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CAMPAIGNERS FEAR A GLUT OF NEW HOUSE BUILDING IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

Countryside campaigners reacted with alarm today to new government forecasts (1) of an increase of over 350,000 in the number of households in the West Midlands over the next twenty years. 

Taken literally, these forecasts would mean that houses would need to be built at a rate more than 50% higher over the next twenty years than is happening now. 

At present rates the majority of houses can be built in Birmingham, the Black Country and other major urban areas.  But if house building rates are stepped up, the Campaign to Protect Rural England (2) warn that there will be renewed pressure to open up virgin countryside, with the character of small towns and villages threatened, loss of green belt, more traffic on unsuitable rural roads and longer commuting  journeys into our towns and cities.  The housing market in urban areas could be undermined, with serious environmental and social consequences.

Peter Langley, Chairman of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (West Midlands) said -

'We will be scrutinising these new forecasts very carefully to see whether the assumptions on which they are based are realistic.  We do not believe it is inevitable that the West Midlands should take all these extra houses.  If the aim is to avoid homelessness and overcrowding, we need to build more affordable homes in the right places, not more homes overall'.

'If the forecasts are accepted, the admirable strategy of regenerating our urban areas and protecting the countryside could be put under immense strain.  The exodus of people and jobs from urban to rural areas would be likely to gather pace.  As houses sprawled across the region once again, they would do untold damage to its remaining character and lead to further social polarisation.'

The forecasts will be an important input to a review of the regional planning strategy (3) which is currently in progress.  CPRE will be seeking to ensure that it is not blown off course by exaggerated forecasts.

NOTES FOR EDITORS

(1) The new household projections are the first to take account of the 2001 census.  However they are extrapolations of recent historical trends into the future, and are not a reliable indicator of what will actually happen.

Population growth is one important component of the rising number of households.  However a more important cause is the fall in average household size.  People are spending more time living alone - eg through choice, lengthening life spans and widowhood, and divorce and separation.  Factors such as changes in interest rates, household incomes and welfare benefits can also affect household formation rates.  Small changes in the underlying assumptions can significantly affect the resulting projections.

CPRE believes that public policy should become less dominated by trend-based projections and take greater account of the implications for future lifestyles, quality of life and the quality of the environment.

(2)   CPRE, the Campaign to Protect Rural England, is a charity which promotes the beauty, tranquility and diversity of rural England. We advocate positive solutions for the long-term future of the countryside. Founded in 1926, we have 60,000 supporters and a branch in every county.  Our President is Sir Max Hastings.  Our Patron is Her Majesty The Queen.

(3) The Regional Spatial Strategy for the West Midlands was published in June 2004.  Among many other things, it sets house building rates for different parts of the West Midlands Region up to 2021.  The Strategy is now under review by the West Midlands Regional Assembly, who will submit proposals to modify it to the Deputy Prime Minister next year.
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