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Response to Consultation on Affordable Housing in the City Centre Supplementary Planning Document to Local Development Framework

July 2007

Bradford Property Forum welcomes the efforts made by Bradford Metropolitan District Council to produce guidance that seeks to provide clarity and certainty around meeting affordable housing needs in the city centre.

The Property Forum has the following comments to make in relation to the Affordable Housing Supplementary Planning Document (SPD). 

General Comments

1. Is the evidence on which the SPD is based up to date? The situation in Bradford City Centre is evolving quickly and it is apparent that there is no longer an oversupply of social housing in the city centre (as the SPD states). 
The amount of social housing in the city centre does not currently meet demand which has changed significantly since the DTZ city centre study. The supply will be further eroded by the demolition of a substantial part of Bradford Community Housing Trust’s (BCHT) stock situated at Chain Street within the Goitside regeneration area.  The remaining stock at this location has been modernised and remodelled but this has also resulted in a reduction in the number of units.  
Whilst BCHT’s replacement new build will go some way to providing an increased range of housing types there will nevertheless continue to be an imbalance within the City Centre area. 

In our opinion the Section 106 process continues to perpetuate this inappropriate mix of mainly one and two bedroomed apartments.
2. ‘Pepper-potting’ (paragraph 3.4 and 3.5) is no longer a commonly used term. ‘Mixed tenure’ is a more preferable term.

3. Achieving regeneration is a long term issue and therefore requires a long term view

4. The SPD states that CBMBC have a preference for the delivery of shared equity and shared ownership properties over discounted units for sale (paragraph 4.3).  

It is important to note that there is a difference between shared ownership and shared equity. The SPD appears to put them on a level playing field. We do not consider that this is appropriate. Each has their own specific characteristics and we would suggest that residents within the City Centre should have the opportunity to staircase out to the full 100% value of their property. 
We would suggest it is necessary to discriminate between areas such as the City Centre and for example, high demand rural areas where shared equity may be deemed more appropriate thus ensuring affordable housing is retained within the community.
Specific Comments 

1. The inclusion in the SPD of the requirements for affordable housing delivery is welcomed (paragraph 8.1 of the SPD) as this provides certainty. However, early on in the development process floorspace is a more accessible measure. 

Affordable housing standards expressed as a percentage of required floorspace rather than number of units would make the trigger point for provision more explicit and be better linked with the Housing Corporation standards (point 3 below).  

2. The SPD relays a slightly confusing message by stating where it doesn’t want social housing to be located in the city centre (paragraph 3.1, 3.2). 
Considering the city centre is such a small area, if the SPD is wishing to target specific areas for affordable housing, it would be preferable to have a strategic debate with retailers, businesses and housing providers to develop a strategy for where affordable housing should be located. 

3. The SPD reflects the Housing Corporation’s standards for minimum size of affordable units. 
It is important to highlight that these standards are higher than the standards being delivered by the market in city centres, especially for 2 and 3 bedroom units. A two bedroom market value unit in Bradford City Centre is typically 500 to 550 sq.ft in size. We understand that the Housing Corporation Standards apply across the UK and do not distinguish by location. However, it is important for the Property Forum to highlight that this will lead to a mismatch in the city centre whereby affordable units will be larger than market units, yet cheaper to purchase. 
If developers can provide a commuted sum a social housing provider can then provide units to meet the Housing Corporation standard, which does not lead to a distortion in the market.

4. The SPD requests details of the service charge for a development at the point of a planning application (paragraph 5.1). 
It is impracticable and not feasible to provide this information at this stage as it is only usually calculated on completion of a scheme. Developers typically set aside a budget or have in mind a range of the likely costs prior to completion, but the costs of service charge is subject to fluctuation.

5. The SPD seeks to set a different level of service charge for affordable units compared to open market units (paragraph 5.1). 
It is acknowledged that the cost of service charge can actually render some units unaffordable. However, the reduction of service charge for affordable units will result in a higher charge for open market units to cover the overall cost. Service charge is very transparent as each occupant is sent a letter which sets out the entire service charge for a scheme and identifies which level (or band) they are to pay. 
Developers are obliged to be transparent to avoid quibbles and in any event occupants have the right to request the accounts relating to the cost of the service charge and how it is administered. Service charge is calculated by £ per square ft. If affordable units are built to meet Housing Corporation Standards they will actually be larger than some units in a scheme and actually eligible for a higher level of service charge. If rates are reduced for affordable units other residents will soon become aware of this and it would undermine efforts made to achieve integrated, mixed tenure development.  
Alternatively, developers would need to reduce the overall costs of service charge to make the scheme more equitable for all, but this is a risk in itself as cutting the quality of service is likely to undermine the whole development. If communal facilities are poorly maintained, residents will refuse to pay their service charge leading to a downward spiral.

6. The SPD states that there is an overall presumption against use of commuted sums except where proposed provision adjoins existing areas of concentration of affordable / social housing at certain city centre locations. 
Bradford Property Forum welcomes this flexibility as RSL’s are being told by English Partnership to rely increasingly on commuted sums so as to reduce government subsidy towards the provision of social housing. It would be useful if the ‘certain city centre locations’ were defined. 

This paper was prepared by Bradford Property Forum, a membership-based group of businesses and other organisations with an interest in Bradford District’s property development sector.
BPF is chaired by Linda Pollard OBE, Deputy Chairman of Yorkshire Forward.

Contact information: Mike Cartwright, secretariat, BPF, 01274 230057; info@bradfordpropertyforum.co.uk 
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