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	Case Study: Hitchin, North Hertfordshire District Council
High demand for housing outstripping supply.  Credit crunch impacting on partnerships to develop sites with a mix of affordable and market housing.
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(Paynes Park, Hitchin, back of Brookers Yard building – photograph courtesy of Alan Fleck) 

The Town

Hitchin is a market town in the district of North Hertfordshire (one of four prosperous urban areas surrounded by a number of rural communities).  The town’s history is based on the wool trade and has always had strong communication links with London, from stage coach to railway to road.  It is part of the London Commuter Belt Sub-Region, being one of 15 councils and is a satellite dormitory town for the city with many residents commuting daily.  Hitchin’s population is 33,360.  
Housing demand
The demand for housing in the district is high with demand outstripping supply; as a result, house prices continue to rise at a greater rate than incomes.    The demand will further increase as it is estimated that the number of people residing in North Hertfordshire will rise by 14,300 between 2006 and 2021 ( 40% will be over 65 years of age and only 11% below the age of 30).   The commuter effect has helped make Hitchin an expensive place to live.   There have been a number of major housing schemes planned since 2001, notably West of A1, which was finally given permission for 3,600 homes to be built on green belt land, beginning summer 2010.   

In 2003 the Council transferred its housing stock to North Hertfordshire Homes (NHH). As a result NHH is the largest of the 22 social landlords operating in the district.  The areas has a relatively high level of social rented stock (21%), above the national average and provides 380 re-lets a year.  
Affordable Housing

North Hertfordshire District Council has developed a number of brown field sites near to and within Hitchin town centre in recent years.  Affordable housing is a key priority with 25 % of all developments comprising of affordable homes.  Under new policies this figure will increase as the number of house units increases (e.g. 15 to 24 is 35%). Building contractors either build these houses themselves or leave the site for the RSL to build.  

Partnerships established but hit by economic recession 

Some of the recent housing developments have been successful and some not.   Lavender Fields, on the site once occupied by Ransoms Pharmaceuticals was built by Bellway plc and consists of 132 properties, 43 of which are affordable.   Bellway Housing Trust (part of Bellway plc) manages the site, which also offers shared ownership schemes of up to 50%.  Another development, Brookers Yard in the town centre has not been as successful.  The District Council worked with Jephson Homes Housing Association, local developer Stephen Howard Homes and the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA)  to develop and complete two major affordable housing developments (one being Brookers Yard).   The project was a £2.6 million boost for affordable housing in the town despite the economic difficulties being experienced.  The HCA provided £500,000 for Brookers/Coopers Yard and £340,000 for Grove Road, while the local authority provided £1 million and £800,000 respectively.

In the Jephson Homes sales information it states, “all applicants must be registered with the local Home Buy agent and meet the eligibility requirements for the New Build Home Buy Scheme. Applicants who free up council or housing association property and Key Workers for key worker specific housing will receive the first priority. Other First Time Buyers will then be considered. You may not have a gross annual household income of more than £60,000. Minimum gross annual household income is generally £15,000 but each case will be judged individually against household size, saving, affordability etc”.  They also offer the chance to buy 25% of the property and pay 75% rent.

Unfortunately due to the recession, Stephen Howard Homes went into liquidation.  As a result, the housing development is only partly completed and there has been no work done since October 2009. No one has been able to move into the homes.

Barriers faced in providing affordable housing in market towns

· House prices too high, due to popularity of the town. 

· Housing Associations cannot compete with private developers to purchase brown field sites within the development boundaries of market towns.

· Growing and ageing population, local people not able to afford house prices due to town’s position within London Commuter Belt Sub Region.  

· The ageing population (grey pound) and the now characteristically quiet weekly commuter town feel are having an effect on the economy and ‘make up’ of the town. People cannot afford to work and live locally; they buy houses outside the area (Bedfordshire) and travel in to work. 

· Hitchin has a large farming hinterland, these communities are also not sustainable as house prices are too high for residents.

· Concerns raised by the business community, over the concentration on affordable housing and housing developments, perhaps equal effort and research needed into building small business units, to maintain town’s economy.

· The economic recession has affected many major housing schemes.

Opportunities to overcome barriers

· Partnership with private developer, RSL and Local Authority to provide intermediate tenure scheme and attract £840,000 HCA funding,

· Active development within market town using existing brown field site will help maintain the historic town centre, and help it to remain a place where people live and work. 

· Recognised local government need for development to include affordable housing.

· There is an opportunity for small local developments to generate work in the local economy by providing 2 to 3 homes, with instant ready market.  This will help the sustainability of the town and the same policy could be adopted in the smaller surrounding villages.  
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Keith Hoskins – Hitchin Town Centre Initiative – 01462 45335, info@htci.org.uk 
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