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Dear Ms Clark
Taking forward the recommendations of the Affordable Rural Housing Commission Report
I am writing in response to your letter of 2nd April requesting views on the progress made in the provision of affordable rural housing in the context of the ARHC report one year after its publication.

This letter represents the views received from some of the English National Park Authorities that were able to contribute in the short timescale requested, so is not a comprehensive picture of the situation across all the National Parks.

The report included only three specific recommendations in relation to National Parks, though there were many others elsewhere in the report that were equally relevant to the work of NPAs. The following sets out responses in relation to the three specific recommendations, then provides a very brief summary of other areas of work and progress that NPAs have made, which are not directly in response to the ARHC report.

A key issue that we would like to highlight is the need for a significant increase in public funding to deliver affordable housing to meet local needs in the National Parks.  This is due to the limited opportunities for this to be achieved by open market housing.  In nationally designated landscapes where development is constrained and housing targets set by Regional Spatial Strategies reflect local needs only, cross subsidy and thresholds have only a limited contribution to make in the larger National Park settlements.  

ARHC Recommendations

“The Government increases the emphasis placed on the statutory duty to foster the social and economic well-being of Park communities to ensure that National Park Authorities use their planning and other functions actively to encourage the provision of affordable rural housing”.

This recommendation was never supported by NPAs and was considered to be a misinterpretation of the planning role of NPAs in relation to statutory National Park purposes by the ARHC. The report acknowledges that NPAs have been at the forefront of innovative policy and practice in the delivery of affordable housing for National Park communities. 

Consequently, it was not surprising that the Government’s response to this recommendation was that it considers that the primary purposes of the National Parks should remain intact with the socio-economic wellbeing role remaining as an allied secondary duty. There was though a commitment to amplify the implementation of the duty in the forthcoming National Parks Circular to encourage and support the NPAs to implement it. Unfortunately work on the Circular has been delayed by legal challenges during the New Forest designation, so this has yet to occur.

“National Park Authorities and their constituent local housing authorities set up working arrangements such as joint protocols on how they will deliver an increase in affordable housing within the Parks.”

A strong feature of the work of NPAs is their track record in partnership working. This has been a long established necessity for organizations that have a wide remit but need to work in close liaison with other agencies and bodies to achieve their corporate objectives. Joint working with local housing authorities, parish councils, and registered social landlords has been occurring on a well established and regular basis across the National Parks for many years.  A good example is the ‘Joint Advisory Committee on Housing for Local Needs in the Dartmoor National Park’, which was set up in 1988 and brings together Members from the district councils, NPA, Housing Corporation and Community Council, meeting in an advisory capacity on a six monthly basis.

For all National Parks, the Management Plan is a key document for setting out the aspirations for the area.  The Management Plan is a plan for the area, rather than for the National Park Authority, and as such considerable time and effort is invested in ensuring that a range of bodies all agree to the policies and actions contained within it.  ENPAA believes the Management Plan provides an important vehicle for bringing agencies together to take forward proposals for rural affordable housing.  NPAs are also involved in liaising with local authorities on their Local Area Agreements.
In some Parks, the arrangements are less formalized, for example in Northumberland, joint working arrangements are less consistent between constituent local authorities due to the differing corporate priorities of those districts and differing approaches to identifying housing needs (in relation to settlement size).
A great deal of joint working is taking place in the New Forest where the Authority has put affordable housing development and delivery high on its social/economic priority list.  Initiatives include the publication of a “10 step guide” to developing affordable housing aimed at local communities, published jointly by NFNPA, the New Forest District Council and Community Action Hampshire, and joint work on site identification with the housing authority using the district council employed Community Planner. 
“The Association of National Parks, together with the Council for National Parks, provides training and support for National Park officers and members so that they proactively encourage the development of affordable housing within Park Communities.”

While there has been no specific training initiatives set up by UK-ANPA, ENPAA or CNP in response to the report, at an individual National Park level, training for Members and staff on this specific issue continues to reflect the high priority that NPAs are giving to affordable housing issues. For example, in the New Forest there has been joint training for the NP Authority and Housing Authority on PPS3 and implications for increased affordable housing and Member training on affordable housing generally, delivered by the Housing Authority and Community Action Hampshire.  Similarly, at Dartmoor, there has been an increased awareness of the Authority’s role in delivering affordable housing through internal training at officer and member level.

There are a number of government sponsored training and awareness initiatives that local authorities can access for training purposes such as the Planning Advisory Service, and the Academy for Sustainable Communities that provide training, support and shared good practice.  Through the Rural Excellence Programme, there is also a mentoring programme for rural local authorities to help share good practice and develop approaches that improve the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas. This is being taken up by one of the local authorities covering Dartmoor National Park which will deliver training for parish councils and their role in helping to deliver affordable housing.

The link being made by Defra between training and support, and additional funding provided by the introduction of the Planning Delivery Grant, is not considered to be of direct relevance to the delivery of affordable rural housing.  Infact future allocations of PDG will be made only to local authorities in areas of high general housing growth to help them in the delivery of new housing.  Despite representations, it is unfortunate that no PDG will be available in rural areas experiencing acute affordable housing problems, such as the National Parks.  Assistance from the CRC in highlighting the implications of this approach for rural areas would be most welcome by ENPAA.  

Other Areas of Activity

Working to help increase the delivery of affordable housing continues to be a key part of NPAs work and there are many areas of activity that are taking place that are perhaps not related directly to recommendations contained within the ARHC report.  It is possible that some increase in activity as well as awareness raising may be attributable to the report.
Below is a ‘snap-shot’ of some of these areas of activity and comments on the impact of the ARHC report based on feedback from some the Parks:
· Sustainable Communities: In Dartmoor, there has been a re-examination of the definition of ‘sustainable communities’ and an approach to settlement classification that looks beyond a definition of a sustainable settlement based purely on levels of services/facilities that exist at a given time. Issues such as reverse work commuting from residents who have been priced out of rural areas and the social cohesion of communities are now being considered. An example in Dartmoor is the identification of a third tier of settlements that may be considered appropriate locations for affordable housing in the Local Development Framework. 
· Raised Awareness of the Affordable Rural Housing Problem: In terms of corporate priorities, it is clear that affordable rural housing features high on the priority list of English National Park Authorities and this is evidenced in emerging Core Strategies and a significant shift or focus on affordable housing provision amongst Authority Members (noticeable in a more robust attitude to objections to affordable housing proposals from existing residents). Responses from the Housing Corporation also support the view that affordable rural housing is advancing up the ‘political agenda’.
· Sustainability and Design : Although the report recognized that design was not a barrier to the provision of affordable rural housing, there is evidence that there is a willingness to consider more innovative, contemporary designs in rural housing which incorporate local character and high levels of eco-efficiency through use of sustainable, local materials. A number of such schemes in the South West are progressing through the planning system, building on research and good practice provided by centres of sustainable building construction such as the Genesis Centre in Taunton.  We believe, with the Government’s welcome commitment to zero carbon homes, it is essential that there is continuing assistance and co-ordination to deliver homes that are affordable, zero carbon and contribute towards high quality environments and communities.      
· Identifying Rural Housing Needs : In most National Parks there is an active programme of housing needs surveys undertaken at a parish level to supplement information from sub-regional housing market assessments. On Dartmoor this is being carried out by a dedicated rural housing enabler covering the National Park employed by the Community Council of Devon, whilst on Exmoor two rural housing enablers are employed directly by the National Park Authority. In Northumberland, the Park Authority are undertaking a Park-wide housing needs survey following the methodology used by the largest constituent local housing authority within the National Park area. 
· Dissemination of information and good practice : The Rural Housing Best Practice Working Group set up by the Commission for Rural Communities has included several examples and cases from National Park Authorities and this is proving useful in providing a sounding board and source of information exchange between National Park Authorities and rural district councils on delivering affordable local housing. 

In general it is considered that there are many positive initiatives that are being taken forward by National Park Authorities but without further detailed responses across the family it is not clear at this stage whether this activity can be wholly attributable to the recommendations contained in the ARHC report. It is clear though that National Park Authorities were already significantly engaged in the affordable rural housing debate and many of the initiatives recommended in the report were already established in many National Parks. 
I hope this provides a flavour of the range of activities and initiatives currently occurring within the National Parks in relation to affordable housing, one year on from the ARHC report.  It is hoped that a more comprehensive picture will be available in time for the Conference in June.  You may also like to know that the English National Park Authorities Association will be preparing an Affordable Rural Housing Position Statement in the future.
Please let us know if you think we might be able to be of assistance with the Conference. 
Yours sincerely
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Chris France

Director of Planning and Sustainable Development, Dartmoor National Park Authority
On behalf of ENPAA
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