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Abstract
Housing development in England was subject to energetic policymaking 2000-2010. Policies encouraged reuse of brownfield land, higher densities, good quality design and mixed communities, and greater role for the planning system in the supply of affordable housing. Practice guidance for affordable housing emphasised careful site choice, layout and design, as well as the quality of individual homes, in order to avoid past problems in some social housing, provide good value, sustainable homes, and to create really good places. 

This paper draws on part of recent research on affordable housing delivery in England of the past thirty years. It uses case studies of 5 local authority areas and 18 sites to explore how far developments of affordable housing completed 2002/03-2007/08 in England can be described as ‘really good places’, and what might explain any limitations found. It draws conclusions and implications for policy.
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Introduction 

This paper reports in detail on part of the research carried out for the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) and Tenant Services Authority (TSA) in 2010. The aim was to analyse available quantitative and qualitative data on how the provision and investment of affordable housing by housing associations, both for social renting and low-cost home ownership, have changed over the last 20 years. The full report considers recent trends in new affordable homes numbers and characteristics, including locations and site characteristics in terms of deprivation and tenure mix, home type and size, through national level data held by the HCA and the TSA, publicly available national data obtained from the Department for Communities and Local Government, supplemented by local authority and site case studies. It also explores what types of households were allocated to new social rented homes or accepted as purchasers of new low cost home ownership dwellings (Department of Town & Regional Planning, University of Sheffield et al. 2011). 

This paper focuses on the case study local authorities and sites, which aim to describe in more detail the kinds of affordable homes and developments that had been created since 2003. The case studies were confined to the later part of the past 20 years because scheme- and site-level data was not available for 1989-2003. 

Aims

The first aim of this paper is to assess how many of the new affordable housing developments 2003/04-2007/08 can be described as ‘really good places’. The past 15 years have produced a voluminous literature on how to define and identify such places, and an equally voluminous body of policy and guidance in how to encourage them (discussed below). There a substantial consensus within this literature, although some of it is contradictory, and many indicators are not linked to better outcomes by evidence or are hard to apply in practice or without subjectivity.  Here we define ‘really good places’ using a simple set of indicators congruent with this literature and policy, bearing in mind the potential extra demands on places with affordable housing:

1) Places that are popular with current residents and potential residents, as far as can be ascertained;

2) Places in convenient locations;

3) Places which are not in very deprived neighbourhoods;

4) On sites without obvious environmental flaws;

5) That have ‘good’ design and layout;

6) Places that have a mix of tenures and home types.

This definition represents a broad summary of the aspirations and prescriptions of policy and good practice literature over the 2000s. We apply these in section to a five case study local authority areas and 18 recent affordable housing developments within them. 

The research found that while all the schemes which we had evidence on demand for were popular and had no significant current management problems, and while many of the sites met several of these criteria, no site definitely met all of them. Although there were some problems with missing data, this meant the sites could not be described unambiguously and enthusiastically as the ‘really good places’ aspired to in policy and practice literature. Some of the drawbacks might present problems for the future, as has been found with some past affordable housing. 

The next sections them paper examines the processes whereby this can happen. It finds that some of the national housing development policies of the 2000s were unusually successful in terms of implementation. However, there were conflicts between some of these policies and those that might help create ‘really good places’. Local authorities, the key enabling organisations for ‘placemaking’, supported national policy to encourage ‘really good places’, but had other goals which were higher priorities. We were not able to interview housing associations and developers, but suggest that similar arguments may apply to them. There was substantial variation between local authority areas, but this general pattern held true. From this evidence the paper concludes that the quality and sustainability of recent new build schemes have been severely constrained, by general practicalities of scheme development, by the delivery of affordable housing as an adjunct to market development, and also, ironically, by policies on increased development density and city centre regeneration which share the same broad goals as those promoting good quality affordable housing. The result has been a generation of new homes which do not meet all the aspirations of the 2000s, and which in some cases do not offer a significant advantage over past affordable housing and have a range of location, design layout and quality vulnerabilities which could lead to future problems.

Case study selection and data collection

Local authority areas

A small sample of five local authority areas was chosen.  The five areas were Croydon, Maidstone, Sheffield, Shropshire, and Swindon (in Shropshire, which is now a unitary authority, the schemes were selected from the former South Shropshire district council area which was in operation for most of the relevant period). The local authorities were chosen for their diversity in terms of urbanity and rurality, higher and lower housing demand and land and housing prices. Until the 2000s, new homes in Croydon were typically built at slightly higher densities than the national average of 25 homes per hectare, in Sheffield and Swindon at close to the national average, and in Maidstone and Swindon at below the national average (Table 1). 

Table 1: Average density of housing development in the case study districts, dwellings per hectare

	
	
	
	Period in which case study sites were completed

	
	
	
	Early
	Late

	
	1994-1997
	1998-2001
	2002-2005
	2006-2009

	Sheffield
	29
	23
	48
	96

	Shropshire
	20
	16
	21
	24

	Croydon
	36
	34
	58
	79

	Maidstone
	18
	21
	36
	40

	Swindon
	25
	25
	39
	48

	England
	25
	25
	34
	43


Source: DCLG Live table 232 

The rate of build varied between areas, but we wanted to ensure that each case had at least a minimum of new affordable housing supported by the Housing Corporation or HCA. The HCA’s database showed that between 2003/04 and 2008/09, the five local authorities had a total of over 300 separate Housing Corporation- or HCA-funded affordable housing schemes, or roughly 60 schemes a year, which resulted in a total of over 4,000 new affordable homes (Table 2). 

Table 2: Processes to develop HCA-supported new housing development in the case study districts, 2003/04-2007/08

	
	
	Main processes of development/purchase

	
	Number of affordable homes
	Acquisition and works
	Off the shelf
	Package deal
	New Build Works Only
	Works only
	Other (Unimproved TSH/TMRH, purchase and repair_

	Croydon
	1,577
	74%
	10%
	6%
	10%
	0%
	0%

	Maidstone
	484
	74%
	9%
	6%
	11%
	0%
	0%

	Sheffield
	779
	77%
	10%
	11%
	1%
	0%
	1%

	S Shrops
	129
	75%
	3%
	15%
	3%
	1%
	4%

	Swindon
	1,079
	71%
	4%
	0%
	0%
	5%
	20%1

	Total
	4,048
	
	
	
	
	
	


Source: HCA IMS database

Note 1: 11% not known
The mean scheme size across the 5 local authorities for this period was 11 homes, and after we excluded all cases where the scheme involved just one home, the range was from 2 to 175. Many developments included several schemes as different phases on one site (Table 3). 

Table 3: Characteristics of HCA-supported new housing development in the case study districts, 2003/04-2007/08

	
	Numbers
	Tenure
	Home type

	
	Number of affordable homes
	New social rented homes
	New low cost home ownership
	Low cost home ownership as percentage 
	Flats or maisonettes1
	1 bedroom
	2 bedroom
	3+ bedroom

	Croydon
	1577
	994
	583
	37%
	75%
	28%
	52%
	20%

	Maidstone
	484
	97
	387
	80%
	74%
	28%
	59%
	13%

	Sheffield
	779
	678
	101
	13%
	89%
	37%
	50%
	13%

	S Shrops
	129
	101
	28
	22%
	39%
	4%
	67%
	29%

	Swindon
	1,079
	561
	518
	48%
	42%
	10%
	60%
	30%

	Total
	4,048
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Source: HCA IMS database

Note 1: Data on home type only available for three quarters of homes; 2: data on home size only available for three quarters of homes

Site cases

A sample of 50 schemes on 19 sites were selected from more than 300 in the relevant period in the case study local authorities. They were selected to give a representative spread of development activity across the 5 case study local authorities, in terms of date of completion, scheme sizes, building types, acquisition routes (as described in the HCA database), and different housing associations. For example, more schemes were selected from the local authorities with the most active development programmes, particularly Swindon and Croydon. The fifty schemes contained a total of nearly 600 affordable homes built 2003/04-2008/09, representing the range of scheme sizes and types and including some low cost home ownership (LCHO) schemes and those on s106 sites.  

In each local authority, interviews were conducted with local authority planners and housing strategy staff to provide a policy context for the selected projects. We spoke to both planning and housing officers but were unable to contact housing associations and developers. 

We carried out desk research on each local authority area and each site. We visited 18 of the 18 sites. We examined the sites, applied the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment’s (CABE) Building for Life (BFL) criteria (see Appendix 1), and took photos. On six sites we were accompanied by staff from CABE, who ensured that the BFL criteria were correctly applied. We also spoke to ten residents during these visits.

The policy context: Aiming to create ‘really good places’

Since 2000 there have been a group of national policy changes which aimed to have a significant impact on the numbers, location and characteristics of ‘affordable homes’, home for social renting and low cost home ownership that were being built in England, and the means through which they were provided. These were:

1) Targets for the use of ‘brownfield land’;

2) Increased minimum housing densities;

3) Reduction in funding for affordable housing and increased use of developer contributions;

4) Housing quality standards and emphasis on design;

5) Policy to encourage mixed communities (la mixite sociale).
Policies 4 and 5 were directly aimed at trying to help make ‘really good places’, and to avoid problems with some past affordable housing and the need for future regeneration. They aimed at improving the quality and sustainability of new housing, both individual new homes and new housing developments overall. Policies 1 and 2 aimed at improving the quality and sustainability of urban areas more broadly. Policy 3 aimed to reduce public expenditure on affordable housing while maintaining supply, with a subsidiary aim of encouraging more intermediate tenures between home ownership and social renting, and to create mixed tenure communities.  As we shall see, all these policies had consequences for the quality of new affordable homes and developments. As we shall see, the first three had implications for the achievability of the last two. 

With the exception of changes to funding for affordable housing, central government policy was to be implemented indirectly, though pressure on local authorities as the planning authorities and as enablers of housing development, and through housing associations and local authorities’ housing goals were to be achieved through partnerships between working with developers, working with housing associations, and in some cases, working through regeneration projects. Of course, all partners had numerous other rival or alternative goals to meeting these national government policy aims, although for much of the decade the main emphasis was on numbers of units provided – in the private sector, to maximise profits while in the public sector, to increase the numbers of affordable homes.
These policies are described in more detail below.

1. Brownfield land targets
The government’s commitment to making the best and most efficient use of land and bringing more land into sustainable use goes back at least to 2000. This included the re-use of brownfield land. Under PPG3 (DETR, 2000) local authorities were to provide sufficient housing land but give priority to re-using previously developed land within urban areas, bringing empty homes back into use and converting existing buildings before developing greenfield land. The Deputy Prime Minister introduced a national brownfield land target whereby at least 60 percent of all new development must take place on previously used land. This was introduced in 2003 with the Sustainable Communities Plan, and widely incorporated into local plans. 
2. Increased density

With the same aims as the brownfield land targets, PPG sought to make more efficient use of land by increasing the density of development. PPS3 states that 30 dwellings per hectare should be used as a national indicative minimum to guide policy development at local level. Where authorities wanted to plan for, or agree to, lower densities this would have to be justified as an exception. 

3. Reduced funding for affordable housing and supply through the planning system
Capital funding for affordable housing fell in 2000/01, rose slightly until 2003/04 when it fell again until a slight increase in 2007/08. Planning gain, or the increase in land values resulting from gaining planning consent, has long been used for infrastructure funding. More recently it has been increasingly used to secure land and funding from private developers for new affordable housing (Crook and Monk, 2011). Guidance on delivering affordable housing was published alongside PPS3 (DCLG, 2007b)and this established site size thresholds for developer contributions, the need for targets in local plans, and a specific form of affordable housing delivery in rural areas (rural exception sites and reduced thresholds compared with urban areas). This guidance was incorporated into local plans. 
4. Housing quality standards and emphasis on design

In 1999 the Urban Task Force criticised much contemporary British urban and housing design, but also emphasises the potential contribution good design could make to regeneration (Rogers et al. 1999). Social housing providers, in particular, were sensitive to the criticism that poor housing design had contributed to probes in some developments and the need for regeneration. A new Commission on Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) was established in 2000? To act as the government’s advisor on urban design in England and to inform and encourage developers. To provide a simple, agreed means to assess the quality of new housing design, it developed a set of 20 criteria, known as ‘Building for Life’ (BFL) (CABE 2008). The criteria mainly cover external design and layout. These criteria were integrated into decision-making by some planning departments and into the HC’s affordable housing grant making process.

In addition, the government sets higher energy standards for new affordable homes than for homes in general. Again, the greater government influence over affordable housing was used to encourage implementation of the policy generally. The Code for Sustainable Homes level 3 was mandatory for affordable housing before it became so for all new housing in 2007. It covers energy efficiency and CO2, production water efficiency, surface water management, site waste and household waste management, use of materials, and lifetime homes (the latter applies only to Code Level 6, the highest level).

5. Policy to encourage mixed communities (la mixite sociale).
Planning Policy Guidance (PPG3) Note 3. Housing (DETR, 2000) introduced the concept of meeting the needs of all in the community, not just the needs of those who require assistance with their housing costs. Previous planning guidance asked local planning authorities to ensure that the needs of those unable to access market housing were met. The emphasis had thus been on affordable housing provision and evidence of households in ‘housing need’. The revised guidance emphasised the need for the planning system to take account of the market rather than simply operating outside it. PPG3 2000) sought to encourage wider housing opportunity and choice and a greater mix in the size, type and location of housing, both market and affordable, and to create ‘mixed communities’.  Similarly, the Sustainable Communities Plan (ODPM, 2003) emphasised the need for to create ‘mixed’, ‘sustainable’ communities. This was very much a reaction to the perceived mistakes of the past, whereby affordable housing was developed on large, homogeneous estates that inevitable concentrated poorer households together and in some cases had become stigmatised and residualised. Later Planning Policy Statements, so called in order to signal greater statutory impact, stated that mixed communities should be achieved in new developments by ensuring that an element of all new housing schemes should be affordable. 

Changes in housing development and the impact of these policies at national level

Local authorities rapidly adopted these national policies into their plans, and into negotiation with developers and decisions (see for example Monk et al, 2006). Developers adapted quickly to the new rules of the game, even though this meant substantial innovation, for example towards the production of flats rather than houses, and working in partnership with affordable housing providers and on regeneration schemes. Larger housing associations, at least, also reacted rapidly and built up substantial building programmes (Monk et al, 2006, pages 4-5). The economic context was very supportive to for new housing development and other forms of development with house prices, incomes and GDP rising continuously from the early 1990s until 2008, and a period of economic stability and low interest rates. Thus there appeared to be the practical conditions for these policies to succeed, and also appeared to be substantial good will or at least scope for co-operation between the partners, local authorities, housing association and developers, who had to put the policies in action.

In their own (individual) terms, policies 1, 2 and 3 were perhaps unusually effective compared to many other housing and urban policies. They have resulted in innovations and changes indirection in location and type of homes being built, while supply has been sustained.

The brownfield target of 60% proved highly successful. The target was reached eight years early and by 2007 more than 77 percent of new housing development was either on brownfield land or conversions (ref). While in 1994/-97 and 1998-2001, the average density of new housing was 25 dwellings per hectare, by 2002/05, the early part of the period we are considering, it had jumped to 34 and by 2006/09, the later part of the period, it was 43 (Table 2). There was a sharp shift from houses to flats; a shift from one-bedroom and three-bedroom or more homes to two-bedroom; which appears to be due to brownfield targets and increased minimum densities. There has been a switch from public sector to developer funded affordable housing; and a shift away from social rented to intermediate tenures, which was clearly a result of policy change. Known as S106, the use of the planning system to fund affordable housing has risen to the extent that by 2009 more than 60% of all new affordable homes were delivered in this way. .

However, on policies 4 and 5, results nationwide appear to have been more mixed. In 2009, after the above policies had been in operation for some years, CABE carried out an assessment of the quality of new affordable housing for the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA 2009). It used a sample of 218 schemes in total, intended to represent new build developments of 20 homes or more, carried out by partnerships of developers and housing associations across England in the period 2004-07, part of the time this study covers. It included site visits and a large sample survey of residents. CABE reported: “the design quality of new build affordable housing is mixed” (HCA 2009 p1). 21% of the new affordable schemes were ‘poor’, 61% were ‘average’, and only 18% were ‘good’ or ’very good’. In other words, the design and layout of new affordable housing was no better than that of new private housing, and there was considerable room for improvement. The linking of affordable housing development to market development also affected the location of new affordable homes from more to less deprived areas, which was a bonus in terms of the aims of PPG3 and suitable communities policy, and the policy of mixed communities has translated into mixed tenure developments that are ‘tenure blind’, which in practice means that the private developer builds out the whole site, and then transfers the affordable units across to the social landlord. However, the use of S106 to deliver affordable housing has had an impact on the role housing associations play in development on the type and size of affordable housing that is produced.  Much of the new affordable housing that was provided through S106 was in the form of flats, particularly of one or two bedrooms. This is because the site is generally build out completely by the private developer and then sold on to the housing association at a discounted price. While this approach clearly helps to produce a unified scheme in which the affordable homes are typically integrated with market homes, it means that the type and size of homes is dictated by what the market is able to sell at the time. It may bear little relationship to the sizes and types of affordable homes that are actually needed, such as larger family-sized units.
Changes in housing development and the impact of these policies at local level in the case study local authorities
The HCA’s IMS database show that following these national policy changes there was a change in the amount of affordable housing development by housing associations and developers and the building type in each of the diverse case study local authority areas 2003-08. Other publicly available data, with evidence on new housing densities, show that there was a change in the characteristics of housing development, both market and affordable, in the same period, and the IMS database shows that new affordable housing took built forms different from the social housing in the area.

The areas form into three broad groups. Sheffield and Croydon both appeared affected by national policy and to exemplify national development trends. The HCA’s IMS database shows that an additional 779 affordable homes were completed within Sheffield 2003-08. New housing density levels in the city were close to the national average until 2001, when the nature of development was transformed. New housing density rose very rapidly to reach very high level by the late 2000s, with very high % of flats and 1 bed roomed homes. Affordable development was almost entirely social housing. 1,544 affordable homes were added in Croydon over the period, more than any other case. Like Sheffield, it also saw rapidly rising density level, a high proportion of flats and small homes amongst affordable development, which were mainly social renting.

Secondly, Swindon and Maidstone both appeared to reflect national trends, but to a lesser extent. In Swindon 1,079 new affordable homes were built and in Maidstone 484 new affordable homes were built over the period. Both local authority areas saw increases in density, but density in Maidstone remained below the national average. In Maidstone affordable housing developed 2003-08 was almost entirely LCHO, with a high proportion of flats and small homes. In contrast, in Swindon, most new homes were houses, and there was an even split between social renting and LCHO. This meant, however, that while overall affordable housing was much lower in Sheffield than Swindon, Sheffield developed more social rented homes.

Development in South Shropshire were different again, and appeared least affected by national policy and least representative of national trends. 129 new affordable homes were added in the former South Shropshire local authority areas. Densities there showed little change from its low densities in the 2000s, and mostly produced social rented housing with a high proportion of houses and larger homes. This meant that more social rented homes were added to the smaller South Shropshire area than in Maidstone, which had a large programme but one focussed on LCHO (Tables 1, 4).

This data appears to show evidence of reaction to new policy, and some diversity in reactions, only case studies can give us enough detail on developments to determine if all of the aims of policy were met and if new developments were ‘really good places’.

Were the 18 case study new affordable housing developments ‘really good places’?

1) Are the 18 sites places that are popular with current residents and potential residents?

There was some, limited information of resident satisfaction and scheme popularity for 12/18 new affordable schemes. 

All 12 appeared to be generally popular compared to existing housing association and local authority homes. Local authority interviewees reported high demand and low turnover relative to other older housing association and local authority stock. The new homes built on the site of demolished local authority flats were markedly more popular than their predecessors. However, this general popularity of new affordable housing did not mean that the sites, layout and design were optimal. Several interviews pointed out the very high demand for affordable homes meant that any additional supply was likely to be popular. 

2) Are the 18 sites places in convenient locations?

Using data available from the Department of Transport, we measured the distance from the sites to four key facilities: post office, food shop, doctors and primary school. For the 16 schemes for which information was available, 9/16 were a mean of less then 1km by road from four key facilities. 8/17 were more than one kilometre by road from a primary school, 8/16 were more than 1km of a post office, 12/16 were more than 1 km from a GP, and 13/16 were further than 1 km from a food store (defined as having square footage larger than the standard corner shop). Beyond 1 kilometre, distances are not readily walkeable and residents will start to depend on public transport or cars.  

Social renters and shared owners may need to contact their housing association as one of their essential services. Using housing assertion’s own websites to identify offices which appeared to be open for resident visits, we assessed the distance between 14/18 developments were more than 2km as the crow flew (not via road) from their nearest housing association office, so residents would have to  contact their housing associations by phone or internet. 7/18 schemes were 20km away or more, and 3/18 were over 40km away. This would be a substantial car or public transport journey for residents or staff, and means managers must relay on residents to report emergent problems. Overall, the sites of new affordable housing was not providing likable access to important services, despite policy to encourage this including sustainable communities, brownfield sites and higher densities.

3) Are they without obvious environmental flaws?

In addition to somewhat disappointing access to services, 5/16 sites were seriously constrained in access, shape, or neighboring uses, or ‘blemished’ in some way. Four schemes replaced demolished local authority homes, and were located in very deprived areas. Three schemes were on backland sites, while another was between big box retail, builder's yard and railway. In some cases the nature of the sites almost unavoidably comprised the quality of the affordable housing development. In other cases sites created greater challenges for architects and planners, which they were not always able to rise to.  

4) Are they not in deprived neighbourhoods?

10/16 developments with data available were not in the 20% most deprived LSOAs according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation 2010. However, 12/16 were in the most deprived half of neighbourhoods. 4/18 developments were on sites in deprived social housing estates.

5) Are the 18 sites places that have ‘good’ design and layout?

The ‘Building for Life’ criteria assesses the layout of buildings and public areas in new housing developments (Appendix 1). It was not always possible to classify every site or to provide a definitive classification because some BFL questions could not be answered after homes had been occupied. Overall, 3/13 schemes scored ‘Good to very good’. 2/13 were average to good, 6/13 were poor to average, and 2/13 schemes were definitely ‘Poor’. These results match the findings of a much larger HCA study of the design of affordable housing which used the same measure (HCA 2009). They also match findings for market housing (CABE 2004, 2005, 2007).

All schemes provided car parking spaces, mostly in in-curtilage hard-standings and marked bays on roads or small parking courts, with carports and public roads used in a few cases. 4 schemes in town centres provided less than one space per household. Otherwise, most schemes provided about one space per household. Designers appear to have attempted to allow ‘shared used’ by cars and pedestrians, or to distinguish driving, walking and parking surfaces by colour rather than height or kerbs, which were sometimes confusing for residents and visitors. Several cases did not have pavements or paths from the site entrance through the site and to individual homes, leaving people on foot to walk in the roadway at points.Seven sites were likely to have at least ten child residents (by numbers of homes and mix of home sizes). Only four of these had purpose built play areas. Three sites probably had at least ten child residents, but no gardens or purpose built play space. In some other schemes there was evidence of children adapting public space, potentially creating danger to themselves or inconvenience to others. Many had some design features that go against ‘Secure by design’ advice. In 8/16 schemes with data, potential intruders could reach at least some rear doors or windows without having to climb a 6ft fence.

11/18 schemes had a recorded EcoHomes rating. Four were rated ‘Very good’, three ‘Good’, and three ‘Pass’. The ‘Very good’ schemes had all been completed within the past four years, while ‘Pass’ schemes had all been completed at least five years ago, and two of the three had been bought ’off the shelf’. It is likely that many of the unrated recent schemes, would have scored poorly.

6) Are the 18 sites places that have a mix of tenures and home types?

6/18 of the new affordable housing schemes were solely social rented housing. 10/18 had a mix of affordable housing tenures within them, ranging from 16 percent social rented to 72 percent social rented, with the remainder made up of low cost home ownership.  9/18 new affordable housing sites were part of a larger developments including new market housing, which was always a majority of the overall development. The schemes with a mix of tenures generally had ‘tenure blind’ design but were not ‘pepper potted’. Within each site, where there was a mix of tenures, market and affordable housing was usually spatially separated, with the effect of limiting or even preventing interaction between residents. In some cases, observant visitors might be able to distinguish the tenures. In general, the effect of introducing the new housing into wider existing neighbourhoods was to increase slightly the overall tenure mix across wider neighbourhoods. 
2/18 had a mix of flats and houses; 10/18 were solely flats; 6/8 schemes were solely made up of houses. Flats were mostly provided in buildings of two to four storeys, but there was one development of 5 storeys and another of 6 storeys. As most sites were dominated by flats, most homes were small. The new schemes provided just under 600 new homes and about 60 small private gardens, all for houses rather than flats. Nine of the 12 developments with no private gardens had communal gardens which were big enough to walk about in, including all the developments intended for older residents. A minority of flats had balconies that allowed sitting out and could provide space for plants or storage, totaling less than another 60 private outdoor open spaces. One scheme proving supported housing for elderly people with mental health problems contained only bedsits. Six schemes had some 1 bedroom homes. All but one had some 2 bedroomed homes. Only five schemes had any 3 bedroomed homes at all. Collectively, the sites provided over 100 homes with 1 bedroom, about 400 with 2 bedrooms, and just 50 with 3 bedrooms.
Summary

Most of the sites definitely met several of the criteria of being ‘really good places’. There was some missing data. However, none of the 18 developments definitely had all the elements that might make up ‘really good places’. In some cases, location, design, tenure, home type, population mix and management arrangements may risk future maintenance, management or popularity problems, similar to those experienced with some social housing in the past. 

What explains why at least most new affordable housing developments were not the ‘really good places’ policy and practice aspired to?

This section explores why considers the following potential explanations or explanatory factors for the failure to create ‘really good places’. It is based on interviews and desk research. We suggest it was difficult to create ‘really good places’ in affordable housing development in the 2000s because:
1) There were inherent tensions between national policies 1, 2, 3 and 4, 5, combined with success in national policies 1, 2, 3 (which requires its own explanation)

2) None of the 5 local authorities prioritised policy 4 and 5 which were most directly linked to ‘making really good places’; policies 1,2,3, housing supply and regeneration were higher priorities

3) Policy 3 meant reduced influence for local authorities and housing associations on site selection and layout

4) Slow process of site materialisation and development means some sites developed 2003-2008 reflect pre-2000 policies and partnerships.

However, interview data also suggests that may have been possible to at least get closer to creating really good places despite the above factors, and it also suggests that there may still have been problems doing so even in their absence.

Conflicts between policies 1, 2 and 4, 5

Compared to many other policies on housing development, policies, 2 and 3 were implemented unusually fully. This requires its own explanation elsewhere. 

Examining correlations between factors amongst our 18 sites suggests policies 1, 2 and 3 presented some tensions with policies 4 and 5. Of case study sites, greenfield sites were least convenient, but most brownfield sites did not have easy access to key facilities either, and brownfield sites were most likely to be in deprived areas and to have blemishes. 

Sites dominated by flats (of higher density) were most likely to score poorly on design and layout. However, some brownfield sites had attractive natural features, and even rural greenfield sites could present problems. Some lower density sites also scored poorly.

Whether or not brownfield location or higher density really provides better accessibility depends on the individual site and also varies according to spatial economics of the service in question. A single high density development is unlikely to provide the marginal market to attract or sustain services. The density of service provision and location relative to sites may change. Ironically, the schemes which were the most distant from housing association offices were urban rather than rural. Those housing associations likely to develop in rural areas tend to be smaller ones which develop within a single local authority area. The housing associations responsible for the most new development are the largest ones, which operate across regions and may have only one office per region.

Local authority strategy

These potential conflicts were crystallised because local authorities had other, additional goals: substantial housing supply in the case of Swindon and Maidstone, and regeneration in the case of Croydon and Sheffield. In effect, national policy, local authorities, housing associations and developers did not prioritise 4, 5 over 1, 2, 3 and other goals. Local authorities and housing associations did not prioritise achieving 4, 5 alongside other goals and/or did not have enough influence to do so

We asked case study local authorities, the planning bodies for the case study sites, about their priorities in the period 2003-2008. All case study authorities were aware of and committed to the national policies outlined above. For example,  [where??] a strategic housing policy interviewee said:

‘…the council encourages new homes that are sensitively designed to a high quality, reflecting the government’s aim of building better homes, in terms of design and environmental impact, with good access to local services, facilities and public transport links, thereby creating highly sustainable communities’.

However, each had different constraints, different experiences, and priorities varied. We have categorised the five case study areas in terms of how they each prioritised the three overarching goals of 1) housing supply in terms of numbers, 2) housing supply in terms of quality, and 3) regeneration of derelict land and sites and deprived neighbourhoods. Notably, none of the case studies clearly prioritised housing and neighbourhood quality in new affordable housing above the other two overarching goals. We were not able to interview other key participants in the affordable hosing development process, housing associations and developers, to understand their properties.

For example, national policy and the local commitment to regeneration meant that some of the brownfield sites included local authority estates undergoing improvements, and the new housing simply replicated the poor access that the former council tenants had experienced in that area. In effect, South Shropshire was freer to negotiate on housing quality.

Regeneration first: Croydon is an outer London borough that has long been a thriving secondary business centre. It has a population of over 300,000 in the 2001 census and its own new tram system (although it is not connected to the London underground). Commercial property values are high as are house prices and rents. Seventy percent of the population is white. In terms of affordable housing, 19 percent of the stock is social rented. Croydon’s focus was increasingly on regeneration, especially of town centres. Virtually all housing schemes were on brownfield land. 

Regeneration first: Sheffield is a free-standing city in the north of England with a population of over half a million. It is located close to several other cities and large towns in a previously highly industrialised area. Over 23 percent of its housing stock is social rented, including 18 percent retained local authority stock and only seven percent housing association. In the past it has lost affordable housing stock through demolitions. Ethnicity is mainly white (95 percent) 

In Sheffield, the local authority interviewees said that the pattern of affordable housing development was “definitely… led by a very comprehensive housing and regen (sic) strategy. It is not developer or planning led”. They argued that the city had gone through a period when it had “failed to take advantage of S106”, that it had few large private market sites compared to other towns, and in addition.sites were created through demolition of local authority housing, which also had the effect of directing much new development to more deprived areas. Developing new affordable housing on regeneration sites means a systematic skew towards more deprived areas. 

Sheffield also placed an emphasis on regeneration together with the use of selective demolitions to create sites for new housing. While they have seen a rise in city centre flats built by the private sector, they have used S106 to take ten percent of the development costs to use for affordable housing elsewhere. The approach is driven by the housing strategy rather than by developers or planners. 

Housing supply first: Swindon is a growth area in the South West of England, located to the west of London on the M4 motorway known as ‘silicon corridor’. It had a population of 180,000 in the 2001 census. Social housing comprises 17 percent of the stock, 12 percent local authority and five percent housing association. It has experienced large amounts of new housing, including 10,000 home northern extension, until very recently when the numbers started to fall away. The buoyant housing market of the early 2000s allowed Swindon to negotiate 30% on larger schemes despite the lack of a formal policy and in the mid-2000s this policy was formalised at 30% on schemes above 15 units, with a presumption of 60% social rent, 40% LCHO. In 2005 the council made 50 promises to the electorate which included delivering 300 affordable homes a year where they had previously built 170.This led to a focus on quantity rather than quality, although what was offered was often ‘quite nice’. The northern expansion– with PFI investment in schools and a large retail development – attracted negative views while it was being built out but now it is almost complete it ‘seems to have come together’ and is a popular place to live. 

Housing supply first: Maidstone is a large market town in Kent, close to the Thames Gateway regeneration area, with a population of 139,000 in the last census. Over 97 percent of the population is white, and there is a higher proportion of couples, with and without children, than Croydon. Only 12 percent of the housing stock is social rented, all of it owned by housing associations. It is a fairly rural borough with 41 villages and small towns located in attractive countryside, making for high house prices outside Maidstone itself. 

‘Providing affordable housing is a high priority for the borough council We are strongly encouraging the supply of affordable housing in rural communities by providing funds to subsidise the cost of new homes and by the use of our previous Rural Exception Policy, which enabled homes to be built on sites in villages or towns that would not normally obtain planning permission.(Strategic planning officer) 

Maidstone has a recent focus on the regeneration of town centres and major social housing estates. The district as a whole is generally a very desirable place to live, especially the villages where there is a longstanding rural exceptions policy and a Rural Housing Enabler because local people are priced out of the locality. The credit crunch produced an increase in affordable housing, including ‘off the shelf’ purchase of unsold market units and also 100% affordable housing schemes (sometimes the same thing). But they are keen on mixed tenure among the 100% so they introduced a flexible tenure approach supporting variations to some S106 agreements. The council supports affordable housing with its own capital funding. The majority of new build recently has been flats and concern is expressed about the small size of rooms. A number of recent schemes more recent than our case studies were considered to be of better quality.

Housing supply and neighbourhood quality: Shropshire is a rural district in the West Midlands of about 40,000 population. It has 12 percent social rented housing, all of it owned by housing associations. The most common household type is couple, no children. Ethnicity is overwhelmingly white (99 percent).  It is typified by villages where house prices can be very high as it is an area of considerable beauty but within commuting distance of cities like Birmingham.

Shropshire currently relies very heavily on rural exceptions and S106 for new affordable housing. Before the credit crunch they were achieving site specific targets of up to 50% affordable housing. Since then this has fallen to 25% (they are willing to negotiate down to keep schemes going) but many are stalled. Most sites are small – 20 units is the median – which makes it difficult to achieve affordable housing. They feel that they have been getting the types and sizes of homes they want, and recent schemes are all very popular, they are all ‘family houses’. There are two key problems in delivering more – the first is that they do not fit the HCA’s preferred model very well and have great difficulty getting HCA funding on Value for Money grounds. Secondly Shropshire is not attractive to large housing associations because it doesn’t fit their models either, with small sites and no staircasing on LCHO. Nor does sheltered housing seem to work. 

‘There is strong drive from elected members of the council for rented housing, although in practice they have been delivering a 50:50 split on S106 sites. (Strategic planner)‘

In summary, there appears to be a correlation between local authority strategy and the pattern of development 2003-08 in terms of numbers, density and built form of development across the la area. In terms of the density, built form and tenure of new affordable homes, there appears to be a clear different between the local authorities where local authority staff descried a ‘regeneration first’ approach to development, Croydon and Sheffield, and the other three cases. Both appeared to have responded particularly sharply to national policy promoting higher housing density. Maidstone and Swindon, both described as ‘housing supply first' authorities, shared some characteristics, although differed on the tenure ix within affordable housing. Shropshire appeared to adopt an independent position both in relation to its strategy and in terms of the housing developed. However, we cannot be sure how much of a causal role local authority strategy played. 

Procurement process

Policy 3 meant reduced influence for local authorities and Housing associations on site selection, tenure and home mix and layout, in places where there was substantial market development under way, and in spite of local authority strategy. This also seemed to be associated with worse outcomes on the ‘really good places’ criteria. 

Some local authorities felt that in the early and mid-2000s they had been inexperienced, or had failed to adapt to the rising housing market and could have asked developers for more.In Sheffield the S106 story is one of lost opportunity. Planning policy has not driven this as strongly as it could have, but there planning policy was ‘out of date’ with high thresholds for affordable housing and low target proportions. They argued that the city had gone through a period when it had “failed to take advantage of S106”. While this has been changing more recently, ‘a lot of schemes come in below threshold etc and developers have successfully argued against (affordable housing) on viability grounds. So the policy has not been very productive.’ 

Swindon also had what was now seen as an outdated policy during the 1990s which meant that while there was a large expansion of the town there was very little affordable housing.
‘There has been a vast amount of change. [The selected schemes] hark back to the policies of the 1990s when there was no real affordable housing policy… it was only n 2002 that an actual policy was formulated specifying 30% [affordable housing] on sites above 25 units. From then on, we started looking at practice elsewhere and realised that S106 could provide a lot more.’
Partly because of this process, potential sites for affordable housing were not selected purposively as potential ‘really good places’ but instead ‘materialised’. For example, in ??, a local authority staff member said, “Much development has been that kind of opportunistic fashion… both social and private…and We operate very opportunistically to get what we can. 

In Croydon, “High land costs mean that affordable housing gets the cheapest sites in the more deprived areas which may not be good for accessibility or services or mixed communities”. In contrast to the above point, case study sites developed via s106 or bought ‘off the shelf’ with little or no housing association involvement in site or design decisions were less likely to be in deprived sites. However, sites and homes procured through these methods were more likely to score poorly on design and layout. This pattern was also seen in the much larger HCA study of new affordable housing design (HCA 2009). In Swindon, for example, the local authority felt that they got what they were given in terms of quality and design, except where a housing association was involved early. 
In Croydon, we were told that recent new affordable housing has included the purchase of market units ‘off the shelf’ by housing associations from developers and these units tend to be judged ‘poor’ in terms of quality standards. Croydon had subsequently created their own housing company to deliver affordable homes. In Maidstone the credit crunch produced an increase in affordable housing, partly via ‘off the shelf’ purchase of unsold market units. In Croydon this development route tended to produced small homes, but since 2005 there had also been an emphasis on larger family units, but only through special funding sources. Croydon was able to take advantage of the first Greater London Authority scheme targeting overcrowding and also used HCA funding in terms of grant per person not per unit to achieve this. Similarly, in Swindon, they local authority feel that they ‘got what they were given’ in terms of quality and design, except where a housing association was involved at an early stage. The most recent schemes are on local authority owned land and are seen as better quality (although not yet complete). .In Swindon, planners felt the council’s promise to increase affordable housing development though the substantial market development going on led to a focus on quantity rather than quality, although what was offered by developers was often ‘quite nice’. In contrast, in Sheffield, the local authority interviewees said that the pattern of affordable housing development was “definitely… not developer or planning led” .

The schemes with the highest BFL scores were either entirely or mainly social housing, and had been developed by the housing association. This meant they tended to be either entirely or mainly social housing. In other words in practice there was a direct conflict between the two national policy goals of mixed tenure, and design and layout quality. Housing association procurement did not guarantee good design, however. In addition, the local authority role appeared to have been important in several cases, and in two cases a regeneration project had intervened in the planning process to require reexamination and improvement of design.
Slowness of development and delayed impact of policy changes

Another problem is the lengthy process of bringing a site to development. In some cases in south Shropshire and Maidstone, local authorities had been discussing sites and potential development with owners, developers and housing associations over many years, and sometimes years before the policy framework described above was in place. This meant that some key decisions on the sites which were completed in 2003-08 may have been taken well before this period and before the influence of some of the national policies described above. 

Ironically, slow development could lead to similar problems to the very sudden emergence of windfall sites for planners or windfall development and units for housing associations. Planning and the development process were incompatible and sites were ‘unplannable’. The length of the process meant that early rationales and priorities could get lost and policy changed. 

Conclusions

Over the 2000s, a set of policies aimed to promote better quality housing development in terms of homes and their neighbourhoods. There was a supportive context with substantial developer activity. Our local authority interviewees had good will towards the policies. However, we found throughout case studies that the new affordable housing developed was disappointing, and none of the 18 sites we looked at could definitely be called ‘’really good places’ in terms of the aspirations of policy and practice guidance of the 2000s. In some cases the location, design, tenure, home type, population mix and management arrangements may risk future maintenance, management or popularity problems. 
There were tensions between goals 1, 2, 3 and goals 4, 5. National policy, local authorities, housing associations and developers did not prioritise 4, 5 over 1, 2, 3 and other goals. Local authorities and housing associations did not prioritise achieving 4, 5 alongside other goals and/or did not have enough influence to do so. The slow process of site materialisation and development means some sites developed 2003/03-2007/08 reflect past policy and partnership, and interviews saw improvements in sites developed after 2007/08. 

Higher density, brownfield sites and those designed largely by developers can achieve the elements that make up ‘really good places’, but this data suggests it is less likely and may be more difficult in practice.

If we want ‘really good places’ we are simply going to have to prioritise quality over other considerations, and to monitor and manage it effectively. However, after the 2010 election policies 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 and all forms of regulation of new development are all in flux.

References
Barker K (2004) Review of Housing Supply. Final Report: Recommendations, HM Treasury, London.

CABE (2004) Housing audit – assessing the quality of new homes – London the South East and East of England London: CABE

CABE (2005) Housing audit – assessing the quality of new homes – North East, North West and Yorkshire and the Humber, London: CABE

CABE (2007) Housing audit – assessing the quality of new homes – East Midlands, West Midlands and the South West London: CABE

CABE (2009) needs full reference 

DCLG (2006, 2009, 2010) The Code for Sustainable Homes: Technical Guide. Department for Communities and Local Government, London.

DCLG (2007) Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing. Department for Communities and Local Government, London.

Department of Town & Regional Planning, University of Sheffield; Cambridge Centre for Housing & Planning Research, University of Cambridge; Department of Social Policy, London School of Economics (2011) New affordable homes: What, where and for whom have Registered Providers been building between 1989 – 2009? Department of Town & Regional Planning, University of Sheffield; Cambridge Centre for Housing & Planning Research, University of Cambridge; Department of Social Policy, London School of Economics

DETR (2000a) Planning Policy Guidance Note 3: Housing. Department for the Environment, Transport and the Regions, London.

DETR (2000b) Quality and Choice: A Decent Home for All The Housing Green Paper. Department for the Environment, Transport and the Regions, London.

HCA (2009) Affordable housing survey: A review of the quality of affordable housing in England London: HCA

Monk S, Crook T, Lister D, Lovatt R, Ni Luanaigh A, Rowley S and Whitehead C (2006) Delivering Affordable Housing through Section 106: Outputs and Outcomes , Joseph Rowntree Foundation, York.

ODPM (2003) Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future. The Sustainable Communities Plan. Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, London.




PAGE  
1

