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POLICY DC 35 – EXCEPTIONS HOUSING SCHEMES

1. 
Introduction
1.1 
This Response Statement relates to Policy DC 35 and the justification for the Council’s decision to include this policy, both in terms of its objectives and the specific wording, within the General Development Control Policies DPD.

1.2 
The overall spatial strategy for Horsham District is set out in The Core Strategy (2007), adopted by the Council on 2 February 2007 (CDHor2). The General Development Control Policies DPD is derived from the visions, objectives and strategic policies of the Submission Core Strategy.  Each policy is intended to expand, where necessary, the policies of the Core Strategy, going beyond the strategic level and assisting in the more detailed site specific consideration of proposals at the planning application stage. 
1.3
A number of issues relating to the policy were raised in the original representations on the Submission General Development Control Policies document (CDHor1). Subsequently, the Inspector has identified the following key issues and questions for examination:

· Is the policy wording clear, reasonable and flexible?

· Is the policy too restrictive?
2. 
Basis for policy approach and wording

2.1
The Council believes that this policy addresses a key issue of importance in this District.  The need for affordable rural housing in many communities within the District has been growing as the gap between house prices and incomes increases.  One means to address this need is through the release of land which would not otherwise be granted planning permission for housing, on the basis that the housing provided is restricted to affordable housing for qualifying local people, in perpetuity.  This ‘rural exception site policy’ has been a feature of planning policy in this District for some 18 years, and is incorporated in the adopted 1997 Horsham District Local Plan (Policy HS6) (CDHor7).  A small number of rural exception site schemes have been delivered within the District as a result of the policy and it is hoped that more will come forward with the clarification of the policy provisions applying in the smaller settlements through the adoption of the Core Strategy (CDHor2).
2.2 The wording of the policy is intended to strike the right balance in terms of


the guidance given and the level of detail involved. It is important to recognise that the policy reflects Government guidance on this approach as previously set out in PPG3 and now incorporated in PPS3 (CDNat6).  Paragraph 30 of PPS3 indicates that consideration should be given to releasing sites solely for affordable housing and that these sites should only be used for affordable housing in perpetuity.  Policy DC35 elaborates these requirements in order to explain the necessary criteria that will need to be met in this District, including the identification and nature of the local need being met; the means to manage the housing in perpetuity; the exclusion of market housing; and the need to consider location carefully in the light of sustainability and community considerations.  The policy is supported by further explanation in paragraphs 3.142 - 3.144 of the reasoned justification.
3. 
Principal Issues
3.1 
Three representations were submitted on Policy DC35 in response to the Submission Document, with one representation in support.  The representations raised concern about the operation of the policy in relation to housing need in a particular Parish, under criterion b; felt that the policy is too restrictive and should enable the provision of an element of open market housing in order to deliver a greater proportion of affordable units on the same site;  and should allow flexibility for more mixed development where there are particular site issues.  The Council does not accept that it would be appropriate to allow for open market housing as part of development on an ‘exceptions’ housing site.  PPS3 makes it clear that rural exception sites should only be used for affordable housing in perpetuity (paragraph 30, CDNat6).  It is essential for the future operation of the policy that any form of ‘cross-subsidy’ by market housing is ruled out so that the provision of genuine affordable housing remains a viable proposition.  The clarity of the policy in this respect is both necessary and appropriate.  With regard to the ‘local needs’ requirements in criterion b, the practice has always been to restrict any affordable housing provided to the Parish in which it is located in the first instance, but to allow for possible occupation by residents of adjoining Parishes, if necessary, because an immediate local need does not exist at the time of vacancy, under a ‘cascade’ system, so that properties do not remain vacant for any length of time.  There is plenty of experience of such an approach both in this District and elsewhere nationally, and it has not caused a problem for local communities.
3.2
The Inspector has indicated two key issues and questions in relation to Policy DC35, to which the Council would wish to respond in turn as follows:

Is the policy wording clear, reasonable and flexible?

3.3
It is considered that the policy wording is clear both in its intent and its application.  It reflects national planning policy and experience in terms of the need to define carefully what is and is not appropriate in relation to rural exceptions schemes.  Given that the approach set out is ‘exceptional’ in nature, the policy is as reasonable as it can be if the approach is not to be abused, contrary to other policy and spatial objectives.  The policy provides flexibility in the means by which the affordable housing provided can be managed in perpetuity, but it is not practicable to be more flexible without creating ‘loopholes’ which would undermine the intentions of the policy and, in the longer term, the provision of genuine affordable housing in rural communities.

Is the policy too restrictive?

3.4
The Council considers that the policy is of necessity restrictive in approach, but not unduly so and not without a clear purpose in terms of the limitations imposed.  The suggestion in the original representations that the policy could be more flexible or less restrictive if it included provision for open market housing in certain instances is not tenable in terms of the basis of the policy, as addressed in paragraph 3.1 above.  It is also important that appropriate rural affordable housing should take into account sustainability considerations as far as possible and be well designed, in accordance with the local character of the area.
4.0
Response to Submitted Statements
4.1
Mr GA Bonetti (Rep No2834) considers that the policy is too rigid and not flexible enough to allow for different circumstances; and that there may be circumstances where housing development is preferable to economic development in the countryside, even though this is preferred in national policies. The Council considers that the policy is appropriately constructed and worded and should not be amended in the way suggested. It is not appropriate to allow environmental improvement issues or infrastructure considerations to outweigh the key objectives of the policy, to enable affordable housing for local people on the exceptional basis envisaged. The caveats proposed to the policy’s approach to open market housing would undermine the clear policy intentions and would not be acceptable to this rural exception site policy.
5.0 Conclusion

5.1
The policy is a widely recognised tool for securing rural affordable housing to meet the needs of local communities, as an exception to normal planning policies for housing development.  In the circumstances of making such an exception, it is important to be clear of the basis and categories for the assessment of local housing needs.  It is also essential to ensure that mechanisms are in place so that the affordable housing provided is maintained for successive occupiers meeting the qualifying criteria.  The incorporation of any open market housing would be contrary to national planning policy and undermine the objectives of the policy and the overall policy framework.
5.2
The policy meets the relevant Tests of Soundness, particularly Test 4 (it complies with national policies, including PPS3; Test 6 (the policy complies with the Core Strategy, particularly Policies CP4 and CP12); Test 7 (it is considered the most reasonable in all the circumstances and is founded on a robust and credible evidence base); and Test 9 (it is reasonably flexible to enable it to respond to changing circumstances).
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