Bewdley Town Council – Response to Housing White Paper (HWP) Consultation April 2017
The Council welcomes the importance given to the role of Neighbourhood Plans (NPs) in determining the scale and location of housing development for the future. We should propose to Government that it should require local planning authorities to work closely with NP authorities in preparing housing need assessments and strategic policies so that these become agreed statements that reflect local circumstances, rather than imposed. We can separately also urge Wyre Forest DC to continue to give equal or greater visibility to NPs in their Local Plan Review processes.
The HWP mentions that on 12 December 2016, the Housing and Planning Minister, Gavin Barwell, made a Written Ministerial Statement in Parliament to make it clear that where communities have planned for housing in their area through a neighbourhood plan, those plans should not be deemed to be out-of-date unless there is a significant lack of land supply for housing in the wider local authority area. This responded to concerns that relevant policies for the supply of housing in neighbourhood plans are considered to be out -of-date because the local planning authority has failed to demonstrate a five year land supply of deliverable housing sites. The White Paper proposes to continue this protection as long as neighbourhoods are able to demonstrate that their site allocations and housing supply policies will meet their share of local housing need. The Council supports this and any proposals which protect neighbourhood plans from aggressive approaches from high volume developers or land agents proposing unsuitable schemes.
The HWP acknowledges that there are barriers to the supply of sites which need addressing. The value of small sites (windfalls, exceptions sites) is to be given greater emphasis in future. This is especially relevant to a small town like Bewdley and the stated preference of the community for development to be in small sites. The Council can welcome the Government’s recognition that small scale development is an appropriate response to meeting local housing need and that is should support the efforts of local communities to review the availability of land and, working with the local planning authority and land owners, be given the means of removing those barriers.

The Council should urge the Government to make clear its support for ‘place making’ (capitalising  on a local community's assets, inspiration and potential with the intention of creating public spaces that promote people's health, happiness, and well-being)  rather than just meeting the requirement for housing numbers. Additionally, the Council should ask the Government to address the lack of investment in supporting infrastructure (such as public transport, green infrastructure, employment land etc) which is required to ensure NPs meet the basic condition of sustainable development.  The Council also urges the Government to force Community Infrastructure Levy schemes on local planning authorities resisting them or compensate those town/parish councils with a neighbourhood plan who would potentially be disadvantaged under a traditional S106 scheme. 
In terms of the calculation of housing requirements and the Council’s involvement in this, the local planning authority carried out a Bewdley specific Housing Needs Assessment as part of our NP process. This was welcomed by the Town Council and is a good example of how our local planning authority is working well with the Town Council in the development of our NP.
The Council agrees that Green Belt should be protected wherever possible where it continues to fulfil the role/s set out in the NPPF. The Council would agree that Green Belt boundaries should only be amended where it can be demonstrated that all other reasonable options have been examined for meeting development requirements. In relation to Bewdley, brownfield sites are not readily available so a Green Belt boundary review is appropriate.

 In conclusion, the Town Council supports any initiative that removes barriers for appropriate and sustainable development but only with the guarantee that suitably detailed Neighbourhood Plans have a strong footing in law to prevent high volume developers and land agents from finding ways to circumvent the wishes of the community.
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