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Chapter 1: The Study Context 

1.1 Opinion Research Services (ORS) was commissioned by the local authorities of the Exeter and Torbay 

Housing sub-region to undertake a comprehensive and integrated strategic housing market assessment 

for the Housing Market Areas of Exeter and Torbay. 

1.2 The study was undertaken to inform local policies, in particular relating to the housing strategy and 

investment programme and planning policies surrounding affordable housing provision.  It is important 

to note that the study does not seek to determine rigid policy conclusions, but instead provides a key 

component of the evidence base required to develop and support a robust policy framework. 

1.3 The research was based on the analysis of 3,470 interviews conducted with households (which 

primarily underwrote the housing needs and requirement modelling) coupled with secondary data 

from the UK Census, Housing Corporation, HM Land Registry, Office for National Statistics and a range 

of other sources along with a qualitative consultation programme with a wide range of stakeholders. 

1.4 The commissioning partners included: 

Á Devon County Council; 

Á East Devon District Council; 

Á Exeter City Council; 

Á Mid Devon District Council; 

Á Teignbridge District Council; 

Á Torbay Council; and 

Á Dartmoor National Park Authority. 

Figure 1 
Identifying the Study Area 
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Figure 2 
Overview of the Document Structure for Exeter and Torbay Strategic Housing Market Assessment 

 

1.5 This document is the main report for the sub-region, which summarises the key findings of the study in 

particular where they relate to existing policies or have implications for future policy decisions across 

the sub-region. 

1.6 Other documents include an executive summary of the study findings, a supplementary report 

providing further technical details on the research and analysis, and summary reports for each of the 

sub-ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘ Local Authorities and the Dartmoor National Park authority. 

National Policy Context 

1.7 Irrespective of which political party has been in power, the central tenet of UK government housing 

policy has been to ensure that everyone has the opportunity of living in a decent home, which they can 

afford. 

1.8 In 2003, the government set out their current vision for housing in the Communities Plan.  This 

publication has led to a period of significant change in planning systems across England and Wales, and 

the current housing policy document is Planning Policy Statement 3 (PPS3) which has recently replaced 

a series of policies including Planning Policy Guidance Note 3 (PPG3) and Circular 6/98. 

1.9 The objectives of the Communities Plan demand that our communities: 

Á are economically prosperous; 

Á have decent homes at affordable prices; 

Á safeguard the countryside; 

Á enjoy a well-designed, accessible and pleasant living and working environment; and 

Á are effectively and fairly governed with a strong sense of community. 

1.10 PPS3 supplements these aims with the requirement that people should also live in a community where 

they want to live.  An important series of definitions are also presented in PPS3, of which several are 

detailed below. 
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1.11 Notably, one of the six principles of PPS3 is that an evidence-based policy approach to housing 

provision is taken: 

Local Development Documents and Regional Spatial Strategies policies should be informed by a 

robust, shared evidence base, in particular, of housing need and demand, through a Strategic 

Housing Market Assessment. 

1.12 To deliver the Communities Plan the Government tasked the nine English regions with setting up a 

regional housing body or board.  The South West Regional Housing Body takes responsibility for 

delivery in the South West.  The emerging regional policy is the South West Regional Spatial Strategy 

(RSS) which is currently being prepared by the Regional Assembly. 

The South West Region 

1.13 Since 1981, the Government Office Region of the South West has had the fastest growing population 

among all UK regions.  Inward migration from other regions led to an overall population increase of 

460,000 (11%) over the period 1981-1996.  More recently, high demand for housing in the region has 

inflated house prices as the growth in household numbers has outpaced new housing delivery. 

1.14 The South West has a relatively low proportion of social rented housing ς 16% of the housing stock is 

for rent from a local authority or a Registered Social Landlord (RSL), compared with 24% nationally. The 

number of local authority and RSL social rented homes fell from 334,000 in 1987 to 310,000 in 1998 as 

right-to-buy purchases outstripped new additions to the stock of affordable housing.  There is unmet 

need for affordable housing across the region, both in areas of economic growth where housing costs 

are high and in certain rural and coastal areas where the attractive environment of the South West has 

given rise to a demand for second homes and the use of existing stock for holiday accommodation. 

1.15 Over the past few years, the number of households on housing waiting lists and in housing need in the 

region has remained relatively constant at between 60,000 and 70,000. The number of households in 

acute housing need has been gradually increasing, from about 7,000 in 1987 to over 9,000 in 1998.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ƛƴŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎέ ōǳǘ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 

housing ς notably single people.  

Housing definitions presented in PPS3 

Housing Need: The quantity of housing required for households who are unable to access suitable housing without 

financial assistance. 

Housing Demand: The quantity of housing that households are willing and able to buy or rent. 

Affordable Housing: Social rented and intermediate housing , provided to specified eligible households whose needs are 

not met by the market.  Affordable housing should: 

Á Meet the needs of eligible households including availability at a cost low enough for them to afford, determined 

with regard to local incomes and local house prices. 

Á Include provision for the home to remain at an affordable price for future eligible households or, if these 

restrictions are lifted, for the subsidy to be recycled for alternative affordable housing provision. 

Housing Market Areas: Geographical areas defined by household demand and preferences for housing.  They reflect the 

key functional linkages between places where people live and work. 
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1.16 One of the distinctive features of the region is its older than average population profile compared with 

other English regions.  In 2001, over a million people in the South West were aged 60 and over, almost 

24% of the total population.  This compares with less than 21% for England as a whole. 

1.17 Regional Planning Guidance 10 (RPG10) is the current guiding document at the South West regional 

level, whilst at the county level it is the Devon County Structure Plan.  The overall net additional 

housing for which provision should be made annually between 1996 and 2016 in the South West is 

20,200 dwellings, and it is suggested that at least 50% of all new housing should be on previously 

developed land (including the conversion of existing buildings). 

1.18 The emerging South West Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) suggests that higher levels of housing 

provision in the sub-region will be required than was previously planned ς predicting that around 

25,000 new dwellings a year will be needed to meet the scale of need emerging from improved 

economic prosperity.  These forecasts are based on a predicted population growth of over 750,000 

between 2006 and 2026 and the provision for between 365,000 and 465,000 additional jobs over the 

20-year period. 

1.19 The figure of 25,000 is heavily dependent on the accuracy of two key underlying assumptions: 

Á The central forecast for economic growth is 2.8% per annum for the next two decades in spite 

of the evidence already seen that growth is slowing in the light of oil and resources prices. 

Á The rapid decrease in household size will continue to decrease unabated during the plan 

period, and that no fiscal measures or other changes will take place to alter these trends. 

1.20 The RSS also notes that, broadly speaking, births and deaths are in balance and population growth 

results from people moving to the region for a variety of reasons.  In-migration (principally from 

London and the South East) totalled 143,900 people in 2004 with 110,000 moving out.  The RSS 

anticipates that this scale of in-migration is likely to continue for the foreseeable future, which will 

continue to influence the demand for housing. 

1.21 Significant new provision at the New Community of Cranbrook (in East Devon) is identified by the RSS, 

and potential further provision post-2021, possibly in another new community.  The RSS also plans for a 

greater level of employment provision in the sub-region, with the supply of up to 28,500 jobs being 

suggested in the Exeter Principal Urban Area (PUA) and 11,700 in Torbay. 

Introducing the Exeter & Torbay sub-region 

Exeter city 

1.22 Exeter lies at the heart of a catchment area that includes the neighbouring local authorities of East 

5ŜǾƻƴΣ aƛŘ 5ŜǾƻƴΣ ¢ŜƛƎƴōǊƛŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ²Ŝǎǘ 5ŜǾƻƴΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ 

economic and commercial centre and its role in providing health, cultural, leisure and retailing facilities 

across much of Devon.  The catchment area includes several towns with more localised roles, for 

example, Tiverton, Crediton and Exmouth. 

1.23 The city is economically buoyant and job growth in the sub-region has exceeded national and regional 

rates.  Forecasts suggest growth will continue, capitalising on the service industries in the town and 

extending the role of the knowledge economy.  The relocation of the Met Office to the city is 

symptomatic of the potential for new jobs related to science, technology and the research 
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opportunities afforded by the presence of the University.  This prosperity hides pockets of deprivation 

and across the sub-region low earnings are also an issue, making the affordability of housing an issue. 

1.24 Exeter has been identified as a city where future growth is important to the South West as a whole, 

helping to deliver improved prosperity and housing.  It is identified as a major hub for future 

investment and development and the provision of specialist services to serve its sub-regional 

hinterland.  This complements more local aspirations which see Exeter taking its place as a regional 

άŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέΦ 

1.25 In the past job growth has been centred on the city, while housing growth has been more widespread 

across the sub-region.  The resultant imbalance between jobs and housing creates major inward flows 

of workers into the city.   

1.26 The current strategy for the Exeter sub-region (set out in the draft RSS and Devon Local Transport Plan) 

has the following components: 

Á Measures to realise the full economic potential of the city, and to address the current 

imbalance between homes and jobs; 

Á Delivery of around 1,900 new homes a year (2006-26) and 140Ha of employment land.  Around 

6,500 new homes will be located at the new community of Cranbrook in East Devon; 

Á Regeneration of the urban area and the re-use of previously-developed land; 

Á Major improvements to public transport, particularly linking development to the east of Exeter 

with the city centre, allied to traffic management measures; 

Á Other infrastructure improvements related to the motorway; airport; intermodal freight 

terminal; and to improve the capacity of the road network; and 

Á Cultural, visitor, sport and recreational facilities to meet increased demand. 

1.27 A number of the larger settlements outside the city are able to offer a significant degree of self 

containment in terms of education, retailing and other facilities, but have been less successful at 

developing their economic base.  There has been increasing travel to work from such settlements and 

there is evidence to suggest such flows have also increased from Newton Abbot.  The spatial strategy 

aims to encourage a better balance between population distribution and employment and promote the 

retention of services and facilities in the main towns and settlements outside of Exeter and Newton 

Abbot. 

Newton Abbot 

1.28 Newton Abbot is the main town in Teignbridge and a focal point for future development and change 

within the District, especially in the period to 2016.  Although the town has a relatively balanced 

employment and workforce profile, there are significant commuting flows to both Torbay and Exeter. 

1.29 The strategy for Newton Abbot provides for: 

Á Measures to improve economic performance and provide a better balance between jobs and 

homes; 

Á Provision of around 200 homes a year [2006-2026] and about 10-15Ha of employment land; 

Á Improved transport infrastructure coupled with traffic management to address congestion, 

including the proposed Kingskerswell bypass/South Devon link road; and 

Á Improvements to social and community infrastructure. 
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1.30 Options for accommodating growth include the possibility of a major urban extension to the north of 

the town.  This option would require a comprehensive master planning approach similar to that for the 

new communities in Devon, to ensure integrated delivery of development and timely provision of 

infrastructure. 

Torbay 

1.31 Torbay, although a significant urban area in terms of size, has a limited influence on the surrounding 

area compared to Exeter.  In recent years the city has struggled to prosper economically and there are 

significant issues relating to regeneration and the need for economic diversification and restructuring.  

Nevertheless, the urban area has good health, education and shopping facilities, and is an important 

holiday and conference destination.  Complex journey to work and housing market patterns exist 

because of the ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 

population growth in Teignbridge, with good accessibility to both urban areas, reflects this. 

1.32 The strategy for Torbay anticipates its need for future development being accommodated within its 

own administrative boundaries.  Proposals concentrate on stimulating the economy, investment in the 

physical fabric of the town and provision of key infrastructure, including the Kingskerswell/South Devon 

link. 

Market Towns and Rural Areas 

1.33 While the pace and scale of change in the future is expected to be greatest in the bigger urban areas of 

Devon, there are other issues affecting the market towns and rural areas.  The most rural parts of the 

County have a population density of 56 persons per square Km (the EU benchmark of sparsity is 100 

persons per square Km).  Rurality is therefore a defining feature of Devon, with repercussions on the 

quality of life, access to jobs, homes, services and facilities, and the economy.  

1.34 Across Devon the relationship between market towns, villages and countryside is complex.  Historically, 

those living in the countryside would have worked locally, visited nearby market towns to buy, sell and 

take advantage of facilities and services.  Today, modern transport has enabled many people to choose 

where they live, work and shop with the result that many rural residents live in the countryside but are 

travelling to nearby urban centres for work, entertainment and shopping.  This has knock on effects, 

eroding the commercial viability of small market towns and resulting in the concentration of jobs and 

services in larger urban areas.  Traditional land based industries which offered jobs in rural locations 

have also dwindled and farming patterns have changed following crises such as BSE and foot and 

mouth. 

1.35 Across the whole of Devon high house prices and low earnings mean many people cannot afford to buy 

their own homes.  This problem is made more acute in rural areas by the difficulties of funding 

affordable housing, finding suitable sites and competition from those buying in to the housing stock for 

investment or second homes.  

1.36 To help sustain rural communities, coast and countryside assets in a coordinated way current polices 

aim to provide: 

Á Support for market towns that builds on their role and function in relation to other nearby 

towns and villages; 

Á Intervention to support regeneration and improved prosperity, diversification of the local 

economy, skills and training to support it; 
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Á Innovative measures to improve accessibility (for example, fare cars, community transport; ICT) 

and support for public transport; 

Á Measures to build community engagement,  and access to finance and funding; 

Á Working with the grain of the environment to safeguard landscape, biodiversity and historic 

assets while promoting the contribution of the environment to the economy; 

Á Efforts to increase the supply of affordable housing; 

Á Toolkits and activities to help communities identify how their actions can help make their 

village more sustainable and deliver solutions to locally identified problems; 

Á Lobbying and joint actions to sustain access to public funding; and 

Á Sharing experience and learning from good practice. 

Housing Markets in the Exeter & Torbay sub-region 

1.37 The Exeter and Torbay Housing sub-region comprises two of the Housing Market Areas (HMAs) 

identified by the South West Regional Housing Board, namely: 

Á Exeter HMA, covering the local authority areas of East Devon, Exeter, Mid Devon and 

Teignbridge, including the area of the Dartmoor National Park Authority that falls within the 

Teignbridge boundary; and 

Á Torbay HMA, covering the same area as the Torbay unitary authority. 

1.38 The 2001 Census identified that the sub-region had a population of 560,000 people, with a 

proportionately larger population of retirement age than England and Wales as a whole.  At that time, 

there were 243,700 people working in the sub-region (of whom 94% also lived in the area) with a 

further 16,100 of the resident population commuting to jobs outside the area. 

1.39 The sub-region had 241,700 households resident at the time of the 2001 Census, and in the subsequent 

five year period the dwelling stock has increased by an average of 1,915 dwellings each year.  There is a 

higher proportion of privately rented properties across the sub-region than England and Wales as a 

whole, with a smaller proportion of social rented homes.  The average house price in the sub-region is 

currently £203,900, which represents an increase of 3.2% over the past 12 months and an increase of 

91.3% over the past five years. 

Housing Sub-Markets in the Exeter and Torbay Housing Sub-Region 

1.40 To understand the operation of the housing market across the sub-region, the study sought to identify 

the functional sub-markets operating within the Exeter & Torbay sub-region.  Housing markets reflect 

where people both live and work, and typically represent the areas in which the majority of residents 

will look for housing when they move.  At the time of the 2001 Census, 94% of those people working in 

the sub-region also lived in the area ς but on the basis of migration and travel to work patterns it is 

possible to divide the sub-region in functional sub-markets, where the majority of the local population 

live, work and move within smaller geographic units. 

1.41 To identify the functional sub-market areas, data about individual Census Output Areas (COAs) was 

analysed.  COAs with strong links in terms of migration (where a significant proportion of residents 

from one COA moved to another COA) or strong links in terms of travel to work patterns (where a 

significant proportion of the working population resident in one COA were employed in another COA) 

were merged to form a single combined area.  This process was then progressively repeated, with the 

COAs with the strongest links to the combined area being identified and merged in turn. 
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1.42 At each stage of the process, the proportion of the working population who both lived and worked in 

the combined area and the proportion of migrants that moved within the combined area were 

reviewed to determine whether or not the identified area had reached an appropriate level of self-

containment.  Once a reasonable level of self-containment had been achieved, the process was 

repeated starting with a different pair of COAs with strong links ς leading to a number of combined 

geographies being identified across the sub-region. 

1.43 Where the combined geographies overlapped (i.e. individual COAs had been merged into more than 

one combined area) the relative strengths of the COA to each area were considered to determine an 

appropriate boundary between the combined areas.  Following on from this process, the strength of 

links (in terms of migration and travel to work patterns) between the combined areas were considered 

in order to identify any interdependencies; and, where strong links clearly existed, areas were merged 

together. 

Figure 3 
Identifying the Functional Housing Sub-Markets in the Sub-Region (Source: Exeter & Torbay Strategic Housing Market Assessment 2007.  
Note: Area outside the sub-region shown in lighter shading) 

 


