Viability Presentation for NLPC TS 1.1

B1:  Para 4.5 - 4.9.
B2: 
2a:  Legally Compliant:

3a:  Is the Plan sound: No
3b:

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) update of 2019 and associated Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) make clear that a more detailed viability approach is required at the plan making stage for strategic sites.  The proposed SGB is regarded as just such a strategic site. (PPG: Reference ID: 10-001-2019-05-09 and Reference ID: 10-002-2019-05-09)

HDH Planning and Development Limited (HDH) has produced the SGB Viability Assessment for RCC. However, the Local Plan supporting documentation contains the following; HDH advised: ‘the St George’s Barracks site is not shown as viable.  This is not surprising, as if it was viable it would not have been an appropriate site for the HIF process.  The Council has done a substantial amount of work with the site promoters (the MoD and Homes England) to facilitate the development of this site and the site has been approved for HIF funding.  It will be necessary to continue to pursue the HIF funding if this site is to be deliverable’.

The Housing Infrastructure Funding (HIF) has now been conditionally granted to the amount of £29.4 million.  Infrastructure costs in excess of this amount will have to be met by developers. County and Parish Councillors have been told repeatedly by RCC’s lead planning officer at numerous meetings that the entire SGB site is classed as brownfield.

However, there is cause for confusion here as, in the ‘Local Plan - Pre-Submission Viability Update’ produced by HDH, there is the following statement:  “The modelling of the St   George’s Barracks site is consistent with the modelling of the site within the HIF bid. This is to say, the area is taken to be 73.83ha. The St. George’s Barracks Site is a site with a range of land uses. In planning terms it is previously developed land, so is a brownfield site. Having said this much of the site is the open grassland of the airfield, we have therefore modelled, for the purpose of this viability assessment, the site as a greenfield site”. (HDH Report para 9.5).

The values attributed to this assessment are as follows:-

· Existing Use Value Land Prices £/ha
· November 2019 Brownfield Land £600,000
· Greenfield Land Agricultural £20,000 Paddock £50,000
	(HDH report para 6.23)

If, as stated by the lead planning officer, the SGB site is entirely brownfield then modelling based on the entire site being classed as greenfield, as subsequently undertaken by HDH, grossly underestimates the actual costs to potential developers. 

NLPC considers that this challenges the viability of the entire project and, therefore, the effectiveness and deliverability of Policy.

A further concern arises from discrepancies in the anticipated costs of infrastructure.  An analysis by AECOM estimated the infrastructure costs at £107 million but, more recently, HDH modelled this at  £55 million. How this remarkable reduction in estimated infrastructure costs was arrived at is not explained. 

NLPC is, therefore, concerned that the reduction might represent a corresponding reduction in the extent and quality of essential infrastructure associated with the site. A clear explanation and understanding of this dramatic cost reduction is essential if the viability of the site  is to withstand rigorous scrutiny. It is our view that this calls into doubt the effectiveness and deliverability of Policy.

Even if the reduced £55 million estimation is accepted, it is still questionable as to whether this sum is adequate to ensure the SGB project’s viability for the following reasons: - 

· The viability assessment was undertaken prior to the Covid-19 pandemic and market conditions are likely to have been adversely affected particularly as development consultants advise that a 20% developer’s return on cost (rather than sales/turnover) is too low for large, strategic residential schemes.   
· In RCC’s SGB Master Plan,14 ha. of land are set aside for employment uses but HDH’s 2019 assessment states that; ‘In terms of the employment uses, the above findings (employment opportunities) are largely reflective of the wider area and is a finding supported by the fact that such development is only being bought forward to a limited extent on a speculative basis by the development industry’  (HDH 2019 para 11.7)
· This is not a typical development site as it has been an M.o.D facility for many decades. NLPC considers that there may be unforeseen problems associated with it having been a military base including land contamination. We have yet to see any evidence that the potential costs of remediating parts of the site has been factored into the viability assessment. 
· Finally, the SGB Masterplan includes provision for an extensive quarry in relatively close proximity to the residential development. As this provision will be identified in searches etc. we believe that this will have a negative impact on house prices across the site which, in turn, will have an impact on the value of the land itself. This is an unusual juxtaposition of uses and, again, NLPC has not seen any evidence that this has been taken into account in the viability assessment.

Taking all of the above concerns into account, NLPC is strongly of the opinion that the evidence base supporting Policy is both incomplete and out of date. In addition, we do not consider the policy to be effective or deliverable in its current form due to anomalies associated with its classification as either brownfield or greenfield and the revised, reduced assessment of the cost of critical infrastructure.



Modification: NLPC recommends the following:

· The costs of development based on SGB  being a brownfield site.
· An accurate appraisal of the infrastructure costs.
· A realistic assessment of costs to remediation of the site.
· A review of the economic viability in view of the Covid 19 pandemic and the effect of the proposed quarry.



