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What is the Rural Housing Project? 
The Rural Housing Project (RHP) provides independent advice on delivering affordable rural 
housing across the whole of North Devon and West Somerset, including Exmoor. It does this 
by working with Parish Councils to identify local housing need, then working as “honest 
broker” with them, district councils, landowners, housing associations and others to ensure 
that affordable housing is provided. In all instances this will be for people with a strong local 
connection, whether that be through living and working in the area, needing to move back to a 
community after some time away, or needing to live close to immediate family to provide 
support and care. 
 
 The RHP is funded by a broad partnership of Defra (through Local Area Agreements In 
Somerset and Devon), North Devon District Council, West Somerset Strategic Partnership, 
Exmoor National Park Authority, and the four main housing associations delivering affordable 
rural housing- Falcon Rural Housing, Hastoe, Magna West Somerset, and North Devon 
Homes. It has been managed by a Steering Group reflecting this partnership, since it was set 
up in 2002. The RHP is one of about 50 similar .projects delivering affordable housing for local 
people in rural areas in England and Wales. 

Achievements in 2006-07 
The RHP employs two staff- a Rural 
Housing Enabler (RHE) and a Rural 
Housing Project Assistant.  The RHE 
had left at the end of 2005-06, and it was 
not until October 2006 that a suitable 
replacement was found. In the 
intervening period several housing needs 
surveys were completed and the 
Steering Group took the opportunity to 
prioritise the workload for the new RHE. 
It recognised that up to that point the 
focus had been on identifying need, but 
that only a limited number of new homes 
had been provided. The priority now was 
for delivery, and it was decided to 
programme in only one new Housing 
Needs Survey for the immediate future. 
 
See Performance Indicators- P2. 



 
 
 
Performance indicator Target 

06-07 
Achieved 06-07 

Parish Housing Needs Surveys carried out 4 3 
Parish Housing Needs Reports produced 4 7 
No. of new parishes where work has 
started on identifying need 

2 4 

No. of local needs affordable housing units 
started on site 

0 2 

No. of local needs affordable housing units 
completed 

29 8  
(others in target will complete between 

June and August 07) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The new RHE, Colin Savage, set about meeting with District and Parish Councils and housing 
associations, to confirm levels of housing need, and to clarify what stage various projects were 
at. He identified a number of issues that were holding projects back:- 
 

- problems with obtaining land 
- uncertainty about deliverability 
- concern about levels of housing need 

 
The RHP provided the communication link between the various partners involved in these 
projects, and reinvigorated them. Several which had lain dormant for six months or more are 
now back on track to go ahead in the next year. 

Re-assessing need and public involvement 
Several projects could be seen to be deliverable, 
but the Housing Needs Surveys were relatively 
old. A simplified questionnaire, on two sides of 
A4, was sent out to all households within these 
Parishes, to be returned by those believing 
themselves to be in housing need. These 
questionnaires identified the three critical criteria- 
local connection, housing need, and affordability. 
These re-assessment surveys were coincided 
with open events in the Parish, where RHP staff 
and other delivery partners were available during 
the afternoon and evening to discuss housing 
needs. In all four Parishes this approach was 
used, twice as many households in housing need 
were identified compared to the original survey, 
providing ample justification for going ahead with 
schemes. 
 
This approach will be used for all future schemes 
as the time to start delivering a project 
approaches, and two more will happen during 
June. When new Housing Needs Surveys are 
done, every effort will be made to move straight 
into delivering the housing that is identified. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Empty homes 
The RHP is currently working with West 
Somerset Council to identify ways of 
bringing Empty Homes back into use for 
affordable housing. An approach is being 
investigated using grant from WSC along 
with Temporary Social Housing Grant 
from the Housing Corporation. Two of 
the housing association partners are 
keen to work with the RHP on this 
approach, which aims to bring these 
homes up to the Decent Homes 
standard. We will report further on this in 
the next Newsletter in the autumn.  

Lowering the cost of affordable rural 
housing 
The RHE is undertaking some research in his 
private capacity, to feed into a pilot project in 
Hampshire. This research aims to identify the 
factors which often make affordable rural 
housing more expensive than its urban 
counterpart. A second aim of the research is 
to look at modern methods of construction, 
and sustainable building techniques, and how 
these might help reduce these costs and help 
housing associations deliver more 
sustainable housing. This work has direct 
relevance to the work of the RHP, and will be 
of great benefit. A summary of the research 
will be included in the next Newsletter.  One 
of the key findings is to build lightweight 
modern houses which can be built on pad 
foundations rather than mass concrete strip 
foundations. This lightweight construction is 
based around highly insulated single skin 
wall construction, which can be made 
weathertight with a variety of natural finishes- 
lime renders, timber and tile cladding. An 
issue for discussion will be with Planning 
Departments about these finishes- very often 
stone or brick elevations are required to be in 
character. These materials make for a heavy 
construction requiring strip foundations.             



 
 
 
Programme for the year ahead 
This year sees a new bidding round for Housing Corporation funding, for the period 2008-11. This 
is a key opportunity to fund a strong programme across the project area, and the RHP is playing 
a central role in coordinating bids. The Corporation have responded positively to initial ideas for a 
programme of bids, which could involve new builds, refurbishment of existing buildings, and some 
Temporary Social Housing Grant improvements to Decent Homes standards. Not all projects will 
need Housing Corporation funding- great strides are being made across the project area to use 
innovative ways of funding schemes.  

 
Performance Indicator Target for 2007-08 
Parish Housing Needs Surveys carried out 6 
Parish Housing Needs Reports produced 6 
No. of new parishes where work has started on identifying need 3 
No. of local needs affordable housing units started on site 30 
No. of local needs affordable housing units completed 20 
No. of bids submitted to Housing Corporation for 2008-11 bidding round 10 
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Using local materials 
One of our partner housing associations, Falcon Rural 
Housing, is looking to trial the use of local timber in the 
construction of its homes. It has identified a local source of 
FSC registered timber which also complies with TRADA 
standards for construction. It is looking to get this 
processed and treated at local sawmills, and manufactured 
into timber frames at a factory nearby. As well as reducing 
environmental impact and reducing embodied energy 
through transport, this approach could contribute 
significantly to the local economy and employment. 
 
The RHP is keen to identify other ways in which the 
provision of affordable housing can use local skills, 
materials and suppliers. Suggestions would be welcomed. 

Self-build self-help group 
Already there are two households 
building low cost homes for themselves, 
facilitated by Exmoor National Park 
Authority Planning policies. Several 
others are in the pipeline, and the RHP 
has had enquiries from quite a number of 
people interested in this approach, both 
within the National Park and other parts 
of North Devon and West Somerset. The 
Project is keen to support this individual 
initiative, and as the numbers of people 
going ahead increases, it will look to 
network these people to provide mutual 
support, and share ideas on how to build 
and finance these projects. 

Invitation to Parish Councils   
There is a great deal happening at the moment, but we are conscious that so far we have only 
assessed need in a third of the Parishes in West Somerset and North Devon. It is certain that 
there will be similar levels of need in many of the other Parishes. The RHP would like to hear 
from parishes who believe they have people in their communities in housing need, and who 
are keen to help provide housing for that need.   


