
 

 

 

   

For the attention of Chris Edwards 

Stradbroke Community Land Trust 

Suffolk 

 

2nd September 2020 

 

Dear Chris, 

Re Interim Planning Reforms – Increasing the affordable housing threshold to 

40 homes 

Context 

As you are aware, the Government is currently undertaking a wholesale reform of the planning 

system – billed as the most comprehensive since the passage of the 1947 Town and Country 

Planning Act. There is a great deal of activity at present and it can be hard to keep track of it but 

there are essentially four inter-related things going on simultaneously. 

 There is, of course Planning for the Future, a White Paper which proposes the abolition 

of the present planning system and its replacement with a zoning system. Consultation 

runs until the end of October; 

 There is the Government’s proposal to introduce a new form of affordable housing “First 

Homes” which are likely to supplant Shared Ownership. Initial consultation is now 

complete; 

 Then, in a slightly longer timeframe, the Government is proposing wholesale reform of 

Local Government itself – sweeping away all two tier authorities and replacing them 

with Unitary Authorities. Whilst this does not affect the principles of the planning 

reforms, the potential for confusion arising from trying to institute a new planning 

system whilst simultaneously re-organising the bodies responsible for making the plans 

are obvious; 

All three of these proposals may have significant impacts on your Neighbourhood Plan and on 

the Stradbroke Community Land Trust which grew out of it but I think that it is the fourth set of 

reforms which will have the most immediate and, potentially the most deleterious impact. 

The Consultation is short – it closes on 1st October – and, in essence, it proposes three things: 
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First, there will be a number of adjustments to the standard methodology for calculating 

housing numbers. These may be important in some areas but less so for you since your 

neighbourhood plan is in place.  

Second, it begins the process of replacing Shared Ownership with First Homes. In my view, this 

is important for some players in the housing field – especially Housing Associations but it is 

essentially the replacement of one housing product with another one. Both cost roughly the 

same and serve roughly the same group of households and, whilst there are pros and cons, I 

don’t think the pose a serious threat to the Parish, the CLT or the Neighbourhood Plan.  

However, the third proposal would be disastrous. It is that, for an initial period of 18 months 

(which may then be extended) the minimum threshold for the provision of affordable housing 

through the planning process would be raised to 40 – or perhaps 50 – homes. 

The stated motivations for this are that the Government wishes to ease the pressures on SME 

developers (who never really recovered from the financial crisis and among whom insolvencies 

were increasing even before Covid) and also that it wishes to encourage them to bring 

development forward quickly in order to take advantage of this “one-off” opportunity.  

In my view, this won’t work – not least because the insolvencies among smaller developers 

weren’t actually being caused by the need to provide affordable housing and contra the stated 

Government view, they weren’t being seriously delayed by them either. 

The Government has acknowledged that this proposal comes at a cost. It estimates that it will 

reduce the output of affordable homes by 17% (for a 40 unit threshold) or even 20% (for a 50 

unit threshold). And, reading across to other Government data, it represents a giveaway of 

around £1.2bn. 

What it has failed to reckon with is where those affordable homes are located and who will lose 

them. In my view, the answer to that is obvious. The community that came together to form the 

Stradbroke Neighbourhood Plan did so, in large part because it wished to secure the vitality by 

ensuring that homes were available for young people with connections to the village to occupy 

at prices they could afford.  

To that end, they pro-actively identified a set of small sites which whose development would not 

destroy the character of the village and which could be delivered by local developers. And they 

tried to ensure that as many of those sites as possible would be able to deliver significant 

amounts of affordable housing.  

Because all but one of the Neighbourhood Plan Sites are small enough that they could be 

developed in such a way as to get under the threshold, there is a real risk that all of their owners 
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take immediate advantage and re-submit planning applications which reduce the affordable 

housing to zero.  

The heart would immediately be ripped out of the Neighbourhood Plan. Developers would move 

to implement as quickly as possible and then, when it became obvious that not all of the sites 

could be delivered simultaneously, they would stall. 

The most galling outcome of all would be in respect of Grove Farm, which originally had the 

benefit of consent (now lapsed) for 46 homes but the capacity for over a dozen more. I know 

how hard you have worked to set up the CLT and to use creative negotiations with the Local 

Planning Authority to use a ransom strip to ensure that the additional capacity is delivered at 

50% affordable housing. If the Government goes ahead with this misguided proposal, it seems 

inevitable that the owner will use the existing access constraints to re-plan the site for 39 homes 

and thus avoid the need to provide any affordable housing at all.  

I know that you will want to make representations and I know that you will want them to be as 

impactful as possible. However, making representations to a consultation of this type requires 

resources and cash, both of which are in very short supply for community groups.  

I therefore am therefore proposing a fee structure which I hope will help both to spread the cost 

of the representations and also to make them more impactful  - essentially by spreading the cost 

between a number of joint signatories.  

Fee Structure 

The full cost of the representation will be £2,625 plus VAT.  

You have managed to obtain funding for up to £750 towards the cost of those representations.  

In view of the short deadline for this consultation, Bailey Venning Associates will therefore draft 

the representations and take the risk that further signatories can be found to contribute 

towards the cost.  

We will draft the representations on the basis of a set of in principle objections but, since 

Stradbroke Parish Council is leading, we will use examples drawn primarily from your own 

experience. The first five Parish Councils or other organisations who wish to be made 

signatories to the representations may add further accounts of their own circumstances and the 

harm arising from this short-sighted (and short term) change in policy for a fee of £375 each.  

If additional signatories can be found beyond that number, then the total fee will be 

commensurately reduced for each party up to a maximum of 10 signatories and a fee of £250 + 

VAT each. If they have information that they wish to annex to the main report then we will 
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include it but I don’t think that I can handle editing a document with submissions from more 

than six organisations within the budget and timescale proposed.  

To add weight to the submission itself, an unlimited number of further signatories may add 

their names to the representations although, for obvious reasons, I don’t think that I can take 

comments beyond their endorsement of the essential points.  

I appreciate that all those organisations will need time to digest and come to a view about 

whether and how they would like to be included in the submission. To that end, I will get on 

with writing the reps as soon as I can, with a view to having an initial draft available to anyone 

who would like to view it by the end of next week i.e. by close of business on 11th September. 

Outline of Representations 

In the meantime, you may find it helpful to have an outline of the sorts of criticisms I was going 

to make of the policy.  

These fall into three parts. 

The first is a general account of why the policy will not work as intended. 

I would start by recognising that the Government is trying to save SME developers from 

bankruptcy and to encourage them to bring forward sites expeditiously and note that these are 

worthy goals. However, this policy will not achieve those ends because reducing the level of 

affordable housing simply increases developers’ up front land costs and actually increases the 

level of risk associated with their projects. And it won’t speed things up because this temporary 

change in policy requires primary legislation and new planning applications. So there will be at 

least six or seven months of slow down before there is any speeding up of the process.  

You can find a rather longer account of this on my LinkedIn profile 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/increasing-affordable-housing-threshold-40-units-very-

george-venning/?published=t 

Having asserted that it will not work, I will then use the example of Stradbroke to provide case 

studies of the work that will go to waste in order to provide this mindless and temporary bung 

to landowners. 

I will talk about the general loss of affordable housing and about how that affordable housing 

was one of the biggest motivators for developing the plan. I shall then move on to Grove Farm 

and point out how your delicate plan to increase the level of affordable housing even beyond the 

policy rate would be completely scotched.  

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/increasing-affordable-housing-threshold-40-units-very-george-venning/?published=t
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/increasing-affordable-housing-threshold-40-units-very-george-venning/?published=t
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There may be other examples from those who also contribute. But the main point at which we 

want to arrive is that, in addition to the loss of the affordable homes themselves and the work 

which went into developing the plans, the Government is at risk of enraging its own allies.  

An obvious thread running through the longer term reforms is that they want to stop local 

people saying no to everything and encourage them to engage positively. If you frustrate the 

very people who were engaging positively with the old planning system, by needlessly 

undermining their work, what incentive will they have to support your new and extremely 

vulnerable long-term reforms of the planning system?  

Finally, I don’t think I’d be helping your cause with the Government by telling them that their 

proposals are stupid unless we were also making a constructive suggestion about what to do 

instead. I therefore propose that two alternative reforms be made.  

The first would be to leave the threshold roughly where it is but change its basis to the value of 

development. That is, the new threshold would be the average value of 10 new build houses in 

England (c.£3.3m). Not only does that make for a tighter policy in high value areas where 

affordable housing is urgently needed and a more permissive one in low value areas where it is 

not, it creates an incentive for developers to “game” the system by selling houses cheaper than 

they otherwise would. This is a feature rather than a bug. Because discounting development in 

order to avoid obligations does three good things: 

 It reduces the risk developers face (because it should be easier to sell discounted 

homes);  

 It bears down on property prices and, crucially; 

 It suppresses land value rather than inflating it.  

The second suggestion would be to take the money that this proposal would have cost (around 

£1.2bn) and giving it to Homes England to create a land assembly fund with a specific remit to 

acquire sites for delivery only by the SME developers they are trying to help.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

George Venning 
Director 
For and on behalf of Bailey Venning Associates Limited 
Email address george@bailey-venning.com 
 


