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Introduction

My interest in park homes stems primarily from research that was conducted for the Scottish Government a couple of years ago (Bevan, 2007). That research included an assessment of the views and experiences of park home residents.  I’m also currently undertaking a piece of work being funded by the Economic and Social Research Council looking at the role of park homes in local housing markets, again, drawing on residents’ views and experiences of park home living and why they have chosen this form of accommodation. 

The focus of my talk today is on how the park home sector might respond to the challenges presented by an ageing society.  The talk will also consider how the park home sector may choose to align itself with regard to emerging government policy on housing in an ageing society. 

An ageing society

Perhaps the most significant change society will see in the coming decades is a demographic one, and the predicted growth in the number of older people in the UK. Population projections for England predict that there will be a huge increase in the number of very old people (Table 1).
Table 1: Population projections (England) 2003 -2028

Age groups with the largest percentage projected increases:

85+

98.4

80-84

60.2

60-64

50.7

65-69

47.2

(England
11.1)

(Source: Rural Evidence Research Centre, 2005)

However, it’s not just that there will be a growth in the number of older people. The profile of older people is also going to change. A key development will be a growth in the number of older people with impairments and illnesses, which is in part a reflection of the growth in the number of very old people over the age of 80. This will have implications for the type of housing being provided and the services that will be required.  

Thus, although at present the housing market is pretty much frozen, there will be a lot of pressure building within the housing market for accommodation which is focused on meeting the needs of older people, which of course includes park homes. 

There will be a very diverse range of needs and aspirations amongst older people, and the housing providers who serve niche markets to provide accommodation for older people are likely to see a significant intensification in demand for their accommodation. So one option for these providers is to carry on providing a similar type of product. However, one issue that many providers are grappling with is to alter what is being provided to reflect the changing profile of older people, and especially in responding to the changing health and support needs as people live longer. 

One example of how a provider in the private sector has changed the product on offer to reflect these broader changes in society is what McCarthy and Stone have done. McCarthy and Stone have been very successful in terms of pitching their accommodation to a particular niche market and tapping into a demand for accommodation for older people via downsizing. In addition to their more traditional retirement living option, however, Mccarthy and Stone have recently moved into responding to the changing social environment through developments that offer assisted living. These are developments that include features like communal facilities, domestic assistance, personal care arranged through a locally appointed care agency, and 24 hour staff cover. 

As an aside, another trend that will develop is that there will be more older men in the future, since men are gradually catching up with women in terms of life expectancy. You may not think it, but this may have implications for demand for park homes in the future. The University of Central England in Birmingham undertook research a couple of years ago on the awareness of different housing options amongst older people (Livette, 2006). This research found that there was a gender difference in terms of awareness of different housing options for older people and the options that older people will act upon. Specifically, and don’t ask me why, men were more likely to have a greater awareness of park homes, and that couples were more likely to act on this knowledge. 

A further point to make is that there will be an uneven growth geographically in terms of where older people are concentrated in the future (Table 2). 
Table 2 Population projections (England) 2003 -2028

% Change in over 50’s 2003-2028

Major urban large

28.5

Large urban 


27.2

Other urban


34.6

Significant rural

37.4

Rural-50


41.4

Rural-80


47.4

(Total



34.7)

(Source: Rural Evidence Research Centre, 2005)

(Note: Significant Rural is defined as local authorities with at least 40,000 people or at least 25 percent of their population in rural settlements; 

Rural- 50: local authorities with at least 50 percent but less than 80 percent of their population in rural settlements (including urban areas with between 10,000 and 30,000 population which are of rural functional importance); 

Rural- 80: local authorities with at least 80 percent of their population in rural settlements)
As can be seen, the fastest changes will be in the rural areas of England. This process will be driven by a combination of the existing rural population growing older and also retirement migration, especially coastal places, such as, for example, Dorset. It will be in these rural areas that public and private sector services are going to have to respond most quickly. The point of highlighting these statistics is that it is these more rural areas that parks are concentrated, and where a growth in demand is likely to occur most quickly.

It’s also important to look at what older people say they want to live in and the range of accommodation that is actually available for them. What comes back time and again in research that has asked older people what they want to live in, is that older people ideally want bungalow type accommodation. Research published in February 2008 by the Department of Communities and Local Government made this very point Department for Communities and Local Government (2008a). However, in terms of new build, this type of dwelling has pretty much slowed to a trickle.  According to the National House Building Council, of the 12784 new homes started in the Q2 of 2008, two per cent were bungalows. 

Certainly this issue was reflected in the discussions I had with park home residents as part of the research for the ESRC. There was a sense of this frustrated demand for bungalow type accommodation. Many respondents stated that they had been looking for a retirement lifestyle in particular areas of the country, mainly coastal or rural areas, and had started looking for bricks and mortar bungalows, found they couldn’t find what they wanted at an affordable price and had turned to park homes. 

The national policy context

What I would like to turn to now are the policy responses presented by an ageing society and how the challenges for the future might be addressed. A key document which sets out the governments’ future vision is ‘Lifetime Homes, Lifetime Neighbourhoods: A National Strategy for Housing in an Ageing Society’ (Department for Communities and Local Government (2008b) This is an important document, that’s been very well received, and received a lot of critical acclaim. Certainly something to think about is how the park home sector chooses to position itself with regard to what this strategy is setting out. In particular, how policy is aiming to address future needs and aspirations. 
A key objective of the Strategy will be to plan housing and the places so that they reflect the changes that occur over the lifetime, and so that people are not excluded by design as they grow older and more frail. The strategy emphasises the links between housing, health and social care, with a strong focus on prevention, and providing safe home environments for people to live in. 
Central to this objective will be providing homes for the future that are built to lifetime homes standards. Key features of Lifetime Homes include:

· level or gentle sloping approach to property,

· doors wide enough to allow wheelchair access, 

· living room at entrance level, 

· entrance level toilet, 

· walls able to take adaptations, 

· bathroom giving side access to toilet and bath, 

· low window sills, 

· electrical sockets and controls at convenient heights.

The government’s aspiration is that all new housing will be built to lifetime homes standards by 2013. Lifetime Homes Standards will be made a mandatory part of the Code for Sustainable Homes and there is the intention to support industry to encourage take-up on a voluntary basis over the next few years, but with the option to review progress, and possibly regulate for change if this is considered necessary. 
In practice, there is likely to a very slow development in terms of the impact of new dwellings built to lifetime homes standards. It has been estimated that by 2050, about one third of the housing stock will have been built between now and then. But what is significant here are the signals that policymakers are sending out in terms of what they would like the housing stock of the future to look like. Thus, although park homes are not subject to building regulations there is certainly an issue of how the park home sector aligns itself in relation to this move towards lifetime homes standards for all the properties that are. 

The views of park home residents
Turning now to discussions with park home residents in Scotland and England, what emerged was the extent to which some residents had already made the choice to live in park homes as a result of their impairments or illnesses. The two quotes below provide examples of this perspective.
“We sold the house and what we made on the house allowed us to buy this and do it up the way we wanted it. We bought it as a shell and converted inside to suit me – no problem adapting it. It’s brilliant inside. I’ve got it the way I want it. The floors are on one level. As far as I’m concerned I couldn’t get anything better anywhere else, because it’s been done as I want it. The house itself, I wouldn’t change it. It suits exactly what I need” (Park home resident, Scotland). 

“My husband wasn’t very well and we had stairs in the last place. We had also been broken into. So we decided to move but we couldn’t find a house for the same price. This was the nearest thing that we could buy that was alike, but had no stairs. It has two bedrooms and a small garden and it’s beautiful – perfect” (Park home resident, Scotland). 

A key issue that housing providers are facing is how to help facilitate these kinds of decisions and provide environments where people can successfully age in place, which is about how older people can be continue living where they are, without having to move in response to a change in their circumstances, especially around health and disability. This comes down to how far a supportive environment can be provided, either in relation to informal support provided by friends, neighbours and family, or formal support by agencies, and this could include park owners. 
A feature of park home living that is often discussed or stated is the strong sense of community that park home residents feel about where they live as well as the sense of safety and security about their environment. And this point is illustrated in the following quote from a park home resident. 

“It is very much a community here. We do help each other out with odds and ends. We look out for each other. One old chap who live near me my friend and I we looked out for him. But he was reaching the point where he was expecting very personal care, you know, he was refusing help from the proper authorities ‘‘cos I’ve got the neighbours. They’re ever so good, they’ll help”. And he was calling us out three or four times a day or night. Things like that. So when I say look out for each other, we make sure that everybody is all right and if somebody needs help, appropriate help is found” (Park home resident, England). 
However, what this quote also illustrates is that there are limits to what people will be prepared to do to help their neighbours. And that’s where formal support offered by agencies in either public, private or voluntary sectors comes in. Earlier in the talk I highlighted the example of the changes in the services provided by Mcarthy and Stone in responding to the changes brought about by an ageing society. One direction that the park home sector could move towards is offering more formal support for residents. There are a range of services that could be considered. In the case of something along the lines of a handypersons service, some parks are already offering this kind of service anyway. But it could also include reinforcing what is already there in terms of safety and security and a sense of community through the use of community alarms, or a warden style service. 

A model for the future? Wyre Vale Park 
In this regard I would like to highlight one example of a recent proposal for an extension to Wyre Vale Park, near Garstang in Lancashire which was successful in gaining planning permission for a new development. Perhaps the key to getting successful planning permission was being able to identify and prove a need for this type of development for the Garstang area. This extension is for the development of park homes to accommodate the changing health needs of older people on the park, and also elsewhere in the locality. Priority for sales will be given to local people and then the catchment area will be extended to include the remainder of Wyre and Fylde and then ultimately Blackpool and Lancaster. The scheme will help residents to remain where  they are without the need to move to alternatives such as sheltered housing many miles away. 

The development is to be called of Acresfield, and will consist of 43 park homes offering warden assisted living. The homes will offer greater access around the home and into the home through ramps or lifts. The homes will also utilise energy efficient designs. Further, the development will also provide a multi-purpose communal facility, a swimming pool, gym, library, and general purpose room and a consulting room. The latter room will provide a facility where local services can visit such as chiropodists, physiotherapist, local mobile hairdresser. There have been discussions with the local GP about running services such as well-man clinics or diabetic clinics. These facilities would be on hand for people on the park rather than having to travel elsewhere.

Obviously this is one model to think about in terms of how the park home sector might respond to demographic changes in the future. 

Conclusion: Two visions of the future.
In conclusion, I would like to highlight recent publicity about park homes from two newspaper articles. The first article is from the Bromsgrove Advertiser, in the West Midlands, which refers to a recent case of arson on a park: 
www.bromsgroveadvertiser.co.uk/search/3679238.Cold_hearted__calculating_and_greedy_criminals/ 
Everybody here is aware of the damage that Unscrupulous Park Owners are having on the sector. The key conclusion from the report for the Scottish Government was that without the necessary enforcement available to back current legislation, the small number of unscrupulous park home owners identified in Scotland research may well feel able to evade their responsibilities with relative impunity, continuing to taint a sector that is otherwise performing a valuable role in helping to meet housing needs in Scotland (Bevan, 2007).

As you may know there are discussions currently taking place on whether to introduce a fit and proper test for park owners. Just in relation to the possible development of greater regulation in the sector and the potential of a fit and proper test, there may be merit in looking at the proposals to come out of the Rugg Review of the Privately Rented Sector (Rugg and Rhodes, 2008). This Review was commissioned by the Housing Minister to undertake an independent review of the private rented sector, and the results of the Review were published a couple of weeks ago. 
Obviously the specifics of the review relate to the private rented sector, but it’s the underlying principles which are worth thinking about. This review set out a model for light touch licensing for private landlords. The model is for a system that should be as simple as possible, with, crucially, no hurdle criteria. The main point being that the impact on operators who work to sound management principles should be inconvenienced as little as possible. Instead, the Review also suggested that policing policies should target the ‘worst first’, again, sending a clear message to the sector that any policing activity on the sector is being targeted appropriately. 

There are two issues that I want to highlight here. The first is making sure that future mechanisms can be sufficiently tailored to tackle the kind of abuses that can be seen specifically within elements of the park home sector, and it certainly looks like greater consideration is being given to this issue in terms of strengthening the current regime for tackling abuses. But also, that the sanctions available will provide a sufficient deterrent, or where the worst abuses continue to occur, then to be able to drive individuals out of the sector entirely.  

The second perhaps more intractable issue is how any policy changes are implemented. That is, how far local authorities will have the willingness, expertise and resources to implement the mechanisms that are available to them. In that respect in parallel with developing new mechanisms such as proposals for a fit and proper test, it is also important to develop an understanding of why local authorities have not really made use of the mechanisms that are already available to them.  

In contrast to the first newspaper article, I want to highlight the kind of publicity that we all want to see about the park home sector instead, which refers to the proposed development at Wyre Vale Park.  

www.garstangcourier.co.uk/news/Work-to-start-on-Garstang.4568947.jp
Right at the start of the talk I discussed the likelihood of an intensification in demand for meeting the diverse housing needs and aspirations of older people as a result of an ageing population, including park homes. However, that’s all very well but where is that demand going to go given the barriers in developing new parks, or extending existing ones. 

Publicity about park homes is crucial, which is why I wanted to highlight these two articles by local newspapers. The reason for highlighting this point is that one of the barriers in terms of new developments is in relation to raising awareness of what park homes can offer, and overcoming resistance in relation to the perceptions of park homes held by statutory agencies, which includes  practitioners, but also the understanding of councillors.  

In terms of raising awareness, the messages and signals that central government sends out is important in providing a steer for local authorities. That’s why although recent consultations on the park home sector have stated that park homes have a valuable role to play in meeting housing needs, it was so disappointing that although park homes were mentioned in Planning Policy Guidance Three, they were not mentioned at all in the new Planning Policy Statement Three.  Perhaps there needs to be an explicit statement about including park homes in ’housing market assessments’ instead. 

Also, the example at Wyre Vale is important because it does demonstrate that the barriers in terms of attitudes of local statutory agencies can be overcome and indeed, won round to the extent that they can be very supportive of what park homes could offer for local housing markets in the context of an ageing society. But its also potentially significant in terms of raising awareness more widely around the country in terms of what can be achieved, and in that latter respect, you really need to be shouting this example from the rooftops.  

Notes

1The author is grateful to the Economic and Social Research Council for funding the research upon which this presentation is based (project RES 000-22-2279). 
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