Deputy Ann Pryke

The Planning Department

South Hill

St. Helier

JE2 4US

12 February 2008

Dear Deputy Pryke,

REVIEW OF THE ISLAND PLAN TO REZONE LAND FOR LIFE-LONG DWELLINGS FOR THE OVER 55s’ AND FIRST TIME BUYER HOMES
Thank you for inviting my comments on the White Paper on this subject dated November 2007.

I have many, serious concerns about the possible consequences for the future of Jersey if this planning policy document is endorsed by the States of Jersey. My concerns are a lack of clarity in the aim, the ethical basis, a lack of sufficient statistical information to justify the proposed plan, the absence of any consideration of alternative methods for solving the perceived problems and the consequences for the environment if this White Paper is adopted.

Confused Aim

The White Paper has a confused aim in that it attempts to deal with three different perceived requirements in a single White Paper:

Sheltered Social Housing.

Subsidised Housing for First Time Buyers.

Housing for over 55’s who can afford to buy.

Ethical Concerns

It is an accepted premise of our liberal democracy that there will always be members of our society who cannot look after themselves and it is right and proper that the cost of doing so should fall on the general tax-payer. 

It follows that social housing should only be provided for those who because of an inability to work, or for being a low wage earner, can neither afford to rent nor buy at the current commercial rate.

The proposal in the White Paper that some of this planned housing should be offered to those over 55 years of age who can afford to buy is obviously not a proper use of public money. Over 55’s who can afford to buy should meet their needs in the commercial market by purchasing special purpose accommodation in developments such Avalon Park and Oaklands, for example. 

It is also a truism that Governments should never attempt to drive markets. If there is a developing market for this type of accommodation the States of Jersey should clearly leave well alone and let supply and demand in this particular market take care of itself. 

Why is 55 being Regarded as the Critical Age?

 As someone who is in his seventieth year I am very pleased to report that medically today one is not regarded as “old” until you are 80!

Most of us know of someone who is living on their own, some with home help or Family Nursing help, who are well into their 90’s. This need should be considered not against the unexplained age of 55, but by a properly quantified assessment of actual need irrespective of age.     

Sheltered Social Housing

There is clearly going to be a continuing need for sheltered social housing. The present White Paper should be limited to this requirement only. It is remarkable that if these requirements are now so urgent, why were they not included in the 2006-2011 Strategy? 

Information provided is based on an anonymous and speculative housing needs survey. It is doubtful that a survey of this type could provide reliable data on which to plan a building programme. Further sensitivity testing of the data produced is obviously required. The tables for sheltered housing needs in the White Paper (page 45) fail to explain, for example, why 27 people under retirement age require sheltered accommodation immediately ( are they incapacitated in some way, requiring special medical and care needs?), why it is accepted that 57 people still under retirement age in 10 years time will require sheltered accommodation then?

As explained above, any plans to cater for people of whatever age who can afford to buy this type of accommodation should be removed from the scope of this White Paper.

Subsidised Housing for First-time Buyers

The recently announced shared equity scheme would appear to be directly relevant to plans for rezoning land for the construction of homes for first-time buyers. It would be sensible to consider both schemes together in a separate White Paper. 

There is clearly a large amount of first-time buyer accommodation available in the housing market at present. Why does the shared equity scheme have to involve a States sponsored building programme? 

Indeed without an explanation of what controls will be placed on the scheme to prevent undeserving first-time buyers taking advantage of the scheme to buy property 35% below the market value, when they can well afford the full price, from an ethical point of view, this scheme can be seen as another inappropriate use of public funds. It might be possible to introduce a system of means testing based on income tax returns but this needs to be explained.

Rather than a shared equity scheme a new States’ loan scheme with favourable interest rates made available over a longer than normal mortgage repayments period (ie 40 years) should be considered as this could bring home purchase within the scope of low wage earners at present living in social housing. An analysis of present house prices, mortgage rates against the rental rates for States housing would be useful here.

Environmental Concerns

I strongly support expressions of concern by the Rural Alliance, The National Trust for Jersey, La Société Jersiaise and The Council for the Protection of Jersey’s Heritage about the proposed plans to change the present Island Plan with the express purpose of rezoning land including green fields for new building construction without any apparent consideration of possible alternative solutions.

Strategic planning for the Island should be dictated by the need for sustainable development. In a small Island such as Jersey land is a precious and increasingly valuable resource. The present Island Plan is well thought out and contains good policy. But, the present adopted policy which requires each parish to identify land for rezoning is unsound. Development Island-wide can only lead to increased urbanisation of the whole Island, to the detriment of everyone.

If the Island Plan is to be radically revised it should be done, using St Martin’s Conservation and Development Plan as a model. A conservation plan for the whole island would adopt the academic discipline of a typical conservation plan which follows the sequence of identifying all the significant features of the Island which must be protected and preserved, considering how each of these significant features is vulnerable before formulating policies to ensure their conservation.

Conclusion

This White paper has a confused aim and lacks sufficient reliable data for sound forward planning. The large expenditure of public money and the rezoning of green fields for these types of building construction have not been justified.  

The different needs for Sheltered Social Housing and subsidised housing for first-time buyers should be addressed in separate White Papers.

Plans to build homes for the open market for purchase by residents over the age of 55 should be dropped completely as this would involve an inappropriate use of public money.

Yours sincerely,

John Mesch

Deputy Sean Power

La Ferme du Sud,

La Rue de la Corbiere

St Brelade

Jersey

JE3 8HN

17 February 2008

Dear Deputy Power,

Having read the report in the Jersey Evening Post last night of the deliberations of your scrutiny panel I think you might be interested in my response to the consultation White Paper.

Keep up the good work.

Yours sincerely

John Mesch
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