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Abstract

Recent research studies have identified the need to deliver increasing units of affordable housing in rural parts of Wales. These studies have identified a series of structural and localised barriers to the delivery of affordable rural housing. The Welsh Assembly Government is committed to delivering 6,500 additional units of housing throughout Wales and has attempted to address issues of affordability through a range of initiatives, including supporting affordable housing officers in local planning authorities and developing a network of rural housing enablers. This paper provides initial findings from a Welsh Assembly Government- commissioned study currently being undertaken by a research team from Sheffield Hallam University of local barriers to the delivery of affordable rural housing. Key findings are presented from the first phases of the research:  interviews with 20 key national stakeholders and a survey of local planning authorities. 
* I wish to acknowledge the contribution of my colleague Ryan Powell, who undertook the analysis of the survey data contained in this paper. I also wish to note my appreciation of the other members of the research team: Rionach Casey, Tom Moore, Steve Green and Sioned Pearce who contributed significantly to this research and the findings contained within this paper. I wish to acknowledge the funding provided by the Welsh Assembly Government and the support of Paul Robinson, Neil Hemmington and the members of the research steering group. I am also grateful to all of the key stakeholder interviewees and the planning authority officers who have participated in the research to date. The views expressed in this paper are the personal ones of the author. 
1. Introduction

The Welsh Assembly Government is committed to ensuring that the supply of affordable housing increases by at least 6,500 by 2011 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007a). Two major recent major studies have identified the acute need to increase the supply of affordable housing in rural Wales and set out a series of recommendations to achieve this (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008; Affordable Housing Task and Finish Group, 2008; see also Rowley et al., 2007). The Welsh Assembly Government has issued a series of planning policy statements and advice notes and guidance and toolkits (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c and 2006d and 2006e; Welsh Assembly Government et al., 2007; Hedges, 2008). Local authority planning authorities, including the three National park Authorities, are required to introduce Affordable Housing Delivery Statements which set out a target for affordable housing and a plan to implement and monitor delivery (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). The Welsh Assembly Government has established and supported four Rural Housing Enablers to work with local stakeholders to deliver affordable housing, and in partnership with the Welsh Local Government Association and Welsh Housing Associations has introduced a Rural Housing Development Fund to facilitate six new Rural Housing Enabler posts (see Bevan, 2008 for a UK review of Rural Housing Enablers) and to support the development of Community Land Trusts (see Diacon et al., 2005; Community Finance Solutions, 2008; Communities and Local Government, 2008). The existing research indicates that a series of local barriers exist to the delivery of affordable housing in rural Wales, which will have to be addressed if these national policy developments are to be effective.

2. About the Research

The Welsh Assembly Government commissioned a research team from Sheffield Hallam University , supported by a research steering group, to study local barriers to the delivery of affordable housing in rural Wales and to both identify these barriers and to highlight examples of good practice and identify opportunities to improve performance in delivering affordable housing units in rural areas.  The research commenced in December 2008 and will deliver a final report in June 2009. The research comprises four key stages: a survey of local planning authorities in Wales, including the National Parks; interviews with key stakeholders; case studies of four local planning authority areas (Ceredigion, Gwynedd/Snowdonia; Monmouthshire/Brecon Beacons and Pembrokeshire/ Pembrokeshire Coast) and of specific rural housing developments, including Community land Trust developments; and a dissemination and feedback event. This paper reports key findings from the first two stages of the research: the survey of local planning authorities and the key stakeholder interviews. 
3. Survey Findings
The survey was sent to the 22 local planning authorities and the three National Parks. The survey was sent separately to both senior planning and housing officers in each authority but in the event we have received only one survey from each responding local authority. At the time of writing completed surveys had been received from 19 of the 22 local authorities and from each of the national parks. However, the survey findings presented here are based on earlier responses received from 17 local authorities and two national parks. 
The survey revealed considerable variation in definitions of 'rural' in relation to housing policies and strategies. Conversely, there was a more consistent reported definition of 'affordable housing' , based on the TAN 2 planning note of 'housing where there are secure mechanisms in place to ensure that it [housing] is accessible to those who cannot afford market housing, both on first occupation and for subsequent occupiers."  

Planning authority officers were asked to state to what extent particular issues were a barrier to the local delivery of affordable housing in rural areas (Table 1). Although based on a very small sample, it was evident that land availability, supply and price were key structural barriers, as were reductions in social housing stock, house prices and finance products. It should also be noted that local residents' opposition was identified as a key barrier. These findings support those of previous research studies (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008; Affordable Housing Task and Finish Group, 2008). 
Survey respondents were also asked to identify the most significant barriers to the local delivery of affordable housing in rural areas. Albeit within a small sample, a number of recurring common themes were evident, including:

· House prices to earnings ratios ("cash-rich incomers")*

· Land availability and land prices*

· Nimbyism (from both locals and incomers 'aspiring to the rural idyll')*

· inflexibility of exceptions policy

· Unsuitable stock for new household formation in rural areas

· Lack of development activity

· Small scale development limiting opportunities in rural areas

· Lack of information (also, not disaggregated for National Parks)

· Poor infrastructure

* These were the most commonly cited significant barriers. 

Table 1:  Local barriers to delivery
	
	

	Issue
	% stating issue is a barrier

	
	

	
	

	Land availability/supply 
	100

	Land price
	100

	Local resident opposition
	86

	Reductions to the stock of social housing 
	86

	Increasing house prices
	86

	Lack of availability of mortgage finance
	86

	Effects of the recent economic downturn
	86

	Local political opposition to new development
	79

	Lack of strategic infrastructure development 
	79

	Lack of access to private finance
	79

	Effects of purchasing by commuters / retired incomers
	79

	Conflicts with other policies 
	79

	Problems with Social Housing Grant
	71

	Problem with Acceptable Cost Guidance/Bands
	64

	Effects of second-home ownership
	64

	Failure to bring land allocated in plans to market
	57

	Attitudes of developers (private)
	57

	Development control practices
	57

	Restrictive planning policies
	50

	Inadequate data/ information about housing needs
	50

	Lack of detailed knowledge of new guidance
	43

	Availability of developers (private)
	36

	Lack of common definition of 'affordability'
	36

	Lack of a common definition of a 'rural' area
	21

	Inadequate partnership arrangements
	14

	Lack of co-ordination between planning and housing 
	14

	Attitudes of developers (RSL)
	7

	Availability of developers (RSL)
	0

	
	


N=14
Local planning authority officers were also asked for their perceptions of the effectiveness of a variety of measures to enable or facilitate the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas (Table 2). Affordable Housing Officers, Rural Housing Enablers and the availability of social rented housing were most commonly regarded as the most effective measures. The four enabling factors that respondents believed to be the most important were partnerships and communication; Rural Housing Enablers; greater use of Rural Exception Sites policies ; and increasing the supply of land. 
There was no consensus amongst respondents about whether the local capacity and ability to deliver more affordable housing units in rural areas had improved in the last three years and the presence of partnership arrangements to deliver affordable housing in rural areas was also variable. 

Table 2:  Effective measures to facilitate the provision of rural affordable housing

	
	

	
	

	
	% stating measure is effective

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Affordable Housing Officers
	79

	Rural Housing Enablers
	79

	Social rented provision (RSLs)
	71

	Properties limited to local connection
	57

	Social rented provision (Local Authority)
	53

	Shared Ownership products
	50

	Private housing (future resale price is controlled)
	50

	Quota Thresholds
	43

	Exceptions sites
	36

	Open market housing
	29

	Self build developments
	21

	Community Land Trusts
	0

	
	

	
	


N= 14

4. Stakeholder Interview Findings
In order to complement the findings from the survey of local planning authorities, a series of telephone interviews were conducted with key stakeholders identified by the Welsh Assembly Government (a list of the key stakeholders participating in the study is provided in Appendix 1).  The interviews sought to identify key issues relating to the policy framework and definitions of affordable housing in the rural Welsh context; to gather perceptions of the effectiveness of current policy and practice; to identify barriers and enabling factors in relation to delivering affordable rural housing; and to identify examples of local good practice and potential case studies to inform the further phases of the research.
The stakeholders believed that a policy focus on this issue was urgently required given the scale of the problem in rural areas and a belief that the Welsh Assembly Government has not previously given the issue the prioritisation or attention that had occurred in England and Scotland. However, there was a near consensus that policy initiatives were being put in place and that the national policy and guidance framework was clear. 

The stakeholders reported that definitions of 'affordable' and 'rural' housing and the linkages made between them varied considerably between localities and between agencies., which reflected that local planning authorities have some discretion in defining and interpreting these terms within their specific local contexts. A key issue was the conflation of 'affordable' housing with the provision of housing to 'local' populations and those with local connections (rather than priority need); an issue complicated in some areas by interpretations of policies to support the Welsh language. 
A second key issue was the divide between those stakeholders who primarily regarded affordable housing as primarily social rented provision or in some cases intermediate housing) and those stakeholders who argued that open market housing could in some cases be classified as affordable. Several stakeholders emphasised that affordable housing should remain affordable in perpetuity and a further group of stakeholders equated affordable housing with particular populations, including young people or agricultural workers. 

Stakeholders all acknowledged that this was a period of transition in terms of both policy and economic and housing market circumstances and therefore that it was difficult to map effectiveness across Wales. However, there was a commonly expressed view that the effectiveness of delivering affordable housing in rural areas varied widely, and that this was, in part a reflection of the diversity of rural areas which was not always acknowledged in national policies or guidance. The stakeholders were divided about whether the current market downturn would further facilitate or inhibit the delivery of more affordable housing units. 
Barriers
The key stakeholders identified a series of barriers to the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas of Wales. These supported previous research findings (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008; Affordable Housing Task and Finish Group, 2008, see also Rowley et al., 2007). The economies of scale, in terms of construction, infrastructure and financing practices meant that costs in rural developments were considerably greater than in urban areas. The lack of available sites and the cost of land combined with recent housing market prices combined to create significant structural barriers.
Stakeholders also suggested that environmental planning restrictions and environmental standards  (or clashes with other competing policy priorities) and restrictions in the planning system were key barriers, based on the planning system being overly restrictive, for example over rural exceptions sites, restrictions on farmer second properties on agricultural land and the location of new developments. There were also concerns expressed about the delays in bringing land and developments on stream. However, some stakeholders believed that there was in fact considerable potential and flexibility with existing planning arrangements and the problem was that this potential was not being realised. 
Several stakeholders also identified a lack of knowledge or expertise within planning authorities and in particular, a lack of negotiating capability, specifically with developers on Section 106 Agreements, combined with a lack of strategic or consistent decision-making which left authorities open to challenge. This was combined with a lack of robust data on housing need. 

Almost all of the stakeholders identified Nimbyism and local political opposition as a key barrier, linked to the stigmatisation of 'affordable' and in particular 'social' housing. Rural Housing Enablers were regarded as very important, alongside tenant participation and community consultation mechanisms, in addressing these barriers, although the capacity of Rural Housing Enablers is limited. A key issue was demonstrating to communities that new housing was a response to 'local' need. 
Enabling Factors
A number of key enabling factors were identified by the stakeholders as facilitating the delivery of affordable housing in rural areas. These included the roles of Rural Housing Enablers and Affordable Housing Officers and in particular their ability to forge partnership working. 
The majority of stakeholders believed that a key enabling factor was local authorities and their partners having clear and consistent policies which were underpinned by evidence of need and were linked to wider strategic objectives. This included comprehensive housing needs assessments with socio-economic profiling and also a better understanding of future housing aspirations as well as needs (for example the aspirations of young people living in rural areas). The Affordable Housing Toolkit developed by Three Dragons was reported to provide an effective mechanism for assessing the validity and viability of proposed developments. Stakeholders also suggested that housing market assessments at a micro (village) level were an important enabling factor as they provided a local evidence base that could help to convince local people of the need for additional affordable housing, complemented by an awareness of hidden housing need, which may be exacerbated in some rural areas by individuals not registering on social housing waiting lists.  However, there was also a widespread recognition that these surveys were resource intensive and could become viewed as rapidly being out of date.  
Strong partnerships underpinned by clear targets and objectives and a strategy to achieve them based on clear roles and tasks for all partners were identified by most stakeholders as a crucial enabling factor. These partnerships needed to be based on robust key relationships between planning and housing officers within local planning authorities and between local authorities, developers, landowners and local residents, complemented by early stage engagement and negotiations with all partners built upon explicit priorities. The effectiveness of these partnerships was further reported to be reliant upon the willingness of partnerships and individual organisations to be innovative and to attempt new initiatives. Ensuring that there is political will and 'corporate commitment' (amongst councillors and senior local authority officers) to drive the rural affordable housing agenda forwards were reported to be essential in ensuring that partnership processes and new policies were effective.
5. Conclusions

The findings from the first phases of our research support those of previous studies. It is apparent that there are a range of barriers to the delivery of affordable housing in rural Wales. These range from significant structural barriers of the land and housing markets, economies of scale, and the changing social and economic contexts of rural communities to perceived problems in the planning system, the policies and practices of planning authorities , a lack of partnership working and local politics. A key issue here is the extent to which these structural barriers may actually be overcome and to what degree the planning system and policies do enable flexibility and innovative approaches to succeed in delivering additional affordable housing units in rural areas. The research is occurring within the context of considerable change: in policy, in the economy and housing market, and new issues will continually emerge, for example the impact of migrant workers in rural areas, and any consequences arising from changes to taxation policies on second homes.

The research has also identified that there are examples of good practice and of successful local developments which have overcome any barriers to deliver affordable housing. The main focus of the next phase of the research is to explore the key factors behind these localised successes. It is also apparent that specific initiatives, such as Rural Housing Enablers may be having an impact and there may also be opportunities for new thinking, for example on second homes, or 'semi-permanent' housing and greater use of the existing housing stock.  
It is also the case that some fundamental dilemmas remain: for example the extent to which open market processes can be regarded as part of the solution rather than the problem, the priority to be given to 'localism' (both through local connections prioritising access to housing and how local communities are involved in delivering national priorities); and a far broader debate about what actually constitutes the sustainability of rural communities and the role of affordable housing within such sustainability. 
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Appendix:  List of Participating Key Stakeholder Organisations 
Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) Cymru

Council or Mortgage Lenders (CML) Cymru

Community Housing Cymru (2 interviews)

Conwy and Denbighshire Rural Housing Enabler

Country Land and Business Association

Gwynedd Council

House Builders Federation in Wales

Land for People

Monmouthshire Council 

Monmouthshire and South Powys Rural Housing Enabler

National Farmer's Union Wales (2 interviews)

Planning Inspectorate Wales

Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) Wales

Royal Town Planning Institute Cymru

Tai Pawb

Tenant Participation Advisory Service (TPAS) Wales

Welsh Assembly Government, Housing Division

Welsh Local Government Association (2 interviews)

Wales Young Farmers Club
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