CPRE West Midlands,  26 July 2005
Is the Government’s new Housing Policy an Assault on the Countryside?
When economist Kate Barker reported to Government on housing she espoused a simple concept: if house prices are too high in an area build more houses until they come down. The Government has published a consultation document in response. If ‘Planning for Housing Provision’ was introduced it would fundamentally change the way we plan for housing. Instead of the planning system deciding where houses are built, market forces would hold sway. This could lead to more houses swallowing up countryside and fewer new homes in cities, with no guarantee that the needs of those at the bottom of the ladder are any more likely to be met than they are now.
In recent years over-provision of market housing in counties like Warwickshire and Worcestershire has led the better off in cities to move out, pushing up prices in the countryside and excluding local people from the market. As housing markets in our cities have failed, their population has declined, a trend which continues at a worrying pace. 12,500 more people move out of our cities every year than move back in, undermining the Government’s goal of urban regeneration.

To redress the resulting social and environmental imbalance, West Midlands planners, are calling for fewer houses to be built in the Shires and more on urban brown field sites.

They want most rural housing designed to meet real affordability problems. Through shared equity and other innovative schemes, poorer home owners could be given protection from the ruthlessness of the market. 

In the longer term this package should rebalance housing markets, reduce out migration, reverse social imbalances and diminish affordability problems. 
So what happens if, instead, we follow the Government’s approach? Planners would be forced to allocate more land for housing. Because available land in cities is limited, this would almost certainly mean pressure to build outside them, undermining green belt, threatening the countryside and adding to urban sprawl. 

Kate Baker says prices would then drop and everyone could afford a home. We are not convinced. House-builders would want to cherry pick the cheaper and easier-to-sell green field sites in the countryside while less profitable urban brown field sites remained idle. It is in their interests to keep the supply of houses limited and prices high, so simply allocating land does not mean they build on it. 

But it’s an even more vicious circle. According to the Government, if house prices remain high in a particular area, even more land should be considered for release. More market housing would be built in the countryside, more people would join the exodus from the cities and local people in rural areas would still be outbid by richer incomers.

Simple ideas can be alluring and wrong. Handing the planning of housing to the market will not deliver affordable housing. It continues the destruction of our countryside, undermines urban regeneration, and ensures houses remain unaffordable in rural areas. CPRE will be calling on the Government to draw back from this terrible mistake.

