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Urbanisation of the South Hams-fact or fiction? 

 

Whenever I describe my constituency to people in London, I say I represent the 

two eastern suburbs of Plymouth and a chunk of the glorious South Hams. “Ah 

yes the response is: the South Hams, wonderful, we used to holiday in 

Salcombe, or my uncle had a boat in Dartmouth....” Everybody knows the 

South Hams and everybody loves the South Hams, a very special place. 

South Hams is one of the most beautiful parts of England. With around 314 

square miles of green space we boast a stunning coastline to the South, a 

National Park to the north and majestic rolling hills and picturesque towns and 

villages in between, a rich variety of working farms all around us, partly 

covered by an Area of Outstanding Natural beauty.    

But, South Hams isn’t just characterised by rolling countryside. With an 

increasingly confident and growing Plymouth to the West, and a population of 

over 83,000 people, it is also a place of community and employment. The 

majority of its population, and this is perhaps a surprise, are of working age, 

and most of that group are in jobs: so the South Hams is not just a retirement 

Mecca or a great place for a break. There are also many small and medium 

sized businesses, some related to agriculture, some not. It is not a museum a 

retirement home or a graveyard – but a place to live, work and to enjoy.  

It is this combination of special landscapes, vibrant communities and tourism 

which makes the South Hams such a unique place. But, it is also this 

combination which makes it a place squeezed by competing pressures. I am 

not sure how many of you have a face book page but on a face book page you 

are able to post your current status: single, married, desperate – whatever. If 

South hams had a face book status it would surely be: under pressure.  

Under pressure to find space for new development, to meet the needs of 

people living within the area, under pressure to accommodate the desire of 

landowners to erect renewable energy installations, under pressure to 

accommodate the government’s desire to meet the housing aspirations of a 

whole generation of young people to own their own homes. Under pressure 

because of the National Planning Policy Framework. Under pressure because 
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developers sniff a window of opportunity following the recent inspector’s 

decision in Totnes that the council does not have a 5 year land supply, 

something rejected by the council. 

And all of these pressures come crashing into the understandable and 

necessary desire to conserve. To conserve and protect the natural qualities 

which make the South Hams so special. Irresistible force meets unmoveable 

mountain.  

Over the last decade, local campaigners and councillors have done an excellent 

job in ensuring that these special qualities have been protected. At the 

moment, around 92% of the South Hams is still green space – 92% - meaning 

that the vast majority of its land has not yet been developed, higher than the 

figure for England as a whole.  Much of the building which has taken place in 

the South Hams has been on land which is being re-used, with 53% of new 

houses built on previously developed land in 2011/12.  

There has also been conservation of the historic environment in the South 

Hams. Whereas in 2005, there were nearly 3,500 listed buildings and 7 historic 

parks and gardens in the area, by 2012, both of those figures had increased.  

But as we all know in the past decade the conservation lobby have had some 

help from global market conditions: since 2007 the property crash has taken 

the energy out of the new homes market. That energy is now returning with a 

vengeance. Developers are licking their lips once again.  

Let’s look at some of these pressures. Firstly, house-building.  One of the great 

drivers of development in the South Hams is an increasing population. With 

around 43,000 households at present, accommodating 83,000 people, the ONS 

predicted in 2008 that, by 2023, South Ham’s population would rise to 90,800; 

an increase of over 9% compared to its 2011 population size. By 2033, that 

figure may well rise again to over 96,000. Of course, a bigger population not 

only means more infrastructure, it means more houses too. 

Over the past decade, increases in the South Hams’ housing stock have been 

slow. In the 12 years to 2013, approximately 2,500 dwellings were completed 

across the district council area; so around 200 new homes were built each 

year. This is well below the figure of over 300 dwellings which were planned to 
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be built annually during roughly the same period to meet housing need. The 

current plan – which lasts until 2016 - assumes that 6000 houses will be built 

during that period – 4000 of them at Sherford. Nothing like that figure will 

actually materialise in that timescale.  

Looking forward, the rate of house building in the South Hams will have to rise 

to accommodate growth in the community. The council has quite rightly 

embarked upon a housing needs survey and in 2015 we will know what 

numbers of new homes they will propose for the period to 2031. Whatever 

figure it is, even after the most extensive consultation, it will be significantly 

higher than that of recent years. These are no longer centrally driven targets, 

because the coalition government has scrapped top down housing allocations, 

but targets determined locally to meet housing need.  

Where is this housing demand coming from?  

It is primarily because people are living so much longer. Over the next 20 years, 

the number of people in the UK over the age of 65 is expected to increase by 

100%, as is the number of people over the age of 85. Over the next 30 years, 

the number in the over 85s category may nearly treble. Whilst this is a positive 

trend, it does mean that more houses will be needed to accommodate the 

growth in demand.  

There will be additional pressures from changing family structures too. With 

more and more households sadly breaking down, new homes will have to be 

found for separating parties.  

Immigration also plays its part, but not so much in this part of the world. Our 

inward migration tends to come from Brits who have done well and decided to 

sell up and retire down here and I guess I am looking at quite a few of those in 

front of me this evening. 

Another factor within this is, of course, the cost of housing. To date, the rate of 

affordable house building in the area has been low: In 2008 there were 59 new 

affordable homes built, and in 2012 that figure fell to 53. A mere 53 affordable 

homes built in the entire South Hams. This is a real problem because, 

historically, prices in the South Hams have consistently and significantly 

exceeded the national average. The National Housing Federation reported that 
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in 2012, the price of an average house here was nearly £300,000, well above 

the national average; nearly 17 times the average salary of someone living in 

the South Hams. This means that even with a 20% deposit, a buyer would need 

a gross income of £67,000 to afford a mortgage. 

The result of such high house prices is that the average age of a first-time 

buyer is now 38 – that is 14 years older than I was when I brought my first 

home at 24. At current prices, young people simply cannot afford to own their 

own homes. Unless we build more houses, particularly affordable ones, where 

do we expect these young people to live?   I am talking about our 

grandchildren. There are many definitions of affordable homes, but here I use 

the term in its broadest sense – homes that local people can afford, young 

professional people – teachers, nurses, police officers. We are in danger of 

confining an entire generation of young people to a life without home 

ownership and of forcing people brought up in our rural villages and towns to 

live their lives elsewhere. 

Village life works because people from all backgrounds live side by side. Unless 

people on low incomes, trades-people and junior professionals can also afford 

to live in the South Hams, alongside the well to do, our communities will die.  

So the South Hams is under pressure.  

 
Some of the strain on the housing supply will be relieved by the new town of 
Sherford, which is expected to bring over 5,500 new homes and 5,000 jobs to 
the area, as well as £1 billion of construction investment.  It has taken over 8 
years to progress this scheme and bulldozers will move onto site this autumn, 
with people moving into their first homes in 2015. 
 
It is worth remembering that the plan for Sherford contains a firm green 
barrier, a community park, to the east so that when in 2035 it is complete, its 
next phase will not be eastwards but westwards back towards Plymouth, to fill 
in the scruffy area that has recently been quarried around Haye road.  
 
Developments like this take a long time to complete, and the South Hams 
landscape will not suddenly be changing drastically. And for those who 
complain that all of this development should be taking place within the city 
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and not the countryside, Plymouth will be building the equivalent of three 
Sherfords during the timescale of that project, within its existing borders.  
 
Other pressures remain around the urban fringe of Plymouth. We are likely to 
see significant development at Woolwell over the next decade, much of which 
will feel like Plymouth based development although it is technically in the 
South Hams.  At Newnham and Staddiscombe there is likely to be further 
residential development over the years ahead. But dare I suggest that the 
more development there is on the urban fringe of Plymouth the more the 
pressure is removed from what many in this room would describe as the South 
Hams proper, the more rural and picturesque part. 
 
Another pressure on the South Hams’ resources is the push for renewable 
energy. Successive governments have made it clear that renewable energy 
usage across the UK must increase. Although I remain sceptical about man-
made climate change myself, it is clear that our finite fossil fuels are running 
out and as good stewards of this precious planet, we should clearly move 
towards more renewable energy.  
 
Also we should rightly be concerned about energy security. Investment in 
nuclear power and more renewables can give us more independence, 
something which the recent conflict in the Ukraine has shown is really 
important, with 30% of Europe’s natural gas coming from Russia.  
 
Renewable energy can also help in terms of tackling pollution, keeping us on 
track to meet our international targets for cuts in emissions, and creating jobs 
at the same time.  
 
But at what cost to our landscape? 
 
The South Hams has already played its part in meeting its responsibility to 

accommodate renewable energy sources.  Between 2011 and 2012, installed 

renewable capacity more than doubled, and by March 2013, there were 2,500 

renewable projects in the district, the majority of which were Solar PV 

So where are we going on this? My own view is that we have probably gone far 

enough. Individual solar panels on roofs are one thing – that must clearly be 

encouraged and continue, but large wind farms, large wind turbines 

dominating the landscape? I do not personally want to see any more of these.  
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My problem with solar panel farms is not just their unsightliness – but it is the 

loss of prime agricultural land which seems to me, as a farmer’s son, to be little 

short of criminal. I recognise that from a land owner’s point of view however, 

wind turbines and solar panels can be highly profitable.  

I want to see greater investment in tidal and wave power to bring these 

solutions to market as quickly as possible, and hopefully Plymouth can become 

a centre for this. Fortunately, David Cameron has already indicated that if 

there is a Conservative Government after the next election, subsidies for 

onshore wind farms will be cut, and this should help reduce demand for them. 

I have a sneaking feeling that in 20 years time we will come to regard 

plastering our countryside with wind turbines as one of our greatest national 

follies.  

 
I recognise that the pressure to build and develop the South Hams is 

intensified by the Government’s drive to encourage investment and 

rejuvenation throughout the country. The National Planning Policy Framework, 

which was published in March 2012, gives authorities a responsibility to plan 

for the growth and development of their local areas. In terms of housing, the 

Framework urges authorities to meet the need for market-priced and 

affordable housing, and instructs them to consider housing applications in the 

context of the presumption in favour of sustainable development.  

 
The special protections afforded to national parks and areas of outstanding 
natural beauty in the NPPF means that the designated area of outstanding 
natural beauty to the South, and Dartmoor to the North are largely protected. 
But paradoxically, it also places much greater pressure on the substantial strip 
of land between the two, where building is likely to be concentrated because 
there is no-where else for it to go. It is this strip of land where development 
pressures are increasingly beginning to fall. 
 
 
Over the last 10 years, I believe that we have been winning the war to preserve 
the South Hams. We have struck that difficult balance between conservation 
and development, and ensured that the special landscape we love has been 
protected. I pay tribute to the vigilance of many of you and to groups like the 
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CPRE and the South Hams Society. I also congratulate the South hams District 
council on getting the balance right.  
 
But, over the next 10 years, pressures on the area are going to intensify. 
Whichever government wins the next election, the pressure to develop and 
stimulate the economy will continue. The pressure to meet the housing needs 
which come from people living longer, families breaking up, and immigration 
will continue. The pressure to move into renewable energy sources is likely to 
continue. We are going to have to win the battle to protect the South Hams 
every year. 
 
So, how can we achieve this; how can we get the balance right?  
 
Firstly, there is no more space for abject nimby-ism or over my dead body 
attitudes. That will no longer do and certainly will not prevent development 
being forced upon you. As we know independent inspectors in Bristol do not 
take any notice of any such unreasoned resistance. We have to accept the 
pressures upon us and look to accommodate the right level of development in 
creative ways. 
 
Secondly, we need more bottom up local plans to ensure that development is 
relevant to the community.. I was very impressed by the work of Kingston 
parish Council a couple of years ago, taking great care to produce a very 
detailed village plan, which was very local in its analysis, based on firm 
evidence and which has been largely adopted by the planning authority. Their 
village plan called for more small-scale housing for local people. Each 
community no matter how small should plan their own future growth. Parish 
Councils are clearly at the forefront of this activity and need to be more 
proactive.  
 
Thirdly, we need increased investment in tidal and wave power to remove the 
pressure from onshore renewables. Successful implementation of the City Deal 
in Plymouth would help grow the marine renewables sector, and this together 
with a change to the renewable subsidies policy after 2015, would also help 
reduce incentives for onshore wind and solar energy farms.  
 
Fourthly, it is important that groups like the Campaign to Protect Rural England 
and The South Hams Society continue on full alert. Your efforts will become 
increasingly important, as the pressure to build grows, and a clear and strong 
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voice in support of conservation is required, but it must be a reasonable and 
realistic voice that embraces some change. 
 
Finally, we need a continued replenishment of capable people prepared to 
stand for the district council and serve their community for a season. Most of 
the difficult decisions - how to juggle the pressures I have described - will 
ultimately be decisions for locally elected people to take. Let’s make sure that 
we have the right people, with the right skills and with the best interests of our 
community at heart to make the right decisions as we grapple with future 
challenges.  
 
I am a lawyer and I like to provide answers to specific questions that are put to 
me. My title was:  The urbanisation of the South Hams fact or fiction? My 
answer is: fiction to date, very clearly fiction – 92% still undeveloped - this is 
still a very special well preserved area.  
 
But looking ahead at all the pressures that lay around the corner, the need for 
skill energy and vigilance from the CPRE and other groups will be called upon 
like never before if we are to preserve the South Hams as a unique corner that 
is forever England. 
 
Thank you very much.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


