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Communities and Local Government Committee 
 
Subject - Planning and Housing Minister  
 
Submission by the National Housing Federation 
 
The National Housing Federation is the voice of affordable housing in England. We 
believe that everyone should have the home they need at a price they can afford. 
That’s why we represent the work of housing associations and campaign for better 
housing. Our members provide two and a half million homes for more than five 
million people. Each year they invest in a diverse range of neighbourhood projects 
that help create strong, vibrant communities. 
 
The Federation largely welcomed the announcements made on 6 September 2012 
as part of the Government’s housing and growth package.  With the announcement, 
the Government explicitly recognised the central role housing can play in 
generating economic growth.  
 
The stimulus should be seen as a major step forward, with the potential to 
transform the housing market. The measures can have an important role in 
providing homes for millions of families on waiting lists, creating jobs and giving the 
economy a quick shot in the arm. It is important that these measures are combined 
with a ready supply of land, so that housing associations and others can really get 
moving to build more homes at scale.   
 
The Federation would like to submit evidence on the following specific questions 
raised by the Committee:  
 
What the economic and wider impacts – such as the provision of social 
housing – will be of the proposed changes to speed up the planning process 
and to allow revision to section 106 (S106) agreements? 
 
The Federation believes the announcements on S106 build on, rather than break 
with, the Government’s recent approach towards viability: underscoring that 
agreements must not prohibit development but seeing their continued importance in 
making development acceptable to the local community. In this vein, the explicit 
recognition of the importance of S106 as a tool in providing affordable housing is 
timely and welcome. Even through the downturn this mechanism has provided over 
50% of the affordable homes delivered,1 providing vital access to land and 
developer contributions in a time of restricted public investment.   
 
While some renegotiation of S106 agreements could lead to the speedier 
development of both affordable and market housing, there are often larger issues 
impeding development. In many cases, constraints and costs of development 
finance and mortgage availability, as well as sales risk, are more fundamental 
stumbling blocks. It is critical that there is a clear and transparent process for 
examining the viability of schemes to establish whether it is indeed S106 
contributions that are impeding viability.  
 
Where the number of affordable homes is reduced to make a site viable, we would 
recommend that the Government reduces the time in which the revised agreement 

                                                
1 Analysis for the Federation by the Cambridge Centre of Housing and Planning Research 
on HSSA statistics:  http://data.gov.uk/dataset/england-hssa-housing-strategy-statistical-
appendix  

http://data.gov.uk/dataset/england-hssa-housing-strategy-statistical-appendix
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/england-hssa-housing-strategy-statistical-appendix
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can be used. Development under these agreements should start within 12 months 
rather than the three years proposed. This would help ensure economic benefits 
are felt much quicker and would stop developers unduly profiting from exemptions if 
the market improves. To further limit this, we would look for mechanisms to ensure 
that, if assumptions about viability prove pessimistic, that any waived or abated 
planning obligations are addressed.  
 
In addition, S106 contributions continue to cover a wide range of obligations above 
and beyond affordable housing. To allow a proper consideration of scheme viability, 
the legislation will need to ensure that the appeal/renegotiation is broader than just 
affordable housing.  
 
The Federation believes that if the above steps are taken the announced measures 
can have their desired impact, without adversely affecting the delivery of affordable 
housing.  
 
Ensuring that appeals are concluded more quickly could reduce the number of 
communities left in long-term planning limbo by a drawn-out appeals process. It will 
also give developers the certainty they need to get on with building the homes we 
desperately need.  However, this should not be done at the expense of providing 
both local authorities and communities the ability to reject inappropriate 
development. As with renegotiation, appeals should be conducted in an open book, 
robust and transparent fashion.   
 
What will be the impact on the Planning Inspectorate and local planning 
authorities of the proposed changes intended to speed up the planning 
process and to allow section 106 agreements to be re-assessed? 
 
We know that many local authorities are working hard in the face of continual 
planning reforms to make speedy and sound planning decisions. As recent Local 
Government Association (LGA) research suggests,2 it is often not the speed of 
consent but the lack of development finance and mortgage availability which 
hampers development. That said, we support moves to further incentivise local 
authorities to be good development partners and work with developers to ensure 
swift delivery of urgently needed homes.  
 
In order to safeguard the impact on the delivery of affordable homes, local 
authorities and the Planning Inspectorate should consider planning obligations with 
regard to the points outlined above and ensure all assessments are conducted in 
an open book, robust and transparent fashion.   
 
How the Government’s review of national and local standards should be 
carried out and what focus should it have? 
 
We support the Government's decision to take forward the work of the Harman 
Review, to rationalise existing national and 'local' standards. We believe that this 
work has the potential to cut red tape and free up home builders, for all tenures, to 
deliver high quality and sustainable homes in a timely fashion. In particular we 
would support moves to create a level playing field for all house builders. We look 
forward to working with Government on this important piece of work. 

                                                
2 http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/briefings-and-responses/-
/journal_content/56/10171/3706126/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE  

http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/briefings-and-responses/-/journal_content/56/10171/3706126/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/briefings-and-responses/-/journal_content/56/10171/3706126/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE
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What the impact is of the proposal to get empty commercial buildings back 
into use? 
 
We would echo the comments we and others made when proposals on getting 
empty offices back into use were consulted on earlier in the year.  We agree that 
encouraging local authorities to be more flexible over change of use would help 
deliver some of the homes we need. We are, however, concerned that providing 
permitted development rights for all these types of conversions would miss the 
opportunity to properly plan to meet need across all housing tenures. We would 
support an approach that gave permitted development rights up to a gross external 
area without planning obligations, or permitted development rights subject to a 
standard condition to include a certain percentage of affordable housing.   
 
Whether the Government’s financial incentives to increase investment in 
private rented housing provide the most effective solution to delivering 
housing in the sector? 
 
The number of people living in a rented home has doubled in the past ten years and 
now 1 in 4 people rent their home from a private landlord. This growth has been 
fuelled by buy to let mortgages and more people buying a home to rent out. Most 
people living in rented homes do so because they cannot afford to buy a home and 
do not qualify for an affordable rented home.  
 
With rents rising many families struggle to pay their rent, live in poor quality homes 
and have little security - meaning they could be evicted at short notice. We know 
that if nothing changes demand for homes will continue to grow and rents will 
continue to rise. 
 
One way to help address these problems for families who rent is to attract new 
investors and landlords who can build new high quality homes that are managed to 
a high standard.  
 
The Federation therefore welcomed measures in the housing and planning package 
as having the potential to bring forward the delivery of new homes for market rent.  
 
We supported the provision of a debt guarantee for organisations who commit to 
delivering new-build rented housing. Housing associations already access debt 
finance at highly competitive rates, but we hope that the guarantee will give further 
confidence to investors and further reduce the cost of this funding. A guarantee can 
reduce development risk, boost returns and attract investors once the development 
is complete. It recognises that most institutional investors don’t want to assume 
development risk, preferring to take on completed schemes. 
 
If the guarantee mechanism is kept as simple as possible and free from 
unnecessary conditions, it will have greater potential to boost borrowing capacity, 
allow housing associations to seek additional funding and add to existing 
development programmes. By providing the guarantee to cover long-term debt, the 
Government will match the typical borrowing pattern of the sector.  
 
The creation of a taskforce also has the potential to be positive and we will work to 
ensure that housing associations are represented. The Montague Review made 
special mention of the potential of housing associations to become key players in 
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the development of market rented housing. Involving housing associations in this 
taskforce would allow it to benefit from their expertise as property managers, as 
well as the existing confidence investors already have in the sector. 
 
Housing associations already offer thousands of homes for market rent and have 
the appetite to do more. However, in the midst of a recession and a rapidly 
changing operational environment, uncertainty and risk management constrain the 
extent to which housing associations can build new homes for market rent. 
Government therefore needs to consider how it can create greater certainty for 
providers. Extending the rent formula (rpi+0.5%) for social rents until 2020 would 
give housing associations much greater revenue certainty allowing them to commit 
to future developments.  
 
Whether the Government’s proposals to provide easier access to mortgages 
are feasible and will get people on to, and moving up, the housing ladder? 
 
Lack of mortgage availability is one of the key factors in restricting new supply.  Any 
measure intended to help first-time buyers onto the housing ladder at a time where 
house prices are out of reach of the majority and mortgage availability remains 
constrained is to be welcomed. We are supportive of the Funding for Lending and 
NewBuy mortgage indemnity guarantee scheme, which if successful have the 
potential to unlock mortgages for thousands of first time buyers.  
 
It is also important that there are options for people on low-to-middle incomes that 
are priced out of owning their own home. The extension of FirstBuy, which has 
already proved popular with purchasers, is a positive step. FirstBuy and shared 
ownership continues to experience high demand with increasing need for 
intermediate housing options.  
 
How feasible are the Government’s measures to release surplus public sector 
land to developers and how might they influence the supply of housing?   
 
The Federation supports the decision to speed up the release of public sector land. 
It has enormous potential to bring forward new supply quickly, create jobs and 
boost the economy. While the Government’s long-stated ambition to release public 
land with enough capacity to build up to 100,000 new homes by 2015 is admirable, 
it has delivered few homes on the ground.  
 
We have argued for some time that there should be a targeted release of small, 
non-strategic parcels of previously developed public land. These sites, which can 
accommodate up to 100 homes, can be developed at a much quicker rate than 
large, complex schemes.  Unlike larger sites, they do not require significant site 
assembly or infrastructure development and do not tend to experience lengthy 
planning processes. We have previously identified growth areas which could 
support this approach. Accelerating these sites would help deliver the growth and 
new homes in the next year rather than the next Parliament. We believe these sites 
could be fast-tracked through an innovative, open competition. 
 
If you have any specific questions on the details raised in this paper please contact 
Pippa Read – Policy Leader, Sustainable Environments on 020 7067 1092 or 
pippa.read@housing.org.uk  

mailto:pippa.read@housing.org.uk

