Response Number 547 on Matters 4A/B - Housing

1 Introduction

This statement is made by the British Holiday & Home Parks Association (BH&HPA) with regard to Matter 4A and in particular whether 4A(i) the evidence base underpinning the scale and distribution of housing in L4 is sound, 4A(v) the housing policies reflect national guidance, and 4B(i) whether the draft RSS will help to secure sustainable communities.
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 60% of total licensed residential park homes in the country.  The Association’s members are therefore a key provider of affordable low-cost housing in mainly rural areas.

2 IS the evidence base underpinning L4 sound?

There is no mention of park homes (or residential mobile homes) in policy L4 or the whole of the RSS.  Therefore, we do not consider that the evidence base, or policy L4, can be considered sound for the following reasons.
2.1 Regional Importance of Residential Home Parks

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 who are members of the BH&HPA and located within the Region where they provide a major source of manufacturing employment.

2.2 Regional Need for Additional Park Homes

At a time when the government has challenged the house-building industry to develop a home for £60,000, such homes already exist in the park homes sector.  Park homes based upon twin-unit caravans now 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 in the same housing market area.  They therefore provide an affordable low cost market home that fills a void in provision between mainstream bricks & mortar housing and socially rented or intermediate housing available through Registered Social landlords.

With their single level living, high standard of insulation, low-maintenance, strong sense of local community and attractive rural environments, park homes have proved extremely popular with elderly and early retired.  Due to their relative affordability, park homes provide an opportunity for those on low pension incomes to release capital from the sale of their bricks and 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 local planning policies.  Park homes are treated as conventional housing; however the low-cost nature of park homes means that it is practically impossible for a park home developer to compete with mainstream housing developers for land designated for housing in local plans.  They therefore have to look for sites outside development boundaries which means they inevitably come up against policies seeking to protect the countryside from development and are rarely accepted as rural exceptions housing because their open market nature means that council’s find it difficult to accept that they will address local housing needs (even though they will remain affordable in perpetuity and can be tied by legal agreement to sale to people from the local housing market area).
To ensure that LDDs address the demand for this type of affordable low cost housing, the RSS needs to include policies which requires local planning authorities to assess the need and demand for park homes in their housing market area, particularly in rural areas where park homes are most popular, and then to include policies and site allocations to allow for the provision of new park homes to address that need during the plan period.  Although park homes should not be confused with gypsy and traveller sites, they should still be planned for in a similar way to meet the government’s policy requirement to plan for all types of housing.
The draft RSS does not acknowledge the unique role of park homes in supplying a form of affordable low-cost market housing either within the housing policies contained within the RSS.  The need and demand for park homes does not appear to have been considered in the preparation of Policy L4 and therefore in answer to question 4A(i) the evidence base underpinning this policy would not appear to be sound.  
In short, the RSS does not give sufficient guidance to local planning authorities in planning for affordable low-cost market housing such as park homes.
3 Do Housing policies reflect national guidance?

3.1 PPS7: The Countryside

PPS7 deals with land use planning in rural areas. One of its principal objectives is the pursuit of sustainable development. The key aim includes 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, community facilities and other opportunities.

With regard to housing in rural areas, PPG7 recognises the pressure on limited housing stock from people outside the local community in an increasing number of rural areas, who may be able to pay more for their housing than local people.  The result can be a serious shortage of affordable housing for those with modest incomes who already live and work in the area.  
3.2 PPG3: Housing 
PPG3 advises that local planning authorities should provide wider housing opportunity and choice of housing than is currently available (para 2). Paragraph 11 states that LPAs should formulate plans which encourage the provision of housing to meet the needs of specific groups.  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” (paragraph 13).  
3.3 Circular 06/98 Planning and Affordable Housing
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.  It reinforces the importance of assessments to identify affordable housing, to include factors such as local market house prices and rents, local incomes, the supply and suitability of existing local affordable housing, the size and type of local households, and the types of housing best suited to meeting these needs.  Local plans should also define what the authority regards as ‘affordable’, which should include both low cost market and subsidized housing.

3.4 Ministerial Statement
Finally, the Housing Minister – Yvette Cooper – addressed the British Homes & Holiday Parks Association (BH&HPA) Conference in Bristol on 10 February 2005, and set out the Government’s support for park home development.  She said: “you will be aware that the wider approach we are taking is part of an attempt to build sustainable communities.  We have recently published a document ‘Sustainable Communities: Homes for All’, and park homes have a contribution to play as part of that wider work.  ‘Homes for All’ is key to creating sustainable mixed communities, based on the idea of promoting choice for people, about where they live, fairness, the opportunity to buy or to rent a good quality home.  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 to grow, meeting high standards as well.”
3.5 Do the Housing Policies reflect National Guidance?
There is therefore clear national policy and ministerial support of park homes as part of creating sustainable mixed communities.  

Despite this support, the RSS makes no reference to the need to plan for park homes or their potential role in addressing rural affordable housing needs, especially through the modest expansion of existing home parks in sustainable locations close to existing villages and towns.  
The RSS has no policy requiring LPAs to research the need and demand for park homes in formulating their LDDs.  On this basis and in answer to question 4A(v) the RSS is not in accordance with existing and emerging national guidance.

4 Will the RSS achieve mixed and sustainable communities?

With regard to question 4B(i) the BH&HPA is concerned that without any mention of the need to plan for park homes, its membership will continue to be faced by, at best, housing and countryside policies which work together to prevent residential park home development, or worse, policies that specifically prevent park home development.  As a result very few new pitches for the siting of park homes and therefore most people will be denied this choice of accommodation.
Government ministers have stated that park homes have an important role to play in creating sustainable mixed communities.  If the RSS does not require LPA’s to plan for park homes, then the answer to the panel’s question is that it will not achieve a mixed and sustainable community and a small, but important part, of such a community has been excluded from consideration.
5 SUGGESTED POLICY CHANGEs
5.1 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 park homes in the RSS.  Park homes have a significant role to play in addressing the need for affordable low-cost market housing in remoter rural, and other rural/urban fringe areas.  The need for low-cost market housing filling the void between market housing and socially rented is entirely overlooked by the draft RSS.  There are therefore no spatial policies in the RSS to guide LPAs in planning for park homes in the preparation of their LDDs. 
5.2 Recommended Changes to the Draft RSS
BH&HPA has also detailed its recommended changes to draft policies L2, L4, and L5 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 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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