FIFE COUNCIL

20 YEAR PLAN FOR FIFE 2006 - 2026

INITIAL COMMENTS BY HOMES FOR SCOTLAND

Introduction

The Fife Structure Plan 2002 was approved by Scottish Ministers on 3 July 2002. Fife Council has responded to the proposed introduction by the Scottish Executive of a new framework for statutory land-use planning by agreeing to introduce a 20-year Structure Plan. The Council has decided on the key principles of this new Plan. Homes for Scotland was given a presentation of the key principles and issues arising on 27 February 2003 and invited to consider its initial response to the issues and to further involvement in the development of the Plan. This document sets out some initial responses.

Strategy

Homes for Scotland members are puzzled as to the speed of review of the approved Plan. It is acknowledged that the approved Plan only has a 10-year time horizon. The Scottish Executive’s draft proposals for strategic planning envisaged a 20-year plan framework. This has been slightly amended by the publication of SPP3 to a firm 12-year framework and a more indicative strategy for years 13 - 20. However, the draft proposals also saw no justification for a single strategic land-use plan for Fife, given the strong linkages of parts of Fife to the north and south. There has been no indication to date of any change in thinking within the Executive in this regard.

Fife Council has already decided on the key strategic principles which will inform the Plan. While it might be reasonable to carry forward the principles of a Structure Plan so recently approved, it could also be argued that a 20-year time horizon would require consideration of the need for changes or amendments in the longer term. That would then suggest that the Council should have undertaken some formal consultation on strategic principles with those bodies it wishes to engage as partners in the plan process. Homes for Scotland made comments and objections to the approved Plan on the basis of its chosen strategy, and these objections could have been foreseen as remaining valid.

One aspect of strategy which appears stronger, or more explicit, now is the view that Fife will continue to grow over the long term as a result of continued in-migration, particularly from the Lothians. Indeed, this appears to be encouraged as a means of achieving strategic aims for growth and regeneration. This appears to be contrary to the requirements of SPP3 that all Structure Plans should seek to accommodate demands for growth within their own areas. It also appears contrary to the stated aim of the Finalised Edinburgh and Lothians Structure Plan to do precisely that. 

The Vision which begins the presentation clearly aims to balance the 3 key considerations in a growth strategy i.e. social, economic and environmental. Homes for Scotland would agree that any Plan should be a positive framework to guide investment. However, there are considerable reservations over the aim of ending locational disadvantage in Fife by 2026. Firstly, it is not clear what this means in reality. Terms such as economic disadvantage are commonly used and relatively clear, but locational disadvantage is less so. If the implication is that location is a factor in economic and social disadvantage, then Homes for Scotland would agree with that, but would suggest that there will always be inherent advantages in certain locations which will lead to differential prospects. Locational advantages can shift, of course, possibly as a result of positive investment decisions, but to imply that all locations can be enhanced to improve their prospects seems very unlikely. Secondly, to change the pattern of locational advantage and disadvantage requires investors who are willing to take risks because a potential market exists, whether that is potential customers, a labour market or a housing market. There is little or no evidence that such investment could be attracted to certain parts of Fife, at least to the degree required to “end locational disadvantage”. The paper returns to locational considerations later.

Constraints

The presentation listed a series of constraints which will have to be considered in developing the Plan. Homes for Scotland agrees that all of these will be relevant. Overcoming these will require concerted action by a whole series of stakeholders, so that early discussions with these is essential. It is noted that a first stakeholders meeting is to be held at the end of March 2003, and this is welcomed. 

Reference was made to market research in terms of housing. None of the Homes for Scotland members present was aware of any research conducted by Fife Council; indeed, given Homes for Scotland’s objections to the adopted Plan, which were based on housing market concerns, it might have been appropriate to involve Homes for Scotland in any research. Homes for Scotland maintains its previous concerns that too much housing is expected in areas of low demand, too little land is allocated in areas of high demand and too much hope is being invested in housing as a driver of regeneration. The impacts of such policies are predictable, and were illustrated in the presentation - rising house prices in high demand areas, and increasing locational disparities in prices and affordability.

Other key constraints will be:


Scottish Water’s investment programme, given its stated priorities to deal with compliance issues and not with development infrastructure. It will be essential to have information from Scottish Water to inform the 2003 Housing Land Audit and to verify at the earliest possible date that the strategic search areas, in particular, are capable of being serviced


Communities Scotland’s strategic priorities for social/affordable housing. Homes for Scotland is firmly of the view that the provision of social rented housing remains a public sector responsibility. 


As SPP3 makes clear, the market can provide other tenures, including low-cost home ownership, to assist in delivering affordable housing, and the private sector is willing to enter into negotiated partnerships to deliver affordable housing. However, it will not accept shouldering a burden which is the responsibility of others. 


Scottish Enterprise Fife’s priorities for economic development 


Transport investment programmes, both nationally (e.g. in terms of enhanced cross-Forth routes) and regionally (e.g. in terms of enhanced commuter services)

The current Plan and the presentation both recognise that in reality employment prospects in Fife are limited to key growth areas. The strategy therefore seemed to be based on attracting people to live in areas from where they would have to commute, either to the key locations in Fife or to Edinburgh and the Lothians. This does not seem to sit comfortably with the national priority to reduce the need to travel.

The strategy aims to identify small numbers of major housing search areas, in order to maximise investment in infrastructure and facilities. While this is acceptable in principle, the first concern must be to identify locations which relate well to market demand, employment and services. It is not clear that some of the suggested choices do so.

Homes for Scotland notes that further research in a number of areas is underway, and would be particularly keen to be involved in work on urban capacity and on the Local Housing Strategy.

Housing Search Areas

Homes for Scotland has the following preliminary views on the 7 search areas for strategic locations for growth.

Dunfermline West

There should be no difficulty in the medium to long term in marketing Dunfermline for continued growth. The success of Dunfermline East has, if anything, exceeded expectations although there is a strong element of out-migration from the Lothians fuelling growth. The Dunfermline/Rosyth/bridgehead area is the major economic growth area for Fife, and is likely to remain so. Public transport options to the Lothians are reasonable, although greater capacity will be needed in the near future if growth is to be sustained.

Kirkcaldy

Kirkcaldy is seen by housebuilders as having some continued potential. The uncertainty is whether it has the potential to sustain major growth to both east and west. That would imply in excess of 2000 houses over the Plan period, or over 200 per annum. 

In the last 10 years, there have been 1668 completions in the entire Local Plan area, an annual average of 167. In 2001, completions totalled 106. In only 3 of the last 10 years have completions exceeded 200. The recent trend has been a fall from a peak in the late 1990’s. This is in spite of an exceptionally-strong housing market nationally, and the accessibility of Kirkcaldy to Edinburgh via the East Coast main line and Fife Circle. 

Kirkcaldy accounts for the large majority of recent completions in the Plan area, and also for some 70% of the effective land supply in the 2002 Audit. Homes for Scotland has doubts that the claimed effective supply of 893 in Kirkcaldy can all be delivered in 5 years. That would be an average of 178 p.a., and there seems no recent precedent for such levels of completions. Therefore the prospect of achieving over 200 p.a. in future seems limited. 

Kirkcaldy has not attracted significant new employment in recent years, and seems unlikely to do so in competition with the Bridgehead area. Therefore enhanced housing growth would rely on attracting out-commuters, and Kirkcaldy again does not seem to attract this market to the same extent as the Dunfermline area. The relatively poor performance of the town centre is another potential disincentive to potential residents. Therefore the industry sees Kirkcaldy as continuing to have a good local market, but questions the scope for significant growth.

Glenrothes and Markinch

Two search areas are suggested, south-east Glenrothes and Markinch. In effect, these are 2 parts of the same housing market. Therefore, again, over 2000 houses are sought, averaging over 200 per annum. Glenrothes has had similar levels of house building to the Kirkcaldy area in the 1990’s. However, there must be a question as to its ability to sustain that level of growth without the stimulus of the New Town Development Corporation which ceased construction of houses in the early 1990’s.

In the past 10 years, there have been 1782 completions, an annual average of 178. In 2001, completions totalled 139.  In only 2 of the last 10 years have completions exceeded 200. In general, completions fell throughout the 1990’s, although there has been a recent modest rise.

The effective land supply for the next 5 years within the search areas comprises land for 810 houses, or 162 houses per annum. This is sufficient to deliver the current Structure Plan requirement. Therefore to generate a market for over 200 houses per annum is a significant challenge, and one which the industry has considerable doubts can be met.

Lochgelly

The search area appears to focus on Lochgelly within the Cowdenbeath Local Plan area. Homes for Scotland has made the comment through the Draft Local Plan process that it sees a very limited market for housing in the whole Plan area, yet the Plan seems to place reliance largely on housing to lead regeneration. The industry does not consider this to be at all realistic.

Completions over the last 10 years in the whole plan area total 919, or 92 per annum. Only around one-third of these were in Lochgelly and adjacent small settlements. Completions in 2001 totalled 70, 25 of which were in the Lochgelly area. In only 3 out of the last 10 years have completions exceeded 100. Excluding those 3 years, the trend has been slowly declining.

The effective supply for the next 5 years allows for only around 64 completions per annum, although it is acknowledged that the draft Local Plan will bring further sites into the supply towards the end of the 5-year period. Significantly, only 30% of the effective supply is in the Lochgelly area.

The Cowdenbeath/Lochgelly area is one of relatively low economic activity and, despite its proximity to the A92 and M90, shows little sign of economic growth. It clearly has little attraction as an area for commuter-driven housing growth, even with its position on the Fife Circle.

Homes for Scotland concludes that there is little prospect of stimulating demand for private housing unless a very major shift in economic performance takes place.

Levenmouth

The search area appears to focus on Methil and Buckhaven within the Levenmouth Local Plan area. Homes for Scotland has made the comment through the Draft Local Plan process that it sees a very limited market for housing in the whole Plan area, although areas such as Leven have had an active market in recent times, yet the Plan seems to place reliance largely on housing to lead regeneration. The industry does consider this to be at all realistic.

Completions over the last 10 years in the whole plan area total 846, or 85 per annum. Completions in 2001 totalled 133, only around 15% of which were in Methil. 

In only 4 out of the last 10 years have completions exceeded 100. The large majority of completions have been in Leven. The trend in completions has been rising, but this is entirely due to recent developments in Leven.

The effective land supply allows for the continuation of the recent average number of completions. Again, some 60% of the supply is in Leven. Methil and Buckhaven together have effective sites for 28 houses over the next 5 years.

Methil is an area of relatively-low economic performance. It is the most remote of the search areas from the economic growth hub of the bridgehead, and does not have the transport infrastructure of some of the other search areas. It is very hard to see how the market for housing can lead regeneration here without a very major shift in economic performance to drive it.

Regeneration

As discussed above, it would be wrong, in the industry’s view, to look to housing as the main driver of regeneration. Regeneration of areas in mid-Fife will only happen on the basis of economic growth. Other factors would also play a part, including:


Transport improvements


Environmental improvements


Town centre improvements


Public sector housing improvement and new provision


Infrastructure investment, given that the market would not sustain developer contributions

The key issue to grasp is that all of these things require to be tackled simultaneously to stimulate growth. All of them will necessarily have to be public-sector led. Private housing development will only be stimulated when there is much greater confidence in the existence of demand supported by stronger economic conditions. 

If economic growth is not achievable in all locations, then the creation of locations attractive to out-commuters, questionable though it may be in policy terms, would rely very heavily on investment to create attractive living environments, and that would require massive investment in environmental improvement, town centres, social amenities and transport. The creation of locations sufficiently attractive to stimulate the housing market would take many years, and the delivery of the Council’s regeneration aims would not bear fruit until late in the 20-year Plan period, if at all.

Conclusions and way forward

The idea of ending locational disadvantage, implying as it does the raising of economic, social and environmental quality in Fife’s less-favoured areas while continuing to secure growth elsewhere, is clearly a laudable political objective, but one which is unlikely to be achieved in reality. 

Achieving this objective, even in a few locations, will require the coordinated input of sustained investment from many sources, public and private. It seems inevitable that the public sources will have to take the lead in setting strategies and priorities, and helping to create the conditions which will stimulate private investment. 

Private housebuilding alone will not trigger regeneration in some of the identified search areas. Private housebuilders will be happy to be involved in discussions about long-term strategies and their role in implementing them, provided it is accepted that housing investment will happen as a result of other successful stimuli to the market.  

