Response Number 547 on Matter 3A – Economic Development

1 Introduction

This statement is made by the British Holiday & Home Parks Association (BH&HPA) with regard to Matter 3A Economic Development and in particular that part of question (iii) whether the RSS effectively addresses the spatial distribution for economic growth and regeneration priorities.  The BH&HPAs main concern is with regard to tourism and in particular the needs of the holiday parks industry.
The BH&HPA is the national trade body representing developers and operators of holiday caravan, lodge and chalet parks and residential home parks in the UK.  The BH&HPA membership owns or manages some 80% of total licensed holiday caravan, lodge, chalet, touring and tent pitches in the country.  The Association’s members are therefore the main providers of self-catering holidays in the UK.

2 Regional Importance of Holiday Parks 

Tourism contributes £10.5 billion to the North West economy and provides 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 coastal/rural importance of this type of accommodation.  
The holiday parks industry is of major importance to the Regional economy especially in coastal and rural areas which rely upon the industry for the major part of their tourism income and jobs from spending by holiday park visitors. The 2004 STEAM Report estimates that non-serviced accommodation (of which holiday parks make up the vast majority), contribute some £720 million to the North West economy each year. And yet, there has been no regional research into this sector that we are aware of and there are no policies to guide its future development in the RSS.  In fact, there is no mention of lodge, caravan or holiday parks in the RSS at all.
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 Conformity with Other Regional Strategies
The North West Regional Economic Strategy identifies tourism as one of the region’s key internationally competitive sectors.  Action 10 of the Strategy seeks to:-

‘Develop growth and innovation in the tourism sector through the continued implementation of the Regional Tourism Strategy’
.
The Strategy for Tourism in England’s North West has five principal objectives, of which, the second states:-

’Improving the primary product that persuades people to visit England’s Northwest, including accommodation, attractions, restaurants, attractions, restaurants, towns and cities, resorts, national parks and beaches.’ 
In this context, the Strategy states:- 

‘The focus will be on achieving real excellence, high quality and value across all price ranges, through outstanding cuisine, hotels, B&Bs, youth hostels, pubs, holiday parks, and visitor attractions’.

It is clear from these extracts that improving the visitor accommodation is a key objective for the RTS and that improvements to holiday parks are a primary focus of that objective. The RSS should accord with these strategies.  The main polices to deal with tourism in the RSS are W6 and W7.  Neither of these policies, nor the supporting paragraphs provides advice to LPA’s on the development of policy to improve holiday parks.  In the absence of any policy to guide the future development of holiday parks, it is hard to see how the RSS accords with the RES.
2.2 Interpretation of RSS Policy

BH&HPA members are trying to undertake the investment required by these strategies to improve and upgrade the quality of existing accommodation at their holiday parks in order to address demand for higher quality facilities.  
Coastal park operators are trying to replace small and poorly equipped chalets and older caravans with modern high quality static caravans or lodges and to redesign cramped and regimented layouts with more attractive layouts incorporating small areas of landscaping, natural habitat and recreational space.  Rural park operators are trying to address the strong demand for holiday lodges. Many operators are also seeking to replace out-dated catering and entertainment facilities with higher quality restaurant and leisure clubs.

To undertake these improvements park operators need to be allowed to expand their parks.  This would allow coastal and rural park operators to lower the density of existing parks to accommodate space and landscaping improvements while maintaining the number of holiday units and to provide income to fund the improvement of park leisure facilities.  It also allows park operators the opportunity, for example, to trial a first phase of lodges in a separate area to the existing caravan park with a view to providing an alternative revenue stream while they replace existing static caravans with lodges.
The current RSS does not encourage or facilitate such holiday park improvements, it does not mention them, and its policies may actually discourage such improvements.  Rather than acting as an effective brake on development, the RSS needs to include policies which will encourage and facilitate the improvement to holiday park accommodation in order to maintain the Region’s competitive position as a leading, quality tourist destination. 

3 Policy Framework

3.1 The Good Practice Guide on Planning for Tourism 
PPG21 was cancelled with effect from 1 September 2006, with the government relying instead on PPS7 (below) and the recently published Good Practice Guide on Planning for Tourism.  Paragraph 1.2 of the Guide states that regional planning authorities should have regard to the document in preparing development plans.  

Paragraphs 3.9-3.11 deal with the development of Tourism through RSS. The Guide states that where RDAs have produced Regional Tourism or Visitor Economy Strategies, the RSS should draw on these.  It states that RSS should make clear what the key tourism characteristics are and how these are expected to change during the period of the strategy including likely trends and changes in the scale and distribution of tourism activity, and how increased demand for tourism should be accommodated. Neither Policy W6 or W7 or the supporting text mention holiday parks in dealing with the key tourism issues of the area.  This is clearly at variance with the Regional Tourism Strategy and therefore the RSS does not adequately address these guidelines in the GPG.
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 when preparing such polices including market demand.  However, we can find no real evidence that tourism policies in the RSS have been developed in consideration of a regional assessment of market demand.

Paragraph 4.4 states that in meeting the requirement to consult business interests, the RPBs will need to ensure that the tourism business interests that they engage are sufficiently wide-ranging and 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, and so, given the importance of the holiday parks industry in the Region, we do not consider that consultation was sufficiently wide-ranging and therefore any tourist accommodation demand assessment which may have been undertaken must be considered incomplete and flawed.  

Paragraphs 19-25 of Annex A of the Good Practice Guide provide guidance on planning for holiday, touring caravan, and chalet parks.  It emphasizes that holiday parks are the largest provider of rural tourism bed spaces confirming the importance of holiday park tourism accommodation in rural and coastal areas of the Region.

3.2 PPS7: The Countryside: 

PPS7 states that:-

· RPBs should recognise through RSS that tourism and leisure activities are vital to many rural economies (paragraph 34); and, 
· RSS should support sustainable rural tourism and leisure developments that benefit rural businesses, communities and visitors and which utilise and enrich, but do not harm, the character of the countryside, its towns, villages, buildings and other features (para. 34/i).  
The BH&HPA does not consider that the draft RSS provides adequate policy to guide local authorities in preparing LDD policies and proposals to support sustainable tourist accommodation development, particularly holiday parks, in the Region.

The PPS recognises that in areas designated for their landscape, nature conservation or historic qualities, there will be scope for tourist related developments, subject to appropriate control over their number, form and location to ensure the particular qualities or features that justified the designation are conserved (para. 34/ii).  RSS Policy W6 supports sustainable tourism activity in National Parks and AONBs, however, it needs to specify what is considered sustainable otherwise there is a danger that policies will be unduly restrictive.  For example, we would contend that a small holiday lodge development, located within walking distance of a village with pub and local shop facilities is sustainable and will assist the long term economic viability of those facilities.  
Paragraph 39 states that in considering proposals for static holiday and touring caravan parks and holiday chalet developments, planning authorities should carefully weigh the objective of providing adequate facilities and sites with the need to protect landscapes and environmentally sensitive sites (para. 39/i) and where appropriate (e.g. in popular holiday areas), set out policies in LDDs on the provision of new holiday and touring caravan sites and chalet developments (para. 39/ii).  However, as we have said above, the draft RSS does not provide specific guidance to local authorities in popular holiday areas in this regard.
3.3 PPG20

Planning Policy Guidance Note 20 deals with Coastal Planning. Paragraph 3.1 states that the scope for accommodating uses which require a coastal location such as tourism should form part of the analysis for drawing up policies.  However, the scope for accommodating holiday caravan, lodges and chalets has been specifically addressed in the draft RSS.  
4 the DRAFT RSS for the North West 

4.1 Draft Policy in the RSS
BH&HPA has detailed its concerns with regard to the wording of the draft policy and supporting paragraphs on the forms submitted in response to the formal consultation on the RSS so we do not repeat ourselves in this statement.  
Generally speaking, the Association is concerned at the lack of reference and, by implication, consideration, given to holiday parks, in the RSS.  This means that none of policies W6, W7, RDF3 or RDF4 provide LPAs with any guidance on the future development of holiday parks in the region.
4.2 Recommended Changes to the Draft RSS
The BH&HPA has also detailed its recommended changes to policy and supporting paragraphs on the forms submitted in response to the formal consultation on the RSS so, again, we do not repeat ourselves in this statement.  

However, in making these recommended changes we were constrained by the format of the current 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.
4.3 Concluding Answer to Question 3A(iii)

Policies W6, W7, RDF3 and RDF4 of the RSS do not provide any guidance on the development or expansion of holiday parks.  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.  Holiday park operators will therefore be left in a vacuum that is filled by policy which seeks to restrict any development in National Parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, other open countryside or undeveloped coast, even though these are precisely the places that attract tourist accommodation demand and there may be good economic development reasons for sensitively, and sustainably, accommodating that demand in these locations.  This is a great loss to the regional economy, as there is a real opportunity to regenerate coastal areas by encouraging the improvement of coastal holiday parks and to support the diversification of rural economies through the creation of small new holiday lodge parks.
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