Response Number 547 on Response on Matter 2D - Rural

1 Introduction

This statement is made by the British Holiday & Home Parks Association (BH&HPA) with regard to Matter 2D and in particular whether (i) rural issues are adequately addressed in the draft RSS.

The BH&HPA is the national trade body representing developers and operators of holiday parks and residential home parks in the UK.  The Association’s members are a key provider of self-catering holiday accommodation and affordable low-cost housing in rural areas.

2 Regional Importance of Holiday & Residential Home Parks

In 2004, tourism contributed £10.5 billion to the North West economy of and provided jobs for 191,648 people
.  There are 420 Caravan and Camping Parks providing 37,394 pitches for holiday caravans, touring and tent pitches.  The vast majority of these pitches are located in Cumbria (19,510) and Lancashire (14,443) emphasizing the rural importance of this type of accommodation.  
The holiday parks industry is of major importance to the Region’s rural economy which relies upon the industry for the major part of its tourism income and jobs from spending by holiday park visitors. The 2004 STEAM Report estimated that non-serviced accommodation (of which holiday parks make up the vast majority), contribute some £720 million to the region’s economy each year. 
There are just over 100 residential home parks in the region, in BH&HPA membership, providing some 4,369 homes.  These park homes provide an important source of affordable low-cost market housing in the Region and its rural areas.  

In addition there are three major caravan manufacturers located within the North West Region where they provide a major source of manufacturing employment, especially in the Wigan and Preston areas.  

2.1 Regional Need for Improvement of Holiday Parks

The North West Regional Economic Strategy seeks to develop the tourism sector through the implementation of the Regional Tourism Strategy (RTmS). Improving visitor accommodation is a key objective for the RTmS and improvements to holiday parks are a primary focus of that objective. The RSS should accord with these strategies, however, in the absence of any policy to specifically guide the future development of holiday parks, it is hard to see how the RSS accords with the priority given to holiday parks in the RTmS
.

BH&HPA members are trying to undertake the investment required by these strategies to improve and upgrade the quality of existing accommodation at holiday parks in order to address demand for higher quality facilities.  In particular, there is a strong growing market for wooden holiday lodges in rural areas.  These are particularly suited to sensitive landscape areas such as National Parks and AONB where they can be ‘hidden’ in wooded valleys.  
However, there are no policies in the RSS which will encourage and facilitate the improvement to holiday park accommodation in order to maintain the Region’s competitive position as a high quality tourist destination. Holiday park operators will therefore be left in a vacuum that is filled by policy which seeks to restrict any development in the open countryside, especially in the sensitive landscapes of National Parks and AONBs, even though there may be good economic reasons for doing so. 

In short, the RSS does not provide the detail required for LDFs to plan for tourist accommodation needs in rural areas and therefore, in answer to question 2D(i) it cannot be said that rural issues have been adequately addressed.

2.2 Regional Need for Additional Park Homes

Government has challenged the house-building industry to develop a home for £60,000. Such homes already exist as park homes.  These provide very high specification homes which can be purchased from manufacturers for as little as £30,000. Sited in an attractive home park environment they have a similar appearance to bungalows, and yet, normally resale at about half the price of an equivalent bricks and mortar property.  They therefore provide an affordable low cost market home that fills a void in provision between mainstream and social housing.

With their single level living, high insulation, low-maintenance, strong sense of community and attractive rural environments, park homes are extremely popular with elderly.  They provide an opportunity for those on low pension incomes to release capital from the sale of their bricks & mortar homes (which are in turn freed for occupation by younger families) and to use part of that money to buy a park home, and part to enhance their pension incomes.  Although they are often in the countryside, they are usually located in sustainable locations a short walk or bus ride from market towns and major villages. 

To address this need, park home developers need to expand existing home parks or develop new ones.  However, it is very difficult for them to do so under current planning policies.  Park homes are treated as conventional housing, however the low cost nature of park homes means that it is practically impossible for park home developers to compete with mainstream housing developers for land designated in local plans.  They therefore have to look for sites outside development boundaries which mean they inevitably come up against policies seeking to protect the countryside. 
To ensure that LDDs address the need for this type housing, the RSS needs to require LPAs to assess the need for park homes, particularly in rural areas, and then to include policies and site allocations to allow for the provision of new park homes to address that need.
The RSS does not acknowledge the role of park homes in supplying a form of affordable low-cost market housing in rural areas, or anywhere else in the Strategy.  There is no mention of the need to identify the need for park homes or to plan specifically for park homes in the context of either affordable or market housing. 
In short, the RSS does not provide an appropriate level of detail for the preparation of LDFs in planning for affordable low-cost market housing such as park homes in rural areas, and therefore, again, in answer to 2D(i) it cannot be said that rural issues have been adequately addressed in this regard.
3 Policy Framework

PPG21 has been cancelled, with the government relying instead on PPS7 and the recently published Good Practice Guide on Planning for Tourism.  Paragraph 1.2 of the Guide states that RPBs should have regard to the document in preparing development plans.  

Paragraphs 3.18-3.20 provide general principles on devising good tourism policies, stating that planners will need to understand and reconcile a number of important factors including market demand.  However, we can find no real evidence that tourism policies in the plan have been developed in consideration of market demand.

Paragraph 4.4 states that in meeting the requirement to consult business interests, RPBs need to ensure that the tourism business interests that they engage are sufficiently representative.  The BH&HPA is specifically identified a potential consultee.  The Assembly did not consult with the BH&HPA, or any of its members, in the drafting of RSS policies. Given the importance of the holiday parks industry in the Region, we do not consider that consultation was sufficiently representative. If there has been any demand assessment, it cannot be complete, and therefore cannot be considered sound.      

Paragraphs 19-25 of Annex A of the GPG provide guidance on planning for holiday, touring caravan, and chalet parks.  The RSS does not provide any guidance on the development or expansion of holiday parks because it has not addressed the need for tourism accommodation in the Region.  In the absence of such policy, LPAs will not be directed to look at holiday park needs in their areas, or to develop policy to accommodate that need.  

PPS7 deals with land use planning in rural areas. It recognises that even in areas designated for their landscape qualities, there will be scope for tourist related developments, subject to appropriate control to ensure the particular qualities are conserved (para. 34/ii). It states that in popular holiday areas, local authorities should set out policies in LDDs on the provision of new holiday and touring caravan sites and chalet developments (para. 39/ii).  The RSS has not provided adequate detail for local authorities to prepare policies to guide the provision of tourist accommodation, particularly caravan parks, within remoter rural areas designated for their landscape qualities. 

A key aim of PPS7 meeting the economic and social needs of people who live and work in rural areas, and promoting ‘living communities’ to include a reasonable mix of incomes and occupations, affordable and market housing. 
PPG3 provides the government’s policy on Housing.  The guidance states that it is important to secure a better mix in the size, type, affordability and location of housing in the light of the likely assessed need.  This should include affordable housing and “housing to help meet the needs of specific groups including the elderly,… and occupiers of mobile homes” (para. 13).  
Circular 06/98 applies within the framework of PPG3.  It defines ‘affordable housing’ as both low cost market housing, and subsidized housing (irrespective of tenure, ownership or financial arrangements) that will be available to people who cannot afford to occupy houses generally available on the open market.  
The Housing Minister – Yvette Cooper – addressing the BH&HPA Conference in Bristol on 10 February 2005, set out the Government’s support for park home development.  She said: “Park homes are an opportunity to promote diversity in housing choice, to help enhance the environment.  If the market demands it then they should be allowed to grow.”
There is therefore clear national policy and ministerial support for the provision of park homes. Despite this support, it would appear that very few, if any, LPAs have properly assessed the need for park homes in their areas.  The RSS makes no reference to the potential role of park homes in addressing rural affordable housing needs or even the need to plan for them through the modest expansion of existing home parks in sustainable locations close to existing villages and towns.  

Without any mention of the need to plan for park homes in the RSS, the BH&HPA membership will continue to be faced by, at best, housing and countryside policies which conspire to prevent residential park home development, or worse, policies that specifically prevent park home development.  
Therefore, in relation to tourism and housing matters and in answer to question 2D(i) it cannot be said that the RSS conforms with national guidance or adequately addresses rural issues.

4 Draft Policy in the RSS
BH&HPA has detailed its concerns with regard to the wording of the draft policies and supporting paragraphs on the forms submitted in response to the formal consultation.  
The Association is concerned at the lack of consideration given to holiday parks in the  RSS and this resulted in no or policy to guide future development at holiday parks in rural areas.

The Association is also concerned at the lack of acknowledgement given to park homes in the RSS.  Park homes have a significant role to play in addressing the need for affordable low-cost market housing in rural areas.  The need for low-cost market housing filling the void between mainstream market housing and social housing is entirely overlooked by the draft RSS.  There are therefore no spatial policies or indicators in the strategy to guide LPAs in planning for park homes in the preparation of their LDDs.
5 Recommended Changes to the Draft RSS
BH&HPA has detailed its recommended changes to draft policy and supporting paragraphs on the forms submitted in response to the formal consultation on the RSS.  

However, in making these recommended changes we were constrained by the format of the draft RSS.  The Association’s preference would be for a proper assessment of tourism accommodation needs including holiday caravans and lodges, and a dedicated policy dealing with tourism and visitor accommodation matters in the thorough way recommended by the GPG on Planning for Tourism, and, for a dedicated policy and supporting paragraphs in Chapter 9 of the RSS dealing with park homes in accordance with paragraph 13 of PPG3.  Such a policy would require LPAs to allocate land specifically for park homes in their LDDs following an assessment of future need and demand.  
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