Policy  SP3 Meeting Housing Needs
The National Planning Policy Framework aims to promote sustainable growth. 

It requires Local Planning Authorities to provide an Objectively Assessed Housing Needs analysis.  Unfortunately it gives no guidance on how needs should be assessed – whether these are local needs, regional needs or national needs.  The Department of Communities and Local Government provides guidance entitled “Housing and Economic Development Needs Assessment” https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/objectively-assessed-need-9fb.pdf.  The guidance is what it says “guidance” so does not have statutory force.
The Guidance takes as its starting point trend projections based on ONS statistics.  The effect of this is that it is assumed that if there has been an historically high rate of growth in a particular area then the area must continue to grow at a high rate.  There is guidance on what adjustments might be made but these are mainly expressed in “uplifts” to trends rather than downward adjustments.  The only suggestion for a possible downward adjustment is where there have been effects of large employer moving out of the area or a large housing development such as an urban extension in the last 5 years.  Housing market signals are also considered relevant but this is phrased in terms of upward adjustments to trend projections.

The Guidance nowhere makes reference to the other strand in the NPPF that growth should be sustainable.  The proposed housing numbers put forward in this policy assume that the trend projections must be fulfilled and take no account of sustainability.
The comments here relate primarily to the dwelling numbers for Colchester Borough but also look at Tendring District.

The Objectively Assessed Housing Need Study ( OAHNS November 2016 update) used the methodology in the guidelines but has made no adjustment for the fact that Colchester, principally because of recent availability and deliverability of sites,  has grown at above the national and the regional average.  DCLG guidance allows for adjustments to be made if there has been a large housing development such as an urban extension in the last 5 years.  In the case of Colchester this has not been one single large development but a combination of a number of sites coming forward.
 The total proposed for Colchester is 920 dwellings a year.  However an additional 1,250 are also being proposed for Tendring in the East Colchester/West Tendring Garden Settlement over the plan period.  This site would, in all practical, respects be an extension to Colchester urban settlement which would imply an average build rate of around 1,000 dwellings p.a. for Colchester.
The 2014-based Household Projections: England, 2014-2039 (July 2016) project a 19% increase in the number of households by 2034 for England as a whole.  If this rate of increase were applied to Colchester (assuming one dwelling per household) this would give a build rate per annum of 731 (790 correcting for a occupancy rate of 0.9264) which is considerably lower than 920. 
House Prices in Colchester are below the national average. The OAHNS states that for Colchester     “price signals provide no evidence of under supply: despite being on the main railway from London Colchester is one of the most affordable areas in the HMA and also in Essex. There is no justification in Colchester for applying a market signals uplift to the demographic projection.”  The possibility of downward adjustment does not seem to have been considered
There are good reasons for arguing that a downward adjustment should be applied to the trend projections.  It is not feasible for an area to continue to grow at a rate well above the national average indefinitely.  Between 2001 and 2016 the number of households in in Colchester grew by 20.3% compared to 13.2% for England and 12.1% for Essex (DCLG/ONS household projection data). The Borough has now exhausted, or already allocated, its brown field sites so much of the proposed additional housing will have to be on green field sites.  There are transport infrastructure issues.  There is already considerable road congestion and journey times are highly unpredictable.  Some areas of central Colchester have air pollution problems.  In Urban Colchester the road network still reflects its Roman and medieval past. Even with unlimited expenditure on road improvements it is difficult to see that some of the problems are soluble. The following is a quote from the NPPF: “Pursuing sustainable development involves seeking positive improvements in the quality of the built, natural and historic environment, as well as in people’s quality of life “ . One of the bullet points is “improving the conditions in which people live, work, travel and take Leisure”.
Various analyses of housing need are presented in the OAHNS and different estimates produced particularly with regards to employment effects and whether this should lead to upward revision in housing need.  The authors of the report seem to have adopted a pick and mix policy on which projection they use, picking the higher of the markets adjusted uplift and the future jobs uplift on the grounds that this gives a higher housing need.
For Colchester we would argue that it is appropriate for housing need should be calculated on the 2014 ONS/CLG projections but with a down shift to reflect housing market signals and  on the grounds that the projections are based on past trends in a period in which a large number of sites became available for development.  Given the mixed findings of the different studies the evidence for a future job uplift is doubtful.   The sustainability, in terms of quality of life for existing and future residents of the proposed building rates, should also be factored in as sustainability is one of the key themes of the NPPF.
An omission in the analysis of housing needs for Colchester and to some extent Tendring is that there is no analysis of the impact on housing demand generated by University of Essex and, to some extent, Colchester Institute students.

The proposed housing needs total for Tendring is not well justified in the OAHNS.  The situation is complicated by the inconsistencies between census and other measures of population growth (UPC).  The assumed rates of net inward migration cannot therefore be based on any firm evidence.  House prices are low and have not risen faster than the regional rate despite the very low level of house building in recent years.   If there were a strong demand for housing in the area a price rise would have been expected. Unemployment is high in the area.  It is difficult to see why a market signals uplift from the best guess 484 dwellings to a total of 550 is proposed. 
Summary:  The proposed housing totals for Colchester are based on past trends and do not make any downward adjustment for the fact that the number of households (and by implication dwellings) in Colchester has grown at a much higher rate than England as a whole (a 20% increase between 2001 and 2016 for Colchester, 13% for England and 12% for Essex).  The NPPF stresses that growth should be sustainable.  New building will be on greenfield sites.  Colchester already experiences severe traffic congestion for which there is no easy solution.   The proposed uplift for Tendring’s housing total appears arbitrary.
