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A REVIEW OF RURAL HOUSING POLICY

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this important consultation and for your detailed presentation to RDC staff and Council representatives before Christmas.  This was very much appreciated and has helped in formulating our response to you.  Our detailed comments, where relevant, draw on learning from projects and programmes supported /administered by the RDC and are attached under the themes/headings of: -

· Enabling New Homes

· Improving Existing Properties

· Rural Development and Regeneration

Firstly however we would like to highlight a number of general points here.

The role of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC)

The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) was established in 1991 under the DARD Rural Development Programme.  We summarise our role as being an independent rural organisation, which plays a vital role in influencing rural development policy, developing and delivering practical programmes, sharing information and building effective partnerships.

We believe that rural communities play a vital and significant role in the economic, social and environmental life of the whole region of Northern Ireland and regard them as a valuable regional resource.

We note within the document some references to RDC and its changing role as a result of Review of Public Administration (RPA).  The RPA sets the stage for a fundamental shift in the way in which rural policy and initiatives are planned, delivered and monitored.  You are right to highlight that RDC as it is currently structured is changing.  However, there is a very important range of tasks and issues still needing to be addressed.  Everyone involved in the work of the RDC is fully committed to contributing positively to achieving the progress needed to secure the future of a healthy rural society in Northern Ireland for generations to come.

We see a future RDC role in operating independently offering specialist technical support services on rural development including the design and development of tailored solutions.  Our role as managing agent for the International Fund for Ireland will continue and we believe future opportunities exist for the Executive and RDC to explore options for joint working in areas of mutual interest and benefit to rural communities.

Consultation Process

RDC welcomes the Review of Rural Housing Policy and commends the NIHE on its consultative approach in formulating and presenting revised proposals for rural housing in Northern Ireland. We endorse the strategic thrust of the Policy and commend the Executive on its proposals for a more integrated and partnership-led approach to meet the challenges and changing circumstances of rural Northern Ireland over the next three to five years. 

We commend, in particular, the co-ordination and commitment of Executive staff in developing the Rural Stakeholder Policy Review Groupings and the public consultation processes undertaken to ensure maximum opportunity for rural community input.  The review document itself is very comprehensive and clearly demonstrates the thought leadership that has gone into the various proposed policy actions.

We acknowledge and endorse the Executive’s recognition that rural areas are faced with different challenges and problems than urban counterparts, and that a specific rural approach is required to address this.  The ‘rural specific’ proposals laid out in this policy are evidence of the Executives commitment to these principles.   

Housing and Rural Development

We support the view (as outlined on page 10) that rural housing should not be considered as an isolated policy issue and cannot be divorced from a wider range of environmental, social and public policy concerns, rather it must be viewed as a building block for successful and sustainable rural development. In our response to the Department for Regional Development’s consultation on Draft PPS14 in June 2006, we proposed a model depicting what we regard as the different elements making up the process of planning for and arriving at homes in the countryside. The model presented planning in the countryside in a systems perspective. In an ideal system, new homes arise as a reflection of the level of need and the capacity of an area, and as new homes are built and new families move in, this feeds back into levels of need or capacity until an area reaches a degree of equilibrium. In between need and supply, a number of additional factors play a part including the availability of land, the application, cost and enforcement of design standards, impacting on affordability and the additional need for supplementary policy measures to address potential rural exclusion. The system as such encompasses other policy drivers such as rural development, sustainable development, service provision, and social inclusion.  The Executive’s proposed actions (as set out in this consultation document) are both complementary, and a valuable supplement to this approach.  

Likewise, in relation to the new DARD Rural Policy and the Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme (RDP) and other EU supported initiatives, we welcome the Executive’s intent to seek agreement on an overarching area based approach to identify target areas for integrated regeneration, particularly with regard to village renewal proposals under measures 3.5 and (to a lesser extent) 3.4. For some time now RDC has been calling for a rural equivalent to the Department for Social Development’s (DSD) Neighbourhood Renewal Programme, and whilst measures have been included within the new RDP, we still believe there is a need for a mainstream programme of support and identification of rural priority areas similar to that of the DSD programme.  The EU programme alone can not tackle the full range of rural issues and thus calls for better integration across government in progressing rural development.   

Such an approach, however, puts the onus on a bottom-up approach and we would suggest that to achieve improved integration we also need to ensure improved capacity for coordinated working at provider level.  We need to find a way to link the grass roots bottom up approach with top down policies and practice ensuring local development actions are a key part of the wider regional vision for a confident, distinct and competitive rural Northern Ireland.  

Ideally, a Rural White Paper would capture the vision and encourage a common understanding on the value of rural areas as an asset to the region.  It would act as a basis for managing and safeguarding rural resources.  A White Paper would also set out the principles that ensure the equitable and sensitive provision of services and infrastructure to support and sustain rural areas, vital as a bolster to rural proofing in the future.
There is a need to bring fresh thinking to bear on the role and function of villages to recognise the growing importance of the sustainable development agenda.  What is missing perhaps is an understanding of the different contributions of the building blocks of sustainable communities, for example, what is the dynamic between housing and services? Some shared examination of a comprehensive cross section of villages / localities over time to look for correlations between housing change and other development including economic and social regeneration would be useful.  

A coordinated approach is needed to encourage carbon-neutral housing alongside local energy and waste management schemes. We are aware that the NIHE and DARD are both testing alternative energy solutions (houses, schools respectively) and would encourage the development of some type of best practice/evaluation forum to pool and communicate results.  

We would also suggest greater partnership working to look at and engage with new initiatives to develop a modern village template.  We would be keen to progress this in partnership with the Executive drawing on our experiences and learning from the Vibrant Villages programme and the Executive’s work in developing village plans.  We are also currently at the early stages of a new pilot programme, Making Connections.  This programme seeks to maximise the rural assets of people, place, culture, environment and heritage in taking a fresh look at rural economic development.  The role housing plays in the regeneration of communities and in the delivery of economic development decisions may be worth considering as part of this pilot. 

Practical Recommendations

We believe the linkages and potential between housing and rural development is worth exploring further and we would be willing to engage directly with the Housing Executive to explore shared opportunities.  We would also like to explore the possibilities of a Housing Executive nomination to the RDC Board and/or relevant sub-groups relating to our current and relevant pilot programmes.

We do hope you find our comments useful.  Please let us know if you require further information on any of these issues or those set out in the attached response.  
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ENABLING NEW HOMES

General comments

We welcome and support the Executive’s intent to develop an increased enabling role in rural areas and are confident that delivery of the proposals outlined has the potential to be effective in this regard.  We are encouraged by the proposals to improve delivery and targeting, particularly those centering on the exploration, development and piloting of innovative approaches based on the principles of partnership and integration.   

Policy Proposals

· Proactively pursue provision of a Rural Housing Enabler Service

We would suggest that the Executive should prioritise the proactive pursuit of a Rural Housing Enabler Service at local community level as a key means to drive the proposals forward. We appreciate the problems associated with latent demand testing and our experiences in programmes such as Vibrant Villages and Beacon Communites and projects such as the Rural Supported Housing Programme (promoted by Cookstown and Western Shores Area Network) suggest that in some areas there is still a limited understanding of the role of the NIHE and a stigma attached to social housing. This might explain, in part, why there is a reluctance to register interest and low uptake of grant aided schemes in some rural areas. 

Housing Enablers could also be of potential assistance in the Executive’s quest to improve its grants system to increase uptake among those living in poor housing conditions.  As evidenced in your policy document, there is a strong relationship between the age of head of household and dwelling unfitness. Individuals, particularly older people, in need may be less suspicious of, and better able to, relate to these independent brokers and draw on them as a valuable source of advice and increased support.  Complexity of forms and drawn out turnaround time have also been cited as barriers to uptake that must be addressed. We believe that there is potential for the RDC to work in partnership with the Executive to develop a pilot programme to test out new approaches in areas of low uptake. 

· Continue to identify the need (including latent need) for rural housing through adoption of a prioritised approach

We note the Executive’s intent to prioritise latent testing on (amongst other things) the basis of whether there is an existing settlement or school locally. We fully support this approach but would suggest that it be broadened to consider additional reference points such as demography and sustainability of other key services such as post offices and shops. 

· Review rural target/share of social new build programme

We recognise and commend NIHE’s continued commitment to rural proofing and their track record on delivering to meet the needs of rural communities. 
· Seek to increase supply of affordable housing options

We endorse the proposals to seek to increase supply of affordable housing options and would wish to highlight the necessity for controls/criteria to assess potential applicants in terms of their potential to contribute to local community life and sustainability of the local area. This could be linked to the proposals for more integrated approaches, as set out in other parts of the policy.

We anticipate that the recent record increases in house prices coupled with the introduction of PPS14, will fuel increased demand for affordable and social housing in rural areas and that a future challenge will be in providing the right mix of tenure to meet local demand. We accept that housing for young people is a key priority in many areas, but propose that a balanced approach is necessary to meet existing need regardless of age. We also welcome the proposed safeguards aimed at retaining affordable housing through perpetuity and right to buy restrictions. 

IMPROVING EXISTING PROPERTIES

Policy Proposals:

· Make Replacement Grants on vacant properties easier to obtain for first-time owners

We support the Executive’s acknowledgement of the constraints and negative impact of draft PPS14, particularly for first-time buyers, and their proposal to encourage the provision of new private sector housing in rural areas and review the replacement grants policy in light of this. However, as these barriers extend to other sectors of the rural population, we would suggest that any revision of criteria should reflect this. 

Owing to the high number of replacement dwelling approvals in some areas, e.g. in County Fermanagh, we would propose that any revised policy should  reflect regional variations as loosening up the grant policy in these areas could hasten the further decline of vernacular buildings. This approach could be integrated as part of an area-based housing/regeneration initiative as proposed on page 94 of the consultation document.

· Extending the Living Over the Shop (LOTS) Scheme to villages and offering Conversion Grants for derelict shops

We support this proposal and suggest that consideration should be given to extending it, on a pilot basis, to areas outside of rural villages and small settlements. The RDC is currently engaged in the delivery of the Rural Retail Support Programme funded by the EU Peace II Programme and the International Fund for Ireland. Many of the retailers supported are located outside of villages and small settlements and we believe that such a programme would provide scope to turn unused spaces into viable living accommodation.  

We also recommend that consideration should be given to extending funding to allow the conversion of other building types, such as old mills, national schools etc., Such buildings could accommodate multiple housing units and  go some way to solving a social housing problem in a particular locality.   

· Increasing the level of the maximum Renovation Grant to the same level as the Replacement Grant for properties with architectural or historical merit to encourage the retention rather than the replacement of the property

In many areas traditional buildings are being lost at the expense of wasteful

replacements. This has implications not only in relation to the loss of built

heritage and connection to the past, but also in terms of the environmental

consequences, i.e. energy and pollution costs, associated with new build. 

This proposal has the potential to provide added incentive for those wishing to renovate but we would propose that the level of grant aid should be much higher than for replacement, particularly given that VAT is still payable on repairs and adaptation. At the very least the renovation grant should be higher than replacement.

· Supporting the removal of VAT for renovation of properties of architectural or historical merit so that renovation is treated the same way as new build

We welcome the Executive’s support and hope that this will be translated into action through high-level lobbying within government. HMRC rules currently allow VAT to be reduced on residential conversions in certain circumstances relating to vacant buildings. However, knowledge of this could be more widely disseminated, and the Executive would be well placed to perform this role.

· Supporting the provision and update of the Rural Design Guide to encourage the sympathetic renovation of properties of architectural or historic merit

Housing design in rural areas needs to be of a high quality and standard and should compliment rather than dominate its surroundings.  We welcome this proposal and recommend that any revised the guide should be extended beyond aesthetics to include energy efficiency and energy use standards in the quest for the construction of houses that contribute to and enhance the landscape of which they form part. There is a need to seek to identify, encourage, promote and fully implement rural design, energy efficiency and waste management standards suited to different rural areas. A one-size-fits all approach should not be applied and we would support the introduction of guides for distinctive areas which take account of local vernacular styles and availability of local building resources should be considered.  Many of the County Councils in the Republic of Ireland have already embarked on this and their guides could be used as a model/basis for development. The Cork Rural Design Guide, in particular, is regarded as being exemplary.
As the largest funding body whose policies have far-reaching spatial and aesthetic implications, we feel the Executive should take a lead along with the planning authorities in producing up-to-date design guides for Northern Ireland. 

· Supporting the funding of grant aid of the exterior of properties of architectural or historical merit which are retained as non-housing units following Replacement Grants

The presumption for both planning and funding bodies should be in favour of the retention and reuse of such buildings, not their inevitable abandonment following replacement. Money would be better spent further topping up the renovation grant amounts.  

· Supporting the evaluation of the Mourne Homesteads scheme

Having invested funding and provided support to this project, we would welcome a comprehensive evaluation of the Mourne Homesteads scheme. Evaluation must include a broad range of indicators to measure the wider contribution of the scheme to rural regeneration, and not just those relating to short-term capital cost and aesthetics. 

CONTRIBUTING TO RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND REGENERATION

Policy Proposals

· Seek the development of an overarching strategic rural regeneration approach in line with DARD’s proposed ‘rural champion’ role. 

We welcome the Executive’s will to be pro-active in engaging with DARD to progress sustainable development of Northern Ireland’s rural areas and the needs of local communities. For some time now RDC has been calling for a rural equivalent to the Department for Social Development’s (DSD) Neighbourhood Renewal Programme, and whilst measures have been included within the new RDP, we still believe there is a need for a mainstream programme of support and identification of rural priority areas similar to that of the DSD programme.  The EU programme alone can not tackle the full range of rural issues and thus calls for better integration across government in progressing rural development.   

Such an approach, however, puts the onus on a bottom-up approach and we would suggest that to achieve improved integration we also need to ensure improved capacity for coordinated working at provider level.  We need to find a way to link the grass roots bottom up approach with top down policies and practice ensuring local development actions are a key part of the wider regional vision for a confident, distinct and competitive rural Northern Ireland.  

· Support DARD’s Draft Rural Strategy’s proposed Village Renewal Approach- community planning PPS14; and

· Pilot an area-based housing/regeneration initiative

We commend the Executive’s commitment to work with DARD on village renewal proposals under measure 3.5 and (to a lesser extent) 3.4. Drawing on our experiences and research to date, we believe there is a need to bring fresh thinking to bear on the role and function of villages to recognise the growing importance of the sustainable development agenda.  What is missing perhaps is an understanding of the different contributions of the building blocks of sustainable communities, for example, what is the dynamic between housing and services? Some shared examination of a comprehensive cross section of villages / localities over time to look for correlations between housing change and other development including economic and social regeneration would be useful.  

A coordinated approach is needed to encourage carbon-neutral housing alongside local energy and waste management schemes. We are aware that the NIHE and DARD are both testing alternative energy solutions (houses, schools respectively) and would encourage the development of some type of best practice/evaluation forum to pool and communicate results.  

We would also suggest greater partnership working to look at and engage with new initiatives to develop a modern village template.  We would be keen to progress this in partnership with the Executive drawing on our experiences and learning from the Vibrant Villages programme and the Executive’s work in developing village plans.  We are also currently at the early stages of a new pilot programme, Making Connections.  This programme seeks to maximise the rural assets of people, place, culture, environment and heritage in taking a fresh look at rural economic development.  The role housing plays in the regeneration of communities and in the delivery of economic development decisions may be worth considering as part of this pilot. 

In the Republic of Ireland pilots are currently being undertaken to meet the twin objectives of addressing affordable housing need and exploring how an area can be best be developed to make the greatest sustainable impact on affordable housing and wider public policy. This approach has recently been pioneered by Cork County Council in Darrara, west County Cork. The challenge there was to explore the potential for providing affordable rural homes within the context of the creation of a new rural village and nurturing of a sustainable community but also required the identification of the ways which solutions reached could be transferred to other villages elsewhere. The experimental nature of this project has the capacity to provide a unique opportunity to explore and importantly to transfer a range of possible responses to the issues of affordability, infrastructure development, sustainable village development, integrated planning, innovation and new standards in the quality of design. This project, in terms of process and product, could act as a laboratory which could help deal with the problems identified in many rural villages throughout Ireland.  Cork County Council, working in partnership with Blackwater Resource Development, is also developing an environmentally sustainable social and affordable housing project in Lombardstown, north County Cork, which is suggested as another model for development that could be explored.
· Continue to promote and participate in inter-agency regeneration partnerships in rural areas; and

· Explore options for Housing Executive involvement in the NIRDP and any forthcoming EU Programmes which relate to areas of Housing Executive work.

We commend the Executive’s continued commitment to inter-agency working and applaud their track record to date. We believe the linkages and potential between housing and rural development is worth exploring further and we would be willing to engage directly with the Housing Executive to explore shared opportunities.  We would also like to explore the possibilities of a Housing Executive nomination to the RDC Board and/or relevant sub-groups relating to our current and relevant pilot programmes.

· Develop links with the new RPA structures. 

 We note within the document some references to RDC and its changing role as a result of Review of Public Administration (RPA).  The RPA sets the stage for a fundamental shift in the way in which rural policy and initiatives are planned, delivered and monitored.  The RDC as it is currently structured is changing but there is a very important range of tasks and issues still needing to be addressed.  Everyone involved in the work of the RDC is fully committed to contributing positively to achieving the progress needed to secure the future of a healthy rural society in Northern Ireland for generations to come.

We see a future RDC role in operating independently offering specialist technical support services on rural development including the design and development of tailored solutions.  Our role as managing agent for the International Fund for Ireland will continue and we believe future opportunities exist for the Executive and RDC to explore options for joint working in areas of mutual interest and benefit to rural communities.
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