belt coverage, with 80% of its area covered by confirmed green belt. However, contrary to popular belief, green belt is not an environmental or a landscape designation, it is a spatial policy intended to restrict uncontrolled sprawl and coalescence of towns and settlements and to ensure that the green belt still serves its function - consistent with the 5 ‘purposes’ for green belt designation within the NPPF:
· Checking the unrestricted sprawl of urban areas,

· Preventing neighbouring towns from merging,

· Assisting in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment,

· Preserving the setting and special character of historic towns,

· Assisting in urban regeneration by encouraging recycling of derelict & urban land.

Government policy discourages the release of green belt land, except in exceptional circumstances, which can be defined by the local authority. The need for additional housing through a Local Plan (or Neighbourhood Plan) has been demonstrated to be a justified ‘exceptional circumstance’ if basic needs are to be met. The revised 2023 version of the NPPF does not change this basic premise, it merely alters the freedom and flexibility for the local authority to decide whether to justify releasing green belt land or not.
The GL Hearn/Wood Strategic Growth Study 2018, specifically explored the capacity and scope of the West Midlands green belt to accommodate strategic sites to absorb the growth needs of Birmingham and the Black Country measured against the 5 green belt criteria.  In doing so, it explored the more sensitive areas around the conurbation which are particularly vulnerable to the first three green belt criteria set out above. This work was done in a non-partisan way according to a wider strategic approach.  The land north of Codsall/Bilbrook emerged from this exercise and hence remains important evidence to the Council.
In reviewing the Local Plan, SSDC has issued a revised ‘Exceptional Circumstances’ Topic Paper 2024’ in which(in paragraph 3.7 – 3.11 it explains the shift in approach as a result of the revised NPPF (2023) which gives LPA’s the choice whether to release green belt sites for development which led to the decision to opt for a ‘Capacity Led’ approach (Option I) rather than a ‘Infrastructure Led approach’ (Option G).   It now claims that the 2018 SSG is no longer up to date and also introduces the unrelated point about the extension of the time period from 2039 to 2041.  However, evidence remains extant – it cannot just be dismissed.
Paragraph 4.7 of the ‘Green Belt Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper’ makes it clear that the Council has now re-defined the ‘exceptional circumstances’ for release of green belt to now apply only to Tier 1 settlements (with higher accessibility and better levels of services and facilities), which therefore targets Codsall/Bilbrook and Cheslyn Hay/Wyrley. Penkridge is beyond the green belt in any event.  In our view, although the Council clearly does have the freedom to determine its own ‘Exceptional Circumstances’ for release of green belt and that, set against the background of revised NPPF policy where release of Green Belt is ’within the gift of local authorities’ it cannot re-write history. Notwithstanding this the focus on Tier 1 settlements seems a logical approach to take. 
5. Detailed policy responses.
The following section outlines the specific policy references within the revised publication Local Plan.
Policy DS1:  Green Belt. Objection on grounds of soundness – in terms of the consistency of site SA1 with national green belt policy.
For reasons outlined in section 4 of our representations on Green Belt, (above), we appreciate the need to apply exceptional circumstances to any land which it is proposed to remove from green belt and we accept the logic of the Council choosing to focus new development on Tier 1 settlements, including Codsall and Bilbrook (which have higher levels of accessibility and services). However, we object to the application of Policy DS1 to include land which borders the edge of the conurbation of Wolverhampton and the Black Country and specifically the proposal to accommodate Policy SA1 ‘Land East of Bilbrook’, on these grounds since there is a clear danger of ‘coalescence’ with the urban area. This proposed urban extension borders the adjoining Black Country conurbation extending right up to the edge of Wolverhampton and hence conflicts with the basic objective of green belt.  We don’t believe it can meet the ‘exceptional circumstances’ tests within the NPPF.  
On the other hand, we consider that the site at Sandy Lane, Codsall (area 222) consistent with the area which was recommended for future growth within the 2018 Strategic Sites Study (north of Codsall/Bilbrook) could logically meet the exceptional circumstances test and scores better within the LUC Green Belt report, has a lesser impact on the green belt both in terms of its size, character and location and does not run the risk of causing coalescence.   (We have expanded on this with a separate addendum report which draws a comparison between the merits of the key sites within Codsall/Bilbrook). 

We are concerned that the reference to Site 519: Land east of Binbrook (Policy SA1) within paragraph 5.4 of the ‘Green Belt Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper’, April 2024’ refers to this site being one of the strategic areas recommended for growth in the ‘GBBCHMA Strategic Growth Study 2018’. It isn’t. The site is east of Codsall/Bilbrook – not north of Codsall/Bilbrook which the report recommends. This is clearly misleading. Moreover, the Council argues the 2018 Study is out of date but has used it to justify including the site. 
Policy DS2: Green belt Compensatory Improvements. No objection.
We acknowledge the fact that where green belt incursions are made through the Local Plan review that there should be compensatory improvements (to meet national policy advice within the NPPF) albeit that these need to be feasible and capable of delivery within the green belt policy advise to enable the site to be released and therefore we would support this policy in principle.  
Policy DS3: Open countryside. Objection to omission of Sandy Lane, Codsall site.
We recognise that a firm ‘Open Countryside’ policy is needed for sites which are outside the urban areas. However, we consider that the Sandy Lane, Codsall site should be allocated and therefore should not be subject to this policy and should be included in the list of allocated sites within Policy SA3. 

Policy DS4: Development Needs.  Objection on grounds of soundness relating to the tests of lack of positive planning and justification.  

The Government still has a clear objective of achieving its target of 300,000 new homes per year (and 1 million new homes in the current Parliament). This will depend upon each local authority working to meet its own housing needs as well as working with their neighbours to deliver homes for neighbouring areas where there is a shortfall in housing. 

Paragraph 5.9 of the revised 2024 SSDC Publication Plan indicates that ‘In addition to the district’s own housing needs, there is emerging evidence of unmet needs from the wider GBBCHMA, within which South Staffordshire is located. The two most significant sources of potential unmet needs are currently Birmingham City and the four Black Country authorities. The adopted Birmingham Development Plan and urban capacity evidence from the Black Country authorities suggests that a significant unmet need is arising across the GBBCHMA, driven by limited housing land in these urban areas‘. 

In the previous Publication version of the Local Plan issued in December 2022, the Council made an explicit 4,000 dwelling contribution of housing for the West Midlands Metropolitan Area.  This figure arose out of joint work carried out by the West Midlands authorities (including South Staffordshire DC), and expressed within the 2018 GL Hearn Strategic Sites Review.  This remains the case and the 2018 SSR has not yet been superseded.  
Paragraph 5.10 of the revised SSDC Publication Plan explains the housing shortfall identified by the 2018 SSR. It states ‘This drew together existing evidence on housing supply and need across the entire housing market area, estimating that at that time the unmet needs of the GBBCHMA sat at around 28,000 dwellings up to 2031, rising to nearly 61,000 dwellings by 2036. Subsequently consultation by the Black Country authorities in 2021 and Birmingham City Council in 2022 indicated a potential shortfall of 28,239 and 78,415 homes respectively, indicating that the shortfall is likely increasing’. 

This evidence demonstrates that notwithstanding the Council’s ability to determine its own housing target and the new ‘freedom’ given to LPA’s to avoid releasing green belt sites if they wish, (within the revised NPPF – 2023 version), the scale of housing needs is not reducing but is actually increasing.  The upshot of this change is therefore not to assist in the delivery of more housing but to contribute to an even greater housing shortfall. Hence this change is counter-productive and surely fails the ‘positively prepared’ and ‘justified’ tests.
Turning to the distribution of housing, as paragraph 5.11 indicates, the 2018 Strategic Growth Study recommended a series of strategic growth locations across the housing market area including some in South Staffordshire. This included land to the north of Codsall/Bilbrook (not land to the east where the allocation SA1 is located). This discrepancy is not properly explained within the Publication Plan.   The argument within para 5.12 of the Plan that the 2018 Strategic Growth Study is ‘out of date’ (whilst the Council continues to rely on other reports such as the 2015 Landscape Report, is less than convincing).  This also fails the ‘justified’ test of soundness.
Clearly, if the Council adhere to the policy within the ‘Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper 2024’ that sites within Tier 1 settlements (but not within Tiers 2, 3 and 4) could satisfy the ‘Exceptional Circumstances’ test, then, if more homes are required from other housing sites, these will need to be found within the Tier 1 settlements such as Codsall/Bilbrook.  The Sandy Lane site would naturally qualify within this area of search.
Scale of Housing:  In terms of the amount of housing which is needed within South Staffordshire, the Council has re-assessed the number of homes required according to the standard method and reduced the figure from 243 per annum to 227 dwellings per annum starting from the 2023/24 monitoring year.  This provides the justification for a figure of 4086 new homes over the plan period – to which a contribution of 640 (rather than 4,000 dwellings as a contribution to the Black Country’s housing needs), has been added to reach the total ‘housing requirement’ within the Local Plan of 4726 dwellings (2023-2041).

In both respects therefore, the Council has reduced the housing figure:  
Firstly, the annual ‘Standard Method’ figure has been cut by 16 dwellings per year (or 288 dwellings overall) from the target, and 
Secondly, the contribution to the Black Country’s needs is reduced from 4,000 to 680 – a fall of 3,320 dwellings.  The new contribution figure appears entirely arbitrary and there is no indication within the evidence base where the figure is derived – other than being a nominal voluntary contribution – presumably in an effort to show that the issue has been addressed. 

In simple terms, this equates to a reduction of 3,608 dwellings.  In annual terms this results in a reduction from 432 new homes per year to 278 homes per year – a massive 36% drop in provision compared with the 2022 Publication Plan.    
This occurs against the background of a substantial increase in housing shortfall and a growing concern about lack of new homes both for local people and outward pressures from the Black Country.  Whilst there is a clear logic to focusing the new housing allocations in the Tier 1 settlements, there is serious doubt therefore whether the current housing requirement of 4726 dwellings (2023 -2041) meets the District Council’s development needs – compared with the 9,089 dwellings prepared in the 2022 Local Plan. The 2024 Publication Local Plan therefore clearly fails the ‘positively prepared’ and ‘justified’ tests and it also fails the ‘duty to co-operate’ test in failing to make an adequate contribution to meeting the wider needs of the Black Country housing market of which South Staffs is a part. 
Distribution of housing:  In terms of the distribution of housing within South Staffordshire the new list of sites shows with Table 8 and outlined in each of the ‘Locality Plans’ within Chapter 5, that Tier 1 villages (Codsall/Bilbrook, Cheslyn Hay/Great Wyrley and Penkridge) now comprise the lions’ share (60%) of the Council’s housing (but the number has not increased), with the remainder of settlements in Tiers 2, 3 and 4 being artificially boosted by ‘legacy’ sites released from the green belt by the previous Site Allocations Plan.   The Council has also abandoned proposals for a new settlement outside the ‘tiered’ settlements.

We fully support the notion that larger settlements with better accessibility, facilities and services should accommodate the bulk of new housing and that the ‘exceptional circumstances’ for releasing sites from the green belt should be focused on Tier 1 settlements. If this is the policy decision, then more sites (such as the Sandy Lane, Codsall site) will need to be found in future – and indeed, possibly in this SSDC Local Plan, should the Inspector decide that insufficient sites have been provided overall.

In our view, the shift towards a capacity-led approach which simply sticks with the current ‘stock’ of housing allocations based on a reduced housing target demonstrates that the Local Plan has not been ‘positively prepared’ and is therefore unsound.  
Scale of Employment:  A Local Plan is intended to provide a degree of consistency to ensure that there is compatibility between homes and jobs and a holistic plan for the future. Clearly, no plan begins with a level playing field and South Staffordshire, being on the edge of the conurbation, is heavily dependent on and integrated with the Black Country LPA’s. 

Nevertheless, there would appear to be a clear dichotomy between the Council’s approach towards employment and its stance on housing.  The revised 2024 Publication Plan proposes the release of 107.45ha of employment land over the 18 year plan period (up from 99ha in the 2022 Publication Plan) to provide for estimated needs of 62.4ha (with 45.2ha delivered to cater for the unmet employment needs of the Black Country).  A major business site is now provided at Dunston (Junction 13 of the M6).  Once again, as in the 2022 Publication Plan, the 18.8ha of West Midlands Interchange will contribute towards South Staffordshire’s employment land supply with an additional minimum 67ha available towards the unmet employment land needs of the Black Country authorities, which may increase depending on the employment land position of other local authorities. This is a significant increase.
This employment provision, although welcome, to boost the economy of the District, seems to be in marked contrast to the approach towards housing where much less housing is now being provided with much less and now very little provision being made to cater for the housing needs of the Black Country.  This is a ‘soundness’ issue, since it demonstrates the  lack of cohesion in the 2024 Publication Plan brought about by the reduction of housing. 
Policy DS5: The Spatial Strategy to 2041. Objection to the policy as unsound on grounds of lack of a ‘positively prepared’ Local Plan and conflict with national policy within NPPF.

The 2024 Publication Plan makes a fundamental shift in policy and spatial strategy (compared with the previous 2022 Publication Plan) both in terms of:

a. The scale of housing development and the contribution of housing sites made to cater for Black Country housing needs, which we don’t support,
b. The level of employment development and the relationship between housing and employment provision, which we question,
c. The distribution of development across the District and the greater focus on Tier 1 settlements as a result of changes in the approach towards the release of green belt sites expressed within the ‘Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper’ which we accept. 
The Council has introduced a shift in its Spatial Strategy to change from an Infrastructure -Led approach (according to Option G of the preferred options paper) to a Capacity-Led approach (according to Option I of the preferred options paper).
It is clear from the content of the 2024 Publication Local Plan text that this shift does not arise out of a change in either housing or employment needs (which arguably is the purpose of a Local Plan) but simply an ‘opportunist’ decision arising out of a political choice) – described as falling within the gift of the local authority which has enabled South Staffordshire to reduce its housing target.  
We do not feel this is not a sound basis for devising a Local Plan since the shift in Spatial Strategy is a consequence of a political decision rather than the needs of the District.  This demonstrates that the Local Plan is not ‘positively prepared’ nor ‘properly justified’.

Infrastructure-led v Capacity Led approaches:  In the previous 2022 version of the Publication Plan, the Council (in paragraph 5.65 of the document) argued that they have adopted an overtly ‘infrastructure led’ policy. This aimed to steer allocated sites to those locations where infrastructure can more easily be sought from developers - by virtue of their size – and through S106 agreements.  
In my previous representations to the 2022 plan, we argued that an ‘infrastructure led’ approach was not necessarily sound planning practice for four key reasons:

Firstly, because it introduced a new ‘financially-led’ criterion which could well conflict with the objectives of achieving sustainable development.  Normally the money received by Councils from developers of large sites is derived quite appropriately through S106 agreements subject to viability – but money should not actually steer the choice of sites, 

Secondly, the upshot of this is that (as with the sites at Codsall/Bilbrook) the selection methodology could be influenced by whether a developer is prepared to offer a school or not. This meant that the ‘cart could be led by the horse’ which we argued was fundamentally wrong and could quite easily be misinterpreted by the public as a bidding process (or worse),

Thirdly, that would tend to steer local authorities towards larger sites (favouring volume builders) rather than offering a portfolio of smaller sites which may give more choice and be more likely to be in the hands of smaller SME builders who Government and Local Authorities are allegedly keen to help. This is something that has since been highlighted by the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) report and has had a major impact on the structure of the building industry over the last 10-20 years because of size site, and
Fourthly, because the consequences of an ‘infrastructure led’ approach is that other more critical planning issues (such as impact on the green belt) are being traded-off against the offer of infrastructure which is wholly contrary to planning policy. The current ‘Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper’ picks out the apparent merits of the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site in paragraphs 5.4 to 5.8 of that report.  Paragraph 5.6 of the report for example highlights the importance of the delivery of the new school – not just in justifying this site but also in assisting other sites to come forward.  
Finally, the Site Selection Topic Paper makes it clear that the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site would impose much greater harm than other competing sites and would result in serious coalescence with urban areas.  The entry for site 519 (east of Bilbrook) which relates to ‘Green belt harm’ states:    ‘The vast majority of the site’s Green Belt area is identified as having high harm, with a small part of the site to the south identified as very high harm. An allocation of up to approximately 38ha could be delivered without encroaching on areas of very high harm’.
In conclusion on this point, whilst we welcome the extension of the end-date for the Local Plan until 2041, we would therefore argue that neither a pure ‘infrastructure-led’ approach still less a ‘capacity-led’ approach is entirely suitable in forming the basis for a ‘positively prepared’ planning strategy which genuinely caters for peoples’ and business’s needs in the District.  Instead, a ‘demands-led and/or a ‘needs led’ approach is more appropriate.  

For this reason, we would argue that the Local Plan must be unsound on the basis of not being properly ‘justified’ nor ‘positively prepared’ nor ‘consistent with national policy’.   
Policy SA1 Strategic Development Location: Objection to the allocation of ‘Land east of Bilbrook’ on grounds of soundness as being inconsistent with national policy.

We fully acknowledge that the joint community of Codsall and Bilbrook as a Tier 1 settlement should be one of the main locations for development in South Staffordshire, but we are not convinced that SSDC has chosen the right location for housing development which is consistent with the important coalescence aspect of green belt policy. We recognise that the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site is (in part) committed as previously safeguarded sites (443) and (209) which have been removed from the green belt accounting for around 300 houses, our concern therefore relates to the further 483 homes which are proposed in this plan. 

The reasons for our concern about Proposal SA1 ‘East of Bilbrook’ extension are spelled out below and are also within our general comments on green belt, (above) and also in a separate detailed Addendum which compares the option sites within Codsall/Bilbrook;- 

· That it is contrary to green belt policy which specifically guards against coalescence of settlements with main towns and cities – in this case the effective merging of Bilbrook with the edge of Wolverhampton. This ‘harm’ is acknowledged in paragraph 5.3.8 of the Housing Site Selection Paper, which refers to ‘high harm to the Green Belt’, The Diagram within paragraph 5.38 of the Plan under Locality 4 does not show the true impact of the potential site on the green belt.

· That it conflicts with the recommendations of the GL Hearn/Wood Strategic Growth Study 2018 which specifically recommended releasing land for between 500-2,500 dwellings to the north of Codsall/Bilbrook (not to the east, which it warned against). Significantly, paragraph 8.39 (page 170) of the SGS picks out the strategic separation area between Wolverhampton and Codsall/Bilbrook as being ‘notable’.  This is the same area as (Policy SA1 ‘East of Bilbrook’).  The study also highlights the risk to local separation between Wolverhampton and Codsall/Bilbrook in terms of possible employment development in Table 47. (page 8.114).  There is no doubt therefore that this was not the area which the 2018 SGG earmarked for development.
· That it also conflicts with the findings of the Council’s own 2019 LUC Green belt study which found that the land to the east of Bilbrook has a ‘strong’ green belt purpose. This confirmed the conclusions of the LUC Method Statement (January 2014) which indicated that Parcels 1 and 3 to the east of Bilbrook make a considerable contribution to the purposes of green belt. 
· That the case for expanding an existing urban extension on the grounds that it helps support a new First School, should be irrelevant in terms of green belt policy and unjustified in planning terms.  Yet this is referred to in para 5.3.9 of the Housing Topic Paper and in paragraph 5.6 of the ‘Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper. It is surely illogical to determine the number of houses in a strategic location simply to meet the ambitions of the Education Authority to build a new school. 
In conclusion, we are not convinced that the extension of the Policy SA1 (east of Bilbrook site) within the 2024 Publication Plan can be considered consistent with green belt policy and hence is unsound as being contrary to national policy within the NPPF and we consider it should be deleted in favour of other sites which have more consistency with green belt policy. 
Policy SA5: Housing Allocations:  General concerns about the soundness of the housing allocations policy and specific objections to the exclusion of the Sandy Lane, Codsall site.

General Comments on site selection.

Hallam Land Management has been closely involved in the evolution of the South Staffordshire Local Plan from the outset. We have followed the selection process and contributed to the various evidence documents which form a background to the plan. We support the policy of focusing allocations on Tier 1 settlements including Codsall/Bilbrook. 

We feel it is important that in devising a housing strategy, the Council should produce a wide portfolio of sites (both in terms of site size, location, tenure and character) to cater for all housing needs groups. We acknowledge that the Council’s task is a difficult one in a District where 80% of the area is covered by green belt which has strict criteria for its release, but this makes it all the more important that the right sites are chosen in the right places. 
Firstly, we feel that the Council should not put too much focus on large strategic sites which may be slow to come forward and be affected by infrastructure delivery issues.  They will also tend to focus more on volume builders producing a similar type of product, to the disadvantage of smaller SME builders who may otherwise introduce more variety and choice into the market and perhaps better meet local needs and those on lower incomes and
Secondly, more sites should be allocated in Tier 1 settlements such as Codsall/Binbrook which are closer to services and facilities, more accessible and more consistent with green belt policy. However, sites need to be avoided which would create coalescence with Wolverhampton, as the ‘East of Bilbrook site will undoubtedly do. This would naturally include the Sandy Lane site to the north of Codsall. 

Above all, in a climate of intense uncertainty, there needs to be adequate flexibility between the overall housing requirement (now judged to be 4726 dwellings – a fall of 36% since the previous Publication Plan) and the total capacity of allocated and potentially available sites. Currently the Table of allocations within the Council’s evidence points to a total potential supply of 5,199 dwellings (including 600 Windfall dwellings - which by definition are not identified).  This provides extremely limited flexibility of 10% overall, including the windfall sites and a shortfall without the windfalls.  
Normally, plans would expect to provide much greater flexibility allowance – before windfall sites are added – to cater for those sites which fail to materialise or are slow to come forward. There is no guarantee that all sites – including green belt sites – will emerge within the Local Plan timescale.  Some may lapse or prove to be unimplementable or are simply submitted for valuation purposes.  In any event, it is only prudent to allocate additional sites to allow for the smooth operation of the market. This demonstrates that the plan has not been positively prepared.
Furthermore, we are also concerned that the Housing Site Selection paper gives far too much emphasis to infrastructure contributions which ought not to be a major factor in choosing sites in the first instance.  The choice of the Station Road site (224) in Codsall for example displays high green belt harm but is chosen due to the possible provision of a station car park. Similarly, the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site (519) is chosen, in part as a result of the offer of a new First School despite its extremely high green belt sensitivity and danger of coalescence.  
Specific Objection to the exclusion of the Sandy Lane, Codsall Site, (Site 222). 
We specifically object to the omission of the Sandy Lane, Codsall site which offers a suitable and sustainable location for development which is less sensitive in green belt terms than those chosen by the Council as allocations in the 2024 Publication Plan. 

Hallam Land Management’s site to the north of Codsall at Sandy Lane has a clear potential for development (which has been outlined previously) and is spelled out in more detail in a separate Addendum. The reasons for this are as follows: 
1. The Sandy Lane Site (site 222) is more consistent with green belt release policy insofar as there is no risk of coalescence with major towns and cities – specifically Wolverhampton – as the extension of ‘East of Bilbrook’ clearly would. Para 5.3.9 acknowledges that ‘There are other sizable Green Belt sites around the settlement that are slightly less harmful to the Green Belt (e.g. Site 222 and Site 630 a&b)’.  
2. the site has easy access to local services and facilities including a local First School, the Council offices, shops and services at the village centre at Codsall and the railway station beyond. It is also served by bus routes.

3. the site is now effectively surrounded on three sides by development. The adjacent land at Watery Lane, formerly identified as a ‘safeguarded site’, has subsequently been developed which strengthens the case for the development at Sandy Lane and overcomes earlier concerns about ‘sensitivity’.  The Council’s Housing Site Selection Topic Paper Appendix 3 suggests that there are ‘Major negative effects are predicted against the landscape criteria, due to the site’s Green Belt harm and landscape sensitivity’. However, this is wholly misleading.  (Furthermore, the Plan on page 22 of the Council’s Housing Sites Selection Paper 2024 doesn’t show the existence of the Watery Lane site which has been completed for around 5 years. This fundamentally alters the context for the Sandy Lane site).
4. the Council’s evidence to overlook the Sandy Lane site is based on old material which states that the relevant land cover parcel has a relatively high landscape value.  This is a consequence of the original Landscape Sensitivity Study 2015 undertaken on behalf of the Council which was then reflected in the Council’s Sustainability Appraisal and informed the LUC Green Belt Review (which was again highlighted previously). Essentially, the Sandy Lane site was absorbed within a larger land parcel which includes the conservation area which distorted its true character.
The 2019 Green Belt Review, also by LUC unfortunately replicated the same deficiencies due to the identification of the same Land Parcels. The issue of concern relates to the aggregation of all the land east, north and west of the Codsall Conservation Area within the same Land Cover Parcel. (S41A) which extends to 107.3ha. This means that the potential impact of future development in all three areas were all judged together within the same ‘Land Cover Parcel’ despite their characters being very different. FPCR has undertaken work to counter this.
5. The recommendations of the Strategic Growth Study 2018 suggested that growth should be located to the north of Codsall/Bilbrook where green belt is less sensitive, as indeed the Council concluded in releasing the adjacent Water Lane site (now completed). which lies adjacent to the Sandy Lane site. Specifically, paragraph 8.121 states:
‘( To the north of Codsall/Bilbrook (Location PD2) There would be a limited likely significant strategic effect in this location, being part of edge-of
conurbation development which is generally well contained. There are containment (and local separation) issues to the east of Codsall (as both opportunities and challenges) which would have to be considered as part of any detailed local assessment’.    

Table 48 of the 2018 Strategic Growth Study also refers to ‘the area north of Codsall/Bilbrook’ on page 199 as having the potential for strategic growth – which would be more consistent with national Green belt policy criteria which warn against coalescence and urban sprawl – something which is also highlighted in the assessments of the land East of Bilbrook, allocated as Policy SA1.  
6. Intriguingly, the letter from SSDC to ABCA dated 6th June 2022 referred to Request 2 from the ABCA in saying that ‘South Staffordshire has engaged with the findings of the 2018 Strategic Growth Study from the earliest stages of the Local Plan review to ensure that it makes an appropriate contribution to the unmet needs of the GBHMA, including the Black Country’. It then presents a spreadsheet within the letter which refers to ‘proportionate dispersal; North of Codsall/Bilbrook’.  However, it refers to this as 1673 dwellings in Codsall and Bilbrook which is not north but largely east of Bilbrook. This letter is therefore fundamentally misleading. A similar mis-leading statement is made within the paragraph 5.4 of the 2024 ‘Exceptional Circumstances Topic Paper’ which suggests that the ‘East of Bilbrook’ site is one of the strategic areas recommended for growth in the 2018 Strategic Growth Study.  It clearly isn’t.
7. The Sandy Lane site is much smaller than the ‘east of Bilbrook’ site and would have less impact.  Comparing its status within the LUC report shows that the Sandy Lane site has:

· only a ‘moderate’ rating within Figure 5.1a in terms of ‘unrestricted sprawl’,
· is regarded as ‘moderate’ within Figure 5.2a in terms of preventing the merging of neighbouring towns and
· a ‘strong’ impact in terms of safeguarding the countryside (although again, every part of green belt within South Staffs has this same ‘strong’ designation). 

8. The Council mis-represents the qualities of the site within the Housing Site Topic paper. These shortcomings were pointed out in our comments on the 2022 Publication Plan but they remain unchanged within the 2024 version. 

9. The Council indicates that the willingness to provide a school within the scheme is an important consideration which favours the allocation of sites (such as ‘East of Bilbrook). However, our clients were not contacted about the desire by SSDC to provide a new First School on their site – although since the Sandy Lane site only has a capacity of 125 dwellings and St Nicolas First School is close-by – there would have been no justification to seek provision for a new school.  Notwithstanding this, we did produce draft plans showing how a First School could be incorporated on the site and still deliver around 115 new homes.

We are not convinced that the selection procedure has been fair and impartial in this case which we feel renders the Publication Plan unsound.

So why has South Staffordshire DC rejected the Sandy Lane site?

Summary from Housing Site Selection Topic Paper dated November 2024. Appendix 3.

Key positives and negatives indicated by South Staffordshire DC (with our comments). 

1. Sandy Lane displays lesser Green Belt harm than the majority of land around Bilbrook/Codsall (site is ‘moderate/high’). 

Objector’s Comment:  In view of the importance of green belt policy this should be a key consideration in choosing the site in preference to the ‘East of Bilbrook’ proposal.
2. Sandy Lane is in a higher sensitivity landscape than the majority of land around Bilbrook/Codsall (site is ‘moderate/high’).

Objector’s comment:  This is primarily a result of the aggregation of the site within the land parcel which includes the conservation area. However, viewing at things from a positive angle, local authorities should be looking for good quality locations for new homes, not opting for areas of poor landscape which will be less attractive to future residents. 

3. Sandy Lane shows major negative impacts predicted against the landscape criteria in the Sustainability Appraisal but failing to consider such areas for development may result in an unsustainable pattern of development.  

Objector’s comment:  The landscape point is simply a repeat of the reason given above. Any landscape impact can be adequately mitigated by the creative scheme which our Master Planner has designed which will also use the landscape to its best advantage for future residents. The site is now surrounded on 3 sides by existing development which the Council has not taken into account – and the Council’s base plan remains unchanged.
4. Potentially large enough to accommodate required first school, but no confirmation from site promoter that land is available to deliver this on the site, which is also smaller than other larger land parcels with potential to accommodate this around the villages.

Objector’s comment:  This demonstrates that the Council has not reviewed this site properly. A scheme was submitted to SSDC following the 2022 consultation which included a potential First school, albeit since there is a local school (St Nicolas First School) nearby (within 250 metres) it is hard to understand why this would be necessary.  NB. No approach was ever made by SSDC to Hallam Land Management, to request a new school, hence it is not surprising that initially no confirmation was received from the promoter that land was available to deliver a school.
5. Council’s conclusion: Having regard to all site assessment factors set out in the proforma and other development options in Bilbrook/Codsall, the site is not considered to perform so well compared to other site options that it should be allocated instead of, or in addition to, Sites 213, 519, 224, SAD Site 228 and 419a&b

Objector’s Comment.  We fundamentally disagree with these Council conclusions.
Policy HC1 Housing Mix:  Objection on grounds of lack of soundness as being inconsistent with national policy.

We would fully support the need for a broad housing mix to create a variety of housing tenures, types and styles, but it is not necessarily appropriate for each site to display variety and choice and for there to be a specific requirement for 70% of properties to be 3 bedrooms or less.  

There is indeed a growing trend for smaller household units and for people to live longer, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they will always want smaller homes. Most elderly people are reluctant to move out of the family home and tend to want spare rooms for family and visitors.  Furthermore, now that fewer people travel to work, there is a growing trend for people to have offices at home so that they can enjoy flexible lifestyles.  This is entirely sensible and sustainable and something the District Council should encourage.  We suggest you remove the requirement for 70% of properties to have 3 bedrooms or less. Moreover, sites of less than 10 dwellings should not be required to provide a mixture of property sizes – albeit, it is likely that they will do so, to appeal to a wide spread of the market.  

Policy HC2 Housing Density: Objection on grounds of lack of soundness as being inconsistent with national policy.

We are concerned that in a rural District such as South Staffordshire, the requirement for a minimum net density of 35 dwellings per hectare is completely unrealistic and will create high density designs which are contrary to peoples’ expectations, demands and needs.  The ‘East of Bilbrook’ site for example allocates 750 dwellings on a site of 39.6ha resulting in a gross density of only 19 dwellings per hectare.  This means that sites will be high density but have copious amounts of public open space (which raises costs of maintenance and management) whilst individual homes will be cramped and lacking in adequate gardens.
If there is one thing we have all learned from the Covid pandemic it is that people are now looking for more not less living space and that they value their homes and surroundings – including their gardens.  Britain has very small dwelling sizes compared with similar international comparisons – and new houses mostly suffer from inadequate garden sizes in order to achieve arbitrary density standards.   Added to this, developers are now expected to identify at least 10% additional biodiversity, preferably on site. This is likely to further reduce usable land or require more site allocations to compensate.  
This policy should be reviewed with a simple ‘common-sense check’ to decide whether the Council are creating better living conditions or are in danger of creating poorer housing conditions for the future. If the Council wish to provide more housing, the solution may be to release more land where and when it is needed and ensure there is enough space to build the homes that are needed without creating cramped high-density housing which will be unpopular with the public.   

Policy HC3 Affordable Housing: Objection on grounds of lack of soundness as being inconsistent with national policy.

We fully recognise the need for the provision of affordable housing through cross subsidy from market sites, in what had become the orthodox means of providing affordable housing in the absence of Government funding for housing.  We therefore broadly accept the requirement for 30% affordable housing as a general target, although this cannot be a fixed figure since sites will need to be considered against wider viability criteria.  Each site needs to be judged on its own merits and individual circumstances.  
The Viability Study 2022 by Dixon Searle identifies that some sites may find the 30% requirement a challenge. This may be a particular issue if the Council is seeking a distribution of affordable housing based on 25% First Homes, 50% social rent and 25% shared ownership.

In practice, Registered Housing Providers tend to be looking for ‘affordable rent’ to match the subsidies available to them and social rent is likely to be unachievable at that level. Shared ownership may also be less popular as the interest rates change, and so developers should be given the choice to vary the share of affordable housing ‘offer’ to respond to the local demand, viability factors and possible grant funding.

Inevitably the demand and need for certain types of affordable housing will reflect the market conditions of the time. It is important therefore that the Council is not hidebound by the contents of the Housing Needs Assessment which represents both a snapshot in time and an expression of aspiration and need rather than necessarily ability to deliver. 

Policy HC7: First Homes Exceptions Sites: Objection on grounds of unsoundness as being insufficiently positively prepared. 

We welcome the Council’s introduction of First Homes Exceptions sites which could bring a welcome addition of lower cost housing to first time buyers. However, this policy appears to be unchanged since the 2022 version of the plan and is so restrictive that few sites would ever get off the ground. To pass muster there will need to be an evidenced need for First Homes and yet by the time such a site was identified and developed, under these criteria, the person requiring the home would almost certainly have moved away.  Furthermore, the policy includes a requirement that the site must lie outside the green belt will render most of South Staffordshire potential sites out of bounds for this policy. Only a small area north of Penkridge lies outside the green belt hence exception sites outside villages will almost always be within green belt.  The Council needs to look at this policy again with a more positive frame of mind. 

Policy HC8 Self-build and Custom Build housing: Objection on grounds of unsoundness as being inconsistent with Government policy.

We welcome the introduction of this policy and the encouragement which is promised by the Council. Most potential self-builders are looking for small individual sites or plots and hence the support is helpful. However, the second paragraph which expects ‘Major developments to have regard to the need on the Council’s self-build register’ is a somewhat vague and unhelpful expectation.  Registers should not discriminate against applicants from outside the District.

Since ‘major developments’ are classified within the NPPF as above 10 dwellings, this means that most sites will involve unnecessary research and a possibly expectation that plots need to be provided on market sites where self-builders and developers will have diametrically opposed objectives – in terms of design styles, working hours, security matters and building delivery timescales.  The prospect of developers and housebuilders possibly having to engage in complex land transactions, agreements and Section 106 obligations for a single or very small numbers of self-build plots would be onerous and time-consuming for small builders.  We feel this paragraph needs a re-think.
Policy HC10 Design Requirements:  Objection on grounds of soundness – consistency with Government policy.
We fully understand the importance of design and quality within new developments and accept most of the criteria within the policy, however we are concerned about two particular aspects:

Point e) refers to ‘…using bespoke house types to avoid a monotonous appearance’.   

Response: This may sound appealing but actually challenges the whole basis of housing design. If taken literally this could necessitate builders having to design each dwelling from scratch thereby undermining the ability to produce housing quickly and efficiently.  (It would be tantamount to asking a car producer to design a different model for each customer which would be totally unrealistic).  This policy needs to be tempered to reflect the real world of house-building.

Point f) refers to ‘well design buildings to reflect local vernacular, including historical typologies where appropriate.    

Response: Once again, taken literally, this would result in a rigid interpretation of certain local styles and result in the rejection of modern methods of construction or alternative designs which may be more appropriate and creative.  Vernacular designs may be popular but what period of time should be reflected – inter-war, Victorian, pastoral, original archaic stone-built??  This policy needs to be tempered to reflect the variety of architectural options which are open to developers and individuals in building a home.
6. Summary and conclusion.
We hope that these representations provide a helpful input to enable the Council to amend its plan prior to submission to the Planning Inspectorate.  As always, we remain eager to discuss our emerging site and we attach:- 

Firstly, our addendum to the previous representations which provides an assessed comparison between the relevant sites in Codsall/Bilbrook including the Hallam Land Management’s site at Sandy Lane, Codsall,
Secondly, the Vision Document prepared by consultants FPCR on behalf of Hallam Land Management shortly before the Preferred Options stage as a basis for discussion and
Thirdly, reports undertaken by consultants on behalf of Hallam Land Management showing the landscape and heritage issues concerning the Sandy Lane site.
Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you wish to discuss any points further. 

Yours sincerely

John Acres 
ACRES LAND & PLANNING LTD
Company Number 9395504



