West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF)
Rural Housing Issues Discussion paper July 2010

1.
Purpose of the Paper

This discussion paper is to highlight whether there are any rural affordable housing and associated issues which need to be considered by WMRAF and if yes what action should be taken.  The format of the discussion paper follows the WMRAF template.

2.
Recommendation:
2.1
That WMRAF consider the proposals set out in section 5d and detailed below:
· Keeping a watching brief on national policy changes, particularly with regard to the proposed National Planning Framework and the localism / Big Society agenda.  Key announcements to date related to rural affordable housing are: the promotion of Local Housing Trusts / Community Land Trusts, where housing schemes with sufficient local support can be delivered without planning permission (no further detail available as yet) and changes to the Housing Benefit system which may have a negative impact on local communities. 
· Given the current economic climate, new models of affordable housing delivery are required and WMRAF could work with local authorities and key delivery agencies on possible viable solutions for the West Midlands.  
· WMRAF could also play a role in disseminating good practice that already exists and the recent Defra and HCA publication are a good starting point as well as the NHF’s Save our Village Campaign.
· Influence the forthcoming Spending Review, possibly through the submission of a WMRAF response to the consultation process.

2.2
That WMRAF consider reforming a Task and Finish group following the Comprehensive Spending Review in October 2010 to consider further actions which may be required.

3.
Background

3.1
Regional Housing Strategy 2005

Rural affordable housing needs have long been recognised as a key priority for the Region and were set out as such in the Regional Housing Strategy 2005, supported by the rural housing research commissioned as part of the evidence base for the Strategy.

3.2
Regional Housing Allocations Strategy 2008-2011

To complement the longer term Regional Housing Strategy, a Regional Housing Allocations Strategy 2008-2011 set out the shorter term priorities for housing capital investments in the Region.  In line with the Regional Housing Strategy, rural affordable housing needs were highlighted as a key priority for the Region and the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) set affordable housing targets for each region in settlements below 3,000 population in February 2008.

The increased challenge of delivering affordable housing in rural areas is something that the Assembly’s Regional Housing Executive highlighted on a number of occasions and led to meetings being held in 2007 between the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) (and its predecessor, the Housing Corporation), WMRA and local authorities.

These discussions resulted in the HCA acknowledging that whilst they were required by CLG to meet regional efficiency targets regarding its grant rate for the National Affordable Housing Programme, there would be flexibilities built into the grant rate to acknowledge the increased rural delivery challenge.

3.3
Regional Funding Advice (RFA) 2

Since the Regional Housing Strategy 2005, two rounds of the Regional Funding Advice process has also highlighted the importance of rural affordable housing and the RFA round 2, submitted in February 2009, established a Rural Affordable Housing Programme and set a target for the Region to achieve 500 starts of sites in 2009/10 – 2010/11 in rural settlements and market towns.

4.
Discussion

a) What are the relevant issues for rural areas?

Rural Housing

The CLG target to achieve 301 completions in rural settlements this year (09/10) with populations below 3,000 is very challenging target.  The HCA has been working with rural local authorities to build a pipeline of deliverable rural affordable homes, and commissioned a bidding round in November 2009, inviting proposals for rural schemes.  At the end of January 2010 the shortfall decreased from 153 to 140 units.  The commissioning of schemes has resulted in a further 144 rural homes coming on to the 2008-11 NAHP.

In February 2010 the HCA presented their National Affordable Housing Programme update to the Regional Housing Executive (RHE).  Overall it was a positive picture as the Region was on course to hit all non-rural targets for the 2009/10 financial year.  

The HCA informed the RHE that they were still anticipating to meet their rural completions target by the end of the programme in 2011 despite being expected to miss its target for the current financial year. The improvement to the economy was given as a contributing factor to the expected upturn in completions.

In addition to supply side issues, the availability of suitable financial / mortgage products is also a factor in producing effective demand for housing in rural areas, particularly for shared ownership schemes.  For example, the owners of some previously developed low cost home ownership schemes, being kept in perpetuity, are looking to sell but are unable to as prospective buyers cannot get a mortgage for this type of property.
In particular, the lack of affordable housing is continuing to have severe implications for young people being forced to move out of villages and therefore causing the age profile of villages to have an older profile.  Average house prices remain high and mortgages are now at a multiple of 8.5 average salaries.  Young first time buyers cannot raise a mortgage to purchase an average priced starter home.  Although earning average salaries and saving hard for a deposit, they are stuck and therefore still living at home with their parents.   

NB: forecasted delivery on targets may have altered considerably given the levels of public spending cuts announced since February 2010. One of the key messages is that the HCA is over programmed and there may be no further funding being made available for 2010/11 affordable housing programme and thus there will potentially be a shortfall of completions/starts on site during 2010/11.

A key issue going forward is monitoring the delivery of the National Affordable Housing Programme in the Region, particularly with regards to the delivery of rural targets.  As the Regional Housing Executive was stood down in February 2010 due to the abolition of the Regional Assembly, there is currently no formal monitoring mechanism for local authorities collectively to analyse delivery of the National Affordable Housing Programme.  However, this is issue is being considered by some sub regionally, for example, as part of the meetings taking place at the North and South Worcestershire Delivery Groups with LAs, RSLs, HCA and Rural Housing Enabler.  Such monitoring work may form a possible future role for the West Midlands Housing Advisory Forum under the auspices of West Midlands Councils.

b) Of these, which of these are being adequately addressed by others?

As detailed above the Homes and Communities Agency have specific rural affordable housing targets to meet and are establishing a Rural Reference Group to work with local authorities on rural affordable housing delivery.

The HCA nationally launched the outcomes from their Rural Affordable Housing Project on Tuesday 13th July 2010.   Available at:
http://www.ruralaffordablehousing.org.uk/home.html
The purpose of the project was to:

Support local authorities and their partners to enable affordable homes across rural communities

The key outputs from the project are; research into community-led planning for rural affordable housing, a Rural housing economic viability toolkit, the development of a tool to demonstrate the contribution of affordable housing on the sustainability of rural communities, and a Rural Enabling Guide.  Many examples of good practice are included in the guide and from the West Midlands Shropshire Council, Herefordshire Council and North Warwickshire BC have submitted examples.  Further good examples are included in the recent NHF/HCA booklet: ‘Picking The Best Solutions For Rural Housing – how housing associations are helping to transform lives and neighbourhoods’ with two Worcestershire examples.
Other recent relevant publications are: ‘Financial Inclusion and Rural Social Housing’, published by the Chartered Institute of Housing and the Commission for Rural Communities and ‘Affordable Housing keeps villages alive’, published by the National Housing Federation.

c) What is left to address?

As mentioned previously, in the absence of the Regional Housing Executive there is now a need to ensure the delivery of rural affordable housing is monitored at the regional, sub regional and local level and to ensure that appropriate action is taken to address lack of delivery.
Given the rapidly changing climate with regards to housing and regeneration, the localism agenda and reduced levels of public funding, there is a need to keep a watching brief on key developments, particularly regarding the role of Local Housing Trusts.

d) What is the role of the RAF in delivering / addressing these?
It is recommended that rather than WMRAF establish some kind of rural housing group in the Region, it may be more advantageous for WMRAF to seek engagement in the HCA’s Rural Reference Group as appropriate.  Such a role could include monitoring National Affordable Housing Programme activity in the Region, on an informal basis and supporting the HCA in working to meet their rural targets.

Key issues could include:

· Keeping a watching brief on national policy changes, particularly with regard to the proposed National Planning Framework and the localism agenda.  Key announcements to date related to rural affordable housing are: the promotion of Local Housing Trusts / Community Land Trusts and Community Right to Build where housing schemes with sufficient local support can be delivered without planning permission (no further detail available as yet), changes to the Housing Benefit system which may have a negative impact on local communities.  Local authorities in the West Midlands are already assessing the effect of these changes, particularly in the private rented sector and the demands it will place on their homelessness and housing advice services.
· Given the current economic climate, new models of affordable housing delivery are required and WMRAF could work with local authorities and key delivery agencies on possible viable solutions for the West Midlands, particularly given the very real possibility of nil or reduced levels of HCA grant or alternative funding mechanisms via local authorities.
· WMRAF could also play a role in disseminating good practice that already exists and the recent Defra and HCA publication referred to above is a good starting point.

· Influence the forthcoming Spending Review, possibly through the submission of a WMRAF response to the consultation process.

5.
Conclusion

In the current climate of reduced public spending, including for the delivery of affordable housing, it is suggested that other than the activities proposed above, there is little WMRAF can do independently at this moment in time.  Working closely with local authorities and key agencies such as the Homes and Communities Agency to share good practice and potential new delivery solutions will be more beneficial and cost effective.  

The Spending Review in October 2010 will be a crucial milestone in understanding the new Government’s housing priorities and WMRAF may wish to regroup, possibly through a Task and Finish group, on rural affordable housing issues at that time.
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