Reasons for Voting Against the RAH Survey

(The first few pieces in square brackets were omitted in order to get to the meat before the inevitable happened and I was censored.)
[A debate may be required but it should be based on measured and objectively expressed points of view, not ill-informed emotion." – Peggy Ewart]

All statements I am to make can be validated with written evidence from authoritative sources 

[HPC is to embark on a survey of housing needs, using a survey form agreed by majority at a working party meeting on 20th July.]  At that meeting I voted against proceeding, for I have strong reservations about the form and the method of processing it.

I would like to make it clear at the outset that I am neither against nor in favour of RAH, but I am against this process for the following reasons.  

We were assured by the Rural Housing Enabler that this is an accepted form and accepted method.  I regard this as no argument in favour of it being used here.  The fact that something has been done before, even many times, does not mean that it is automatically suited to the current situation, or even that it was the right thing to do in previous situations where it had been used.

The questionnaires are to be sent back to Jean Fox, the Rural Housing Enabler and analysed by her.  All questionnaires are to be treated as confidential. * (I got about as far as here… all else was censored, although I did raise the issue that if building goes ahead on Green Belt AONB Agricultural Land, a precedent would be set.  This was challenged by the Chairman, who shouted me down and stopped me from going further.) This means that it will be impossible to audit the completeness of the analysis as there can be no guarantee that all survey forms are included in the analysis.  The analysis of the comments made at the March 10th Open Day is incomplete, with a number of comments discarded by Jean Fox, at her own admission, because they were “Emotional”.  She did not volunteer this information until pressed directly.  We will have no means of knowing whether this will happen in the next survey.

Because the forms are to be designated “confidential”, there can be no audit that what was said on the forms was correctly interpreted in the analysis.

The Rural Housing Enabler has been put forward as an independent person.  Community Impact Bucks’ website said, on July 27th 2010 the following:

Buckinghamshire Community Action has employed a Rural Housing Enabler (RHE) since July 2003, with the remit to increase the provision of affordable homes in the rural areas of Buckinghamshire.  The RHE works closely with Parish Councils, Housing Associations, landowners and all other relevant parties in order to deliver small projects of affordable housing through 'exception schemes' in villages under 3000 in population. Rural schemes are designed to meet proven local needs within a village and as such are usually fairly small (between 6-12 units).  (No mention of taking residents’ views into account.)

RHE Aims

The aims of the Rural Housing Enabling Service are to:   

·     Increase the amount of affordable rural housing in Buckinghamshire. 

·     Promote awareness of housing need in rural communities. 

·     Help make the best use of existing accommodation in rural areas. 

·     Comment upon and influence relevant national, regional and local policies. 

·     Monitor progress against agreed targets. 

·     Promote additional/alternative sources of finance to expand the influence of the service. 

In their own words, CIB has shown that it is not impartial and independent, which is the line taken by this parish council

I am not implying that Jean Fox will doctor the survey, but the proposed process is so easy to doctor that residents can have no confidence in its outcome.

I also have some concerns about the accuracy of Jean Fox’s work.  When asked, at the Working Party meeting if there had been significant objections to the five sites for RAH within the district, she said that there had been lots of objections, but they had all been overcome.   I don’t know what she calls “lots”, but the site with the most objection was Hambleden, with a mere 9 letters of objection and 4 in support.  Compared to the objections received for the Hughenden project, this amount is insignificant.  The four other sites had fewer objection letters.

She also has said that these five sites were built on green belt.  This is incorrect.  Most were on Open Space outside the green belt.  Only 2 were on AONB.  None were on Green Belt, at least not according to the official reports on these sites by the WDC Planners.  The proposed site at Warrendene Road is on Green Belt and AONB and Agricultural land.  I have it from one planning officer that this will set a precedent for further development.  This contradicts all that has been said to the contrary by this council and ERHA.

Incidentally, ERHA has pulled out of its Somerset project following many probing questions raised by a freelance journalist.

Secondly, the March 10th Open Day was arranged so that all interested parties could meet the gathered experts, ask all the questions they wanted and make informed comments.  Those requiring housing could ask details about acquiring a house.

Jean Fox made the complaint that residents were asking the same questions over and again of the experts.  I have it from the residents that the answers they received were all slightly different each time, hence the need for further clarification.  

This survey has an accompanying information sheet, which is devoid of meaningful information.  

There is nothing on the sheet to indicate the likely cost of part owning or renting one of the houses.  One would think that this information would be vital to making a decision on whether or not to consider applying for a house.  By leaving this unspecified, there will be a higher perceived demand than is actually the case and it is the perceived demand that will be reported in the analysis which will form the basis of the decision to go ahead or not.

There is no indication that “local” means anywhere within the parish.  A development in Naphill would not be local to a family with roots in Widmer End, where one of the affordable homes on the Kingshill Grange development would be more convenient.  As the word “local” is used extensively throughout the survey and its accompanying sheets, it would be more honest to emphasise what “local” means.

Definitions are also required for the words “affordable”, “small” and “need”.

“Need” is not defined on the survey sheets.  “Need” actually means meeting the criteria of the Wycombe District Council’s Housing Needs List.  It is likely that a dysfunctional single mother, living in a squat, will be perceived as having a higher need than a young married couple working to save hard for a house of their own.  Yet it is the latter image that is being promoted as the sort of need to be met by RAH.

(One councillor is on record as saying that “The people I know of in Naphill who have a need for an affordable home would absolutely hate to live in a huge and characterless new development. They have been brought up round here, with our values and way of life, and it is these they wish to retain.”  Well, I would like a mansion in its own grounds, but I cannot afford one.  Besides, there is no guarantee that her teenage sons would qualify to get onto the housing needs list ahead of those who had led a dysfunctional life and were in worse circumstances as a result.)
There is no mention among all the talk of “local” that, if the Housing Association cannot get a local person within 10 weeks of the house becoming vacant, then they can take anybody off the WDC Housing List, whether local or not.  It has been said that this situation will not arise, in which case it should be removed from the Housing Association’s powers, but I cannot see that happening.  I understand that this situation arose in Longwick and also in Bledlow.

The survey asks for sensitive personal information such as salary and savings for prospective occupiers.  It must be possible to define an upper and lower household income for eligibility to rent or buy and to ask respondents whether they fall into any of the appropriate bands.  I made enquiries about getting a mortgage on an RAH, assuming a 50% purchase of a home valued at £300,000 and the deposit required is £22,500.  How many people think they can buy into a house when filling in the survey, only to find their hopes dashed when they are told the true facts?  But by then the analysis will indicate a potential buyer for a house.

There is no indication on the sheets that a scheme will go ahead if a need is indicated, irrespective of residents’ feelings.  Proving the need, as we have seen, depends only on the analysis of the responses on the survey forms, which may, or may not be, truthful.  Jean Fox expects opposition from residents and expects to drive the scheme through in spite of them, providing that sufficient need is expressed.  Remember that she has targets to meet and residents are not in her list of consultees.

There is no differential on the forms to identify “need” from “aspiration”, or “need” and “need to be physically located in the parish”.  The only criteria are ability to get on the WDC housing list and to prove a local connection.

I understand from one potential applicant for RAH that they applied for an affordable house at Kingshill Grange, but realised that they could not afford the rent.  If they cannot afford the rent on a £200,000 property, how will they afford the rent on a £300,000 property?

I understand from one potential occupier that they would apply for a house here, just because there might be one available, even though they would be better served by getting a house in the town where they work – some 20 miles from the parish.  This cannot be interpreted as “need to live in the parish”.

The local connection was warmly received some meetings ago when a parish councillor suggested that a minimum of 5 years’ living in the parish be the local connection criterion, but Jean Fox said it would be 3 years and the working party agreed with this sentiment, instead of what they had wanted some time earlier.

Jean Fox’s propaganda DVD (it only showed happy smiling faces and people in favour of RAH) consistently referred to “village”, yet this scheme is based over a geographically diverse parish with no cross-parish public transport connections.  It is stretching the RAH concept beyond its limits to use the word “local”.

On their website and in the propaganda DVD, it was stated that RAH schemes are for population of under 3,000, yet this parish has nearly three times that population.  Remember that Jean Fox has targets to meet.

The survey’s questions mainly relate to identifying who wants RAH. and are the sort of question you might have to fill in to get an interview to get on a housing list.  There is no check on the accuracy of this information, which can only be processed by Jean Fox to determine “need” whether the applicant can afford or needs the housing or not.

The questionnaire has only two questions regarding opinions on RAH – one asking whether you support the idea of a small RAH development to meet the needs of local people and one asking if you would agree to the use of agricultural land if there was no other option.  Given that building will have to be on AONB and most probably on green belt, it would be more honest to ask the question “Do you support building rural affordable houses on green belt/AONB land?”

The question relating to agricultural land should have the rider that building on green belt AONB Agricultural Land will set a precedent for other developments on such land.  Not to do this would be to mislead people.

Nowhere does the survey ask residents what sort of people they think qualify for RAH, nor are they told.  Thus, everybody will have a different idea of the type of resident to be housed.

The survey is being targeted at one development for the whole parish, which means that it will not be quite so local as residents might be led to believe.

HPC has consistently referred to this as a Housing Needs Survey, yet the title of the survey is now “Affordable Homes for Local People In Hughenden Parish” at the insistence of Jean Fox.  This is one of many examples of the use of words to subconsciously suggest to people a warm and cuddly prospect.  “Affordable” is subjective and “local” is not used in the sense that most readers would recognise.  There are other examples of subtle bias.

HPC does not want the form of this survey to be made available to residents.  This is against the openness championed in the Code of Conduct.  It is also against the RAH philosophy, which encourages participation of local residents in all stages of the process.

In my opinion, residents have good reason to believe that this council is railroading this project through without proper thought being applied.  This council has passed a motion not to apply any more due diligence than it has in the past, which is probably why it is not deeply considering the implications of its approach in this sensitive debate.  On past performance, this council has not made the enquiries it should have done and is likely to continue in the same vein in future. It is therefore likely to get the same outcome as it has so far, which is to alienate the residents.  As an example of unquestioning acceptance of what the Housing Association said, HPC accepted, and peddled the misinformation, that all landowners of potential sites had been contacted.  This was certainly not the case.  As far as I can tell, only one landowner was contacted – the owner of the Warrendene Road site – a site which was not the first preference of the planners, but which was suddenly the only site in the frame.

I have been told by a district councillor that we are mad to consider going ahead with this type of project and have hearsay evidence from a Bledlow resident not to go ahead as it will split the community.

In my opinion, this survey is designed for one thing, and one thing only – to mislead people into voting for a proposal that they would reject if given all the facts.  This does not mean that they would reject the prospect of housing for people local to their village, who are hard working in ill-paid jobs, but they will not have the opportunity to vote for that outcome using this survey.

The CEO of ERHA is paid some £400,00 pa.  RAH houses go onto the balance sheet of EHRA.  If government decrees that the houses are to be sold to tenants (like Margaret Thatcher did) then it is the staff of ERHA who will get the rewards in the form of bonuses.  So, like Jean Fox, they have an interest in seeing this go through, especially if they can create a precedent.

Nowhere is the fundamental question asked of residents – “Do you believe that some people should be provided with better housing, at lower cost, than people who fall outside the RAH criteria?”  If they do believe this, then they should be asked “Exactly what type of person should this apply to?”  As time goes by, and I look into this subject more deeply, I am having difficulty identifying one type of person who needs and deserves such a property.

We are not a remote rural community – we are a parish at the edge of a large conurbation, where there are few jobs locally and where most people have to work away from the area.  This parish is not what RAH was designed for: this scheme is not appropriate for this parish; this survey will inflict a terrible price on residents.

For all these reasons, I voted against the proposal to proceed with the survey.  I advise all councillors to reject the idea that we go ahead with this survey tonight.

With new proposals from the government in train, we should wait to see what these promise, as it would appear that these proposals are designed to let local people determine what goes on locally.  If this council believes it has a mandate to go ahead with RAH, it will wait for the new proposals from the government; if it believes it has no mandate, it will force this through before the new proposals come into effect.
