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RESPONSE TO AFFORDABLE RURAL HOUSING COMMISSION (ARHC) – FINAL REPORT MAY 2006

1.
Introduction

The report of the Affordable Rural Housing Commission was published in May. The Report examines an issue that represents a major challenge in many rural areas across England and in particular within National Parks.  General comments are set out below and more specific comments in the appendix.

2.
General Comments
· The main finding from the Commission is that there is an acute shortage of affordable housing in many rural areas in England which is a matter of urgent priority. This is consistent with the message that rural authorities have been giving for a number of years. 
· The need for flexible solutions to housing issues should be based on local research. 

· The Commission’s vision of a thriving countryside and the need to ensure that those growing up in it have a choice to live and work there, is common to all National Park Authority (NPA) Management Plans and Local Plans.

· The Commission’s message is that Planning Authorities should ask far more of developers and that government should spend more on rural affordable housing 

· The high profile of the ARHC Report should help raise the issue of affordable housing among members of the public and residents alike.


In addition ENPAA welcome the report because;

· We agree with the recommendation that more housing should be built in rural areas to help provide more affordable housing 

· We support the recommendation to use the socio/economic duty to encourage the provision of affordable housing

· We support the recommendation to reclassify agricultural buildings as brownfield land.

· We agree that a strict interpretation of sustainable development can work against small rural communities 


However,

· The findings that the planning system and the definition of ‘sustainable development’ work against the interests of smaller rural communities are not shared by all NPAs 
· The report does not adequately address provision on small sites, particularly funding of small sites.

· The Report should recognise that the ability to cross subsidise on market sites is severely restricted in National Parks.
3.Specific Comments
P9  Introduction  

The Commission support fundamental change in the way affordable housing (AH) is addressed and the urgency afforded to it by government. However its statement that planning policies have prioritised the protection of the environment at the expense of rural communities is not one shared by NPAs. 

It recommends a target of 11,000 AHs per year in rural areas (settlements less than 10,000). There is no disagreement with this target but there are likely to be practical limitations in achieving it e.g. the practicalities and desirability of cross subsidy schemes in protected landscapes.

P15 the Problem

The Commission agrees that social equity is a legitimate objective i.e. that it is wrong to exclude people from the countryside purely on the basis of what they earn. The Commission states that ‘income should not be main determinant of whether people can live in the countryside or not.’ It recognises the potential problem of social polarisation with the rural poor moving into cities and then reverse commuting back into the countryside.
This social commentary lays the foundation in the report for recommendations of much greater regulation of the rural housing market. 

The Commission suggest however that restrictive planning policies have also contributed to the rural housing crisis. Unsurprisingly most NPAs disagree.  It may be that the Commission is confusing post war restriction on housing in open countryside with their perceived view of the amount of housing that has been built in rural districts over the last 30 years. 

In fact successive County Structure Plans have set rural housing targets based on predicted rates of household formation. The targets have always been exceeded and the rural population has grown steadily since the 1960s. The problem has not  been a lack of supply but rather societal change that has increased the amount of external demand on rural areas e.g. the urban-rural shift, low interest rates, tax breaks for home purchase (and conversely a lack of taxation on property capital gains), sale of council houses, investment decisions, personal aspiration etc. In the Yorkshire Dales National Park (YDNP) there are 10,000+ houses for a population of only 20,000. That should be plenty but prices have continued to increase.

Planning policy has delivered housing in small settlements but failed to prevent the loss of village services such as shops and public houses. This is because it cannot influence residents spending habits or stop commercial business from closing.  It has not been possible to micromanage school attendance, community vitality or shopping habits by granting planning permission for new housing.

If it was ever expected that building new housing would meet local economic and social requirements then the strategy has failed because the housing that has been permitted has not been occupied by the people in need. Only very recently have planning authorities been permitted to influence price, occupancy, tenure, dwelling size or density. If planning and housing authorities had been allowed to pursue restrictive housing policies 25 years ago, there may have been a greater supply of locally AH remaining today. It is worth noting that Housing policies in all NPAs already give priority to affordable housing over open market housing.

P17 What is the Level of Need?

The estimate of 11,000 new AH per year is noted – Hopefully the shortfall will be capable of being monitored and updated. 

P21 Positive Planning 

The Commission want AH to be delivered primarily through the allocation of open market sites, with a proportion negotiated for affordable provision. 

However most NPAs in England (except Northumberland NPA) have been campaigning for zero open market allocations in their Regional Spatial Strategies. The reason for this is the past failure of the market to deliver affordable housing and the limited capacity of remaining sites. The strategy now is to go for 100% affordable and local needs sites, except in some of the larger towns where cross subsidy may be possible.  This means that in the National Parks there is going to be a greater reliance on public subsidy than elsewhere.
100% affordable housing allocations have been welcomed by the Lake District National Park Authority (LDNPA) but Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA) and the North York Moors National Park Authority (NYMNPA) remain sceptical. Their concern is that it may raise land values and reduce flexibility by bringing sites into the process driven Local Development Framework system. The Peak District National Park Authority (PDNPA) have pointed to the danger of allocated sites falling into the hands of open market developers through a legal challenge.  There is no separate use class for affordable housing and it could be challenged that because a site has been allocated in a hosing plan, it must be suitable for all types of housing. A challenge could be instigated, for example , by evidence that there is no longer a proven need for affordable housing.

P24 Sustainability Appraisals (SA)

The Commission recommends that the weight given to the environmental indicators of SA should be reduced because it tends to work against rural housing.

However understating the environmental impact of rural housing will no doubt undermine confidence in SA. A more honest approach would be to make a policy decision that gives greater weight to the social/economic advantages of rural housing than to pretend that it will be perfectly balanced against social, economic and environmental indicators. 

P32 National Parks
National Park coverage is disappointing in the report.  The text acknowledges that NPs have taken a lead in planning policy but disappointingly concludes that they still create a conflict between landscape protection and socio-economic wellbeing.  
The report suggests that an unintended consequence of NP policy has been to drive prices up. The successful conservation (and promotion) of NPs has added a large amount of value to housing and other local assets (some of which have been used to borrow money against to invest in local business). However it should be appreciated that other factors have also made NPs relatively popular places in Britain to buy housing. 

The Commission has recommended increasing the emphasis placed on the duty to foster social and economic wellbeing in an effort to deliver AH. The Review of English National Park Authorities (2002) recently looked at this issue but rejected it, recommending instead that the financial restriction on economic spending be removed. This has now been implemented through the NERC Act (2006) and could presumably permit NPAs to spend more money on affordable housing, if they choose. But changing the NPs Statutory purposes and making NPAs economic development agencies, or even housing authorities, will not in itself overcome the obstacles to delivering affordable housing. The Commission does not offer any evidence that NP purposes are incompatible with the provision of AH and changing national park purposes may undermine other achievements that have arisen from having narrowly focused objectives. 

The Commission has inevitably recommended closer working with local authorities. However there is already a long track record of partnership working and it should also be understood that NPAs share equal responsibility for implemented national and regional housing policy. 

The Commission also recommends further training and support for officers and members. However there has already been plenty of training and sharing of experience and whilst some Members may remain sceptical about the need for affordable housing, what is needed now are planning applications to test the policies already in position. 

The Commission refers to NPAs using their ‘other functions’ to deliver affordable housing. This might include scope to assess whether sites or buildings in NPA ownership could be used for affordable housing. 

It is at least encouraging to read that the Commission consider good design is a key to successful schemes. 

Chapter Four – Better finance for rural affordable housing

All recommendations in this chapter are supported – increases in public funding are fundamental to delivering more affordable housing together with increasing the proportion of affordable housing on market sites through reduced thresholds and higher quotas. Privately delivered affordable housing can also play a role subject to adequate arrangements to guarantee affordability for subsequent occupants. 
P49 Reclassification of farm buildings as Brownfield land

Whilst there may be scope for allowing conversions of rural buildings to local housing, this should really be linked to rural business needs.  

Wholesale residential conversion of rural buildings can act against the principles of sustainable development and the integrity of the buildings themselves. This is a particularly relevant issue in the Yorkshire Dales where traditional stone-built field barns and the ‘largely unspoilt’ farmsteads are identified as special qualities of the park worth conserving.

P 50 Compulsory Purchase Orders (CPO)

The Commission considers CPO powers to be sufficient. 

They may be sufficient but the point is that the political will is lacking to use them. Much of the current supply of Council Housing was built on land compulsorily purchased by Rural Councils in the 1950s when new housing was also an urgent priority. Allocating land for 100% affordable housing will only work if the landowner is willing to sell at £5k a plot. Willingness to use CPO would be one way of ensuring allocated sites are delivered. 

P65 Use Classes Order 

The Commission recommends that the Use Classes Order 1987 is amended to distinguish between residential properties and second homes. Change of use to a second home would then require consent. 

This is a radical proposal but could stop second home ownership from increasing in areas where there are already high levels. Presumably NPAs could have a policy that resisted change of use within certain parishes. 

The Commission has requested the Lyons review of local government to look at increasing second home tax. There is already evidence that the mere publicity of this has already put off potential purchasers.

P65 Holiday Lets

The Commission seems to believe that holiday lets are a separate use class to housing. That is incorrect. Holiday lets are residential dwellings that are let for holiday use by their owners. Where new ones have been permitted they may have had their use restricted by planning condition, but they still otherwise remain as housing.

The Commission supports conversion of holiday lets into affordable housing. The YDNPA, PDNPA and DNPA already have a policy that supports replacement of holiday occupancy with local needs occupancy, but it doesn’t guarantee affordability. 

NPAs are required to promote public enjoyment. That includes the enjoyment of staying overnight in a NP. NPAs therefore need to consider carefully the implications of reducing their stock of self contained holiday accommodation. 

P66 Agricultural Dwellings PPS7

PPS 7 (Sustainable Development in Rural Areas) permits new housing in open countryside for ‘rural based enterprises’. The Commission recommends widening the definition of rural based enterprises to include more than just agricultural workers. 

However any relaxing of the control of housing in the countryside is likely to be a target of abuse. The Commission acknowledges this because they also recommend the lengthening of the 10 year enforcement period against breach of condition!

P66    2 into 1 conversions and residential extensions

The Commission recommend investigating 2 into 1 conversions and reviewing the implications of permitting domestic extensions. The concern is to safeguard the supply of smaller, cheaper houses.

At the moment 2 in 1 conversions don’t require consent but most NPAs would probably support restricting them if they thought they were removing smaller stock from the supply.

P71  Securing Private Borrowing for Rural Affordable Housing

The PDNPA is very concerned about the attitude of lenders to restricted housing. The Commission should go further in insisting that Government put pressure on lenders (particularly the larger, more influential ones) to lend more readily to restricted affordable housing schemes.  There is little point bringing schemes to fruition if people cannot raise a mortgage on these homes.  The Commission also places confidence in Housing Association practice, but does not accept that a future Government could radically alter the social housing sector and its powers.
P80   Parish Plans

The Commission recommend guidance on integrating Parish Plans into LDFs.

It should however be sufficient to simply have regard to them in the same way as Community Strategies. 
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