
COMMENTS ON PROPOSED HOUSING DEVELOPMENT SITES AS OUTLINED IN THE WARWICK DISTRICT COUNCILS’ BROCHURE ENTITLED ‘LOCAL PLAN PREFERRED OPTIONS’

 INTRODUCTION
On Monday 11 th June I  attended a meeting described as a ‘forum’ at which the chief executive of Warwick district council outlined the councils’ preferred options for development land for housing and commerce for the borough from 2014 to 2029 . This represents a plan to build 555 homes per year, giving a total of 8,325 homes in that time together with the necessary infrastructure and commercial development to support the residential development.  The CEO put great emphasis on the fact that this was in response to government predictions of population growth and housing requirements, and that if the local council did not provide a suitable plan, one would be imposed by others (not specified). 
A brief period was allowed for questions (I will need to revise my understanding of a forum) and a brochure provided before the meeting was closed.
This is a brief comment on the proposed developments.  
I would however put on record two facts. Firstly I live in Jordan Close and back onto the Thickthorn site, although I am protected by the large mature trees which edge the site. This means of course that I can be accused of nimbyism (is there such a word?). My answer to this would be that I would accept that some housing could be built on the site, if the housing requirement forecasts and the lack of land availability justify it .My concern is that I am struggling to understand how the requirement can be justified.
Secondly I am a retired civil engineer with considerable experience in both large scale construction planning and construction feasibility studies throughout the world.
The brochure is slick and colourful but is seriously lacking in any meaningful detail. I have therefore carried out my own research using the published data from the council and the wonders of Google. Even so it is only possible to comment on a macro level as no real detail is available.
I have addressed my comments to correspond with the order of your brochure. 


 VISION AND OBJECTIVES
I not sure what this all says other than clear concise English might be helpful. E.g. what does ‘narrowing the gaps mean’?  However if we consider the objectives I have no problem supporting local economic growth or maintaining thriving town centres. Promoting deprived areas is a good idea. Is this a big problem in Warwick? 
Providing for Growth and change in the population is fine if this as result of genuine pressure from within .I am far from convinced this is the case. 
It follows that if the population does not increase then the requirement for 550 new homes per year will also not be required.
Finally what are ‘garden towns’? Can anyone point to an example locally? The only large urban developments in the area are unquestionably estates .No amount of town planning will disguise the uniformity of these developments towns and cities normally grow over centuries and their charm is that they represent a patchwork of different styles and building methods. Our three major urban areas exactly mirror this, When you build estates of one ,two ,or three thousand homes on one site it inevitably creates an area which never melds into the host town. Similarity of design and construction will inevitably change the nature and feel of what are quite small rural towns, and forever identify them as the Thickthorn or Blackdown or whatever estate .

 LEVEL OF GROWTH (PO1)
On examination the fundamental requirement of houses must be questioned. The number of houses that are stated as required for the Warwick district seem to exactly mirror the NSOs’ calculation of 6.3 million homes required by 2031 on population basis. However when I drilled down this does not seem to be a reasonable assumption. Firstly the 6.3 homes includes 68% of single occupancy homes NOT houses. Secondly Warwick has a far higher student population than the national average which is projected to reduce following the increase in student fees. 
It is quite difficult to exactly estimate the level of growth for  Warwick area as the last published figures are from the 2001 survey and give the following figures :-
Warwick district -125,979
Kenilworth          -23,219
There are two quite different calculations from the councils’ own reports .The report on commercial land needs, gives a current population of 59.5%times 75865 jobs equals 127,504, whilst the report on affordable housing needs and inward migration gives a figure of 138,670. Which is right? The 2011 census figures will settle the issue.
The current TFR for Warwick is 1.65 and has been as low as 1.43. It follows therefore that population growth is entirely due to inward migration. The council states that this must be job related. I have serious concerns that it is more likely to driven by housing availability.
This issue of population increase is absolutely fundamental in how we plan for the future and I can see no change in the councils’ position since the world changed in 2008. Let us consider the issue of the current levels of inward migration by the councils’ own figures.  Since 2008 inward migration has reduced rapidly until by last year there was a net outward migration of 700 people. Given that even the Cabinet secretary cannot see much improvement until 2026, where are these jobs coming from? 
Ironically there has been some recent improvement in job opportunities created by the expansion of Land Rover Jaguar a sector your employment report expected to decline, and in the proposed expansion of Birmingham Airport. As both of these employment areas are outside of the Warwick district, available housing stock in our area will encourage inward migration for commuting. Do you really want this?   
There is another driver that your reports have considered but I believe under estimated.  Warwick District and Kenilworth has more than its fair share of retirees and households where occupants could be considered middle aged. Recent changes in retirement conditions will fundamentally change retirement housing needs. Retirement age will increase to 67 for both men and women. This will soak up a very large portion of any increase in jobs, particularly in the sectors high-lighted in your own report. In addition future retirees will retire on smaller incomes in real terms than currently enjoyed by my generation. The effect of this will be much more downsizing to fund retirement.  This is a common practice abroad and I am already seeing acceleration amongst my friends and acquaintances who are adopting this option. Further to this, end of life care is increasingly being funded by family house sales and the impact of this (particularly in Kenilworth) appears not to be recognised. These factors obviously change the dynamic in relation to housing needs.  
Please revisit the figures with a more realistic view of population growth.
INFRASTUCTURE LEVY (PO2)
An infrastructure levy is on the face of it a super scheme to get developers to pay for schools, roads, etc. The reality is somewhat different .Developers and Contractors operate on very small margins (typically less than 5%) so the amount of money, particularly for major road schemes (which are very expensive) that  can be extracted is unlikely to be anywhere near sufficient  to pay for all the infrastructure required.  Your option recognises this and talks about ’contributing to the costs’. Where does the rest of the money come from?
The other issues with infrastructure are timing and disruption. Large developments require their infrastructure first. How do you pay for this? Similarly the disruption caused not only whilst the infrastructure is being built but also subsequently when the estate is built, means that adjacent properties will have many years of noise, mud and disruption. I have had many years experience of construction no amount of construction conditions or restraints will mitigate this.   


BROAD LOCATION OF GROWTH (PO3)
I understand the desire to work and live near to work ,but I also believe it is important to maintain the green belt and whilst there is very little brown field land in the Warwick district itself there is an abundance very close by in Coventry.  It seems ridiculous to destroy green belt in say Kenilworth when there is ample brown field land only 4 miles away. 

DISTRIBUTION OF SITES FOR HOUSING(PO4)
I have refrained from commenting on individual sites other than Thickthorn as I am not particularly familiar with the other sites. One significant thing I noticed however was that every site talks about ‘houses’ and not ‘homes’. Is this an oversight? or something more sinister.
The Thickthorn site is an obvious soft option. I believe however that the problems of transport and the impact on Kenilworth will make this a horrible mistake. The impact on infrastructure will be disastrous. I have studied that infrastructure report and will comment on these decisions later.
I will comment however that once green belt is rezoned it is lost forever and should be considered only as a very last resort.
AFFORDABLE HOUSING (PO5)
I entirely agree that creating a method for making some housing affordable for people who through no fault of their own cannot currently afford to buy or rent in the area is reasonable and laudable. I cannot see the argument that says these homes must be built in such concentration on green field sites. The governments’ own paper talks of up to 20% on brown field sites with low cost land values. I am not of course an expert on the subject, but given that the houses themselves must conform to minimum standards in terms of size ,construction methods ,and fittings, I must assume that the cost of building would be no lower relatively (including land) than any other building on that site. It therefore follows that the method of making them affordable is entirely financial. This must be in the form of subsidised rents or partial ownership. Two things strike me about 40% affordable housing on the proposed sites. Firstly the sales prices of the commercially sold house will be less, further reducing the available financial float for infrastructure and subsidy. Secondly the burden on the local taxpayer will be very large not only in subsidising the building of these properties, but also in the maintaining of them. It is also inconceivable that a Developers’ levy could come anywhere close to paying for the infrastructure needed. 
Surely a better approach given the lack of brown field sites is to reverse recent trends of council house sales and buy existing housing stock particularly where renovation may be needed.



MIXED COMMUNITIES AND A WIDE CHOICE OF HOMES (PO6)
Points a), b), and c) No comment.
Point c), Student accommodation does require some serious thought. Student population is not now growing and student accommodation is entirely driven by three factors:-
A) Cost
B) Location to the college or university
C) Location to entertainment
Any attempt to locate artificially will be doomed to failure.
GYPSIES AND TRAVELLERS (PO7)
No comment .Is there a site in mind?

ECONOMY (PO8)
Economic growth is important, but not dependant in inward migration. Economic growth can also be achieved by existing residents  improving incomes by better productivity, promotion or investment Everybody wants nice clean high tech industries employing a very high proportion of graduates. In the main Warwick has achieved this. There is however a downside to this and it is very clearly shown in Kenilworth. Kenilworth is a management dormitory town, very high income and ownership levels with virtually no meaningful industry. The external commuting rate is very high. The morning exodus and evening return on the A46 are evidence of this. My concern is that the mixed economy that is so desired will not happen. Migration will be housing led. The high priced housing will be sold to commuters working in Coventry, Birmingham, and even London, whilst commercial property remains empty in Wawick, and affordable housing becoming a refuge for the unemployed.
Growth in the country is currently flat with the bank of England pumping another £50 billion into the economy. Why does the council continue to dream and plan for a forecast scenario that cannot happen?

RETAILING AND TOWN CENTRES (PO9)
I have not studied the changes and effects of the proposals on retailing, but I assume that they will incorporate the findings of the recent town centre study carried out for the government by Mary Portas. This is particularly relevant with reference to parking which is currently very difficult in all our town centres at certain times.
I notice that park and ride schemes are proposed. Having lived recently in Brighton I can tell you that park and ride schemes only work for tourists and residents who live adjacent to the parking area. This is entirely due to time availability. Local shoppers generally want to get in shop and get out. Tourists are there for much longer periods. In Brighton park and walk even with quite long walks worked much better and allows the centre to become pedestrianised.


BUILT ENVIROMENT (PO10)
If you are saying we will only build nice properties in keeping with current energy saving requirements and the local environment, that is fine. I personally do not see how you can square that circle by building huge monolithic estates adjacent to totally mixed communities.

HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT (PO11)
No comment
CLIMATE CHANGE (PO12)
We all need to reduce our carbon footprints. We must also ensure that we maintain our international competiveness. With 7 billion people in the world all trying to live like Americans it would be very easy for local eco warriors to render us uncompetitive. 
 I am not sure how Warwick council feel they can influence and support renewable energy given that there is no suitable locations for wind farms, no opportunity for hydro electric energy, no geothermal availability, we are 100 miles from the sea and live in an area where solar energy is weak and ineffective. I personally was on the report committee at Harwell under professor Clive Grove Palmer that studied wave energy for the government in the early eighties and I can tell you there are no free lunches or easy answers with renewable energy.
If the council are serious about reducing carbon footprint or at least not increasing it, THEN DONT DESTROY 3%OF OUR GREEN BELT AND CONVERT IT TO HOUSES !!

INCLUSIVE, SAFE AND HEALTHY COMMUNITIES (PO13)
 Substance please.



TRANSPORT (PO15)
Firstly transport in this area is currently a nightmare. The entire north south access operates along the A46 which runs like a spine through the district. The councils’ own findings show that the traffic will increase by 13% should these houses be built assuming no increase in local car ownership. The A46 is only a dual carriageway from Leek Wootton to the Longbridge interchange. There is no hard shoulder to steal. Development of this road  would be a major undertaking without taking into account the inevitable opposition that swampy and his mates would create.  The subject of transport, including public, private and commercial transport needs far more consideration than the council has given it.
 Now  we come to the thorny issue of HS2. I like you, do not like it, don’t support it, and would much rather it went away. BUT it is likely to happen. All three major political parties support and are committed to it. Again I have some personal experience. I had the responsibility of preparing project budgets for the Channel tunnel rail link (later to become HS1). All of the objections and arguments were similar. Destroying the environment, no business case etc. It made no difference, only the route changed and then only in urban areas. If HS2 happens it will have a profound effect on your forecasts. The much trumpeted North South development area will migrate to the north east of Birmingham and the Birmingham Airport area. Jobs will move north west of Warwick and you will be looking at transport links to there.
To ignore the possibility Of HS2 is to design a building in an earthquake zone without adequate protection because you hope it won’t happen and it’s cheaper. Please at least have a contingency plan rather than simply ignoring HS2.
The other oddity is the new station at Kenilworth which everyone supports. I cannot help feeling that if the business case was there for it, then it would already be in existence. 

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE (PO15)
So it seems we are building on some green belt and reinforcing protection on the remainder. That is of course until 2029 when we will need to convert a bit more for further development. The time to say stop is now.

GREE N BELT (PO16 )
Your proposals exactly create the ‘Urban sprawl’ you seek to protect us from.
CULTURE AND TOURISM (PO17)
I don’t see what this has to do with developing green belt.

FLOODING AND WATER(PO19)
Where is the joined up thinking? Eco systems are complex and very finely balanced. Does the council really believe that concreting over green belt during a period of climate change can be accurately modelled? Where have they been for the last three months? It is not even proven that carbon dioxide is the primary attracter in climate change(although I believe it is likely). Calculating flood risk accurately is very, very difficult and can be influenced by tiny changes in soil porosity and local topography.

CONCLUSIONS
After studying your document and listening to your CEO. 
My conclusions are:-
A) The argument that we must accept these proposals from the council because otherwise solutions will be forced on us from above should be ignored. These proposals should be considered entirely on merit. 
B) I do not believe that the case has been made for the level of expansion proposed particularly in the light of recent global economic events.
C) I do not believe that there has been anywhere near sufficient investigation into the effects of these proposals on the local environment.
D) I believe that an alternative approach of brown field building within Warwick area and in conjunction with our neighbours, and better use of our existing housing stock and infrastructure coupled with a more realistic forecast of local economic needs would be a better option
I have found no evidence that any option other than the councils’ preferred option has been seriously considered. Perhaps I could be advised of where such documents exist.
My overriding fear is that once green belt is converted to building land it is an irreversible process. Developers will cherry pick the prime locations and build houses that will make inward migration a self fulfilling prophecy without any local jobs being created other than those required to directly support those houses.
Finally what next? In 2029 let’s grab another chunk of green belt. Maybe connect Kenilworth to Leamington. No stop it now.

David Jackson ,13 Jordan close,Kenilworth,01926 259598   July 2012


