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1. Background.

On May 14th 2005 Carbery Housing Association responded to a request from Cork County Council (West) for proposals relating to the Associations suggested contribution to the Region’s Social and Affordable Housing Plan.

The proposal made by the Association at that stage was the development by CHA of 144 units of social housing, divided more or less equally between the two funding programmes, the Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme  (CLSS) and the Capital Assistance Scheme (CAS).

The proposal was couched on the assumption that the Association would 

a) Feasibly operate the two funding programmes mentioned above, and

b) CHA would be able to secure land transfers from the Cork County Council land bank for its development proposals
In the process of attempting to do this we have found:

a) That the Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme is not really appropriate for the development of projects by a small Housing Association such as Carbery. This is mainly due to the rent setting mechanism, which does not seem to favour small-scale developments. 

b) That negotiation and transfer of land from the Cork County Council land bank is not as rapid and straightforward as we had hoped, requiring planning approval and Committee approval before such a transfer is considered. 

Thus we find that two years into the Plan, we have not yet been successful in securing a single transfer of land from the County.

In view of this, we have no option but to revise our initial proposals. Although we would still want to attempt to deliver the level of output envisaged in our initial proposal, we now realise that this will have to be concentrated towards the end of the Plan, and will have to be based on additional assumptions:

a) That we work primarily through the Capital Assistance Scheme, that appears to provide the best source of financial stability for the Association.

b) That we redouble efforts to resolve the obstacles that have delayed land transfers to the Association to date, and aim at identifying sufficient development sites in all the proposed areas.

c) That we also negotiate and secure land from Skibbereen and Clonakilty Town Councils, to complement the provision possible on Cork County Council sites.

2. Overview of the Plan.
We have previously outlined in some detail the Association’s proposals and experience to date.

· CHA is a limited company with no share capital (non-profit) and holds charitable status with the Inland Revenue. We are also an Approved Voluntary Housing Body registered with the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government.

· We have a current Membership of 55 persons, mostly West Cork residents, many of who are also Applicants for housing. 

· Every year, the Association elects an Executive Committee of seven Members, and selects the Officers of the Association.

· Since its inception in 2001, Carbery Housing Association has received many written applications from persons looking for social and affordable housing in West Cork, of these 120 are current.

· Applications received are primarily for social and affordable in the main West Cork Towns, and a few for surrounding town-lands.

· Around 70% of these applicants are on County Council or Town Council housing lists.

· A detailed profile of these applicants was provided to the County in our “Proposal to Cork County Council” (June 2003), and has not substantially changed.

Number of persons in households of current applicants:

Persons in household
Number of Applicants
Percentage

1
55
46%

2
26
23%

3
16
13%

4
16
13%

5
7
5%

TOTAL
120
100%

Since discussions regarding our proposals began, questions have been raised about the level of expertise in CHA’s Executive Committee.  While it is fundamentally a lay committee, we have explained that there is considerable expertise on it, including:

· an experienced builder

· a joiner, woodwork tutor

· a social worker

· a former Housing Association committee member

· a librarian

· a registered accountant and public auditor

In addition to this, since this Plan was proposed, CHA has strengthened its Area Sub Committee structure, in particular for the Bantry area. We have provided the Council with details of the expertise of this Sub Committee that includes in its Members:

· a County Councillor

· a Bantry Town Councillor

· a trade union representative

· a local planning and engineering consultant

· a local shop-owner

We are also proud to have the technical advice of Dr. Sean McCarthy in renewable energy matters.

The Project Manager of CHA also holds various qualifications in Architecture and Housing Association development, and over twenty years working experience in the development and management of housing projects.

We therefore believe the Association has the Committee and Staff expertise necessary to undertake this level of development.

3.  Housing Needs and Proposals

3.1 General Housing Needs.

Our analysis of housing needs in the region is unchanged from our original proposals, that is:

CATEGORY
BANTRY
BALTIMORE
CLONAKILTY
SKIBBEREEN
LISHEEN
OTHERS
TOTAL

Families 

(2 person)
7
2


6
6
3
2
26

Families 

(3–4 person)
12


7
5
2
3
3
32

Families

(5 or more)
2


1
3
0
0
1
7

Single
17
15
2
7
1
1
43

Elderly
3
0
1
1
0
0
5

Persons with Disabilities
4
1
1
1
0
0
7

TOTAL
45
26
18
17
7
7
120

In considering these figures, the following should be taken into account:

· This list was principally complied during 2002-2003, when CHA was developing the RENEASE (Renewable Energy Against Social Exclusion) Project, on the basis of publicity given to this Project.

· With the termination of this Project, and the rejection by County Planners of the Outline Planning Application made by CHA for 31 units in Kinaith-Fineen, Bantry, the rate of new housing applications to CHA has fallen drastically.

· This has been compounded by the recent well-publicised apparent rejection of social housing proposals in Bantry by the Western Committee. As a result of this confidence and new applications have practically stopped.

· Applications for housing generally correspond to those areas where CHA identified sites, and held local promotional meetings with prospective residents. We believe that more demand would have been identified should the Association had undertaken further promotion of different sites and projects.

· We also believe that if Cork County Council were to show any measure of real support for our proposals, local confidence in the likelihood of project going ahead would increase and so would the numbers of applicants. 

As we stated in the original Proposal, we believe that we have only identified the “tip of the iceberg” in terms of demand for housing. What response we have had has been mainly the result of publicity given to specific sites and the convening of meetings for applicants in these and other Towns. These promotional activities were only carried out over a period of months while the RENEASE Project was being prepared, and more or less stopped when the Project was completed.  If a promotional campaign was continued and extended to other Towns, a much greater number of applicants are likely to come forward.

However, we have to base the proposal and review on the information available, which is on the specific demand we have identified to date. However, we feel obliged to add a “growth factor”, to correspond to the likely increase in applicants in the areas identified, over the next 4 years. 

The estimated growth rate of households for County Cork over the next 4 years (Joint Housing Strategy) is 13% and we have applied this to the family units proposed. However, given the aspiration to provide a higher proportion of housing for single people, we have doubled this factor for the growth of single persons housing. This is taking into account the low level of direct provision by Local Authorities for single people, and the estimated 48% of population that by 2006 will not be able to afford housing on the open market.

Our original proposal was based on a split between housing units financed under the Capital Assistance Scheme (for single persons and special needs) and units financed under the Capital Loan and Subsidy Scheme (intended primarily for general needs family use).

However, for reasons stated at the start of this Revision, we believe it might be advisable to work with only the Capital Assistance Scheme initially

Our Proposals, for funding for General Housing Needs under the different Schemes, are as follows:

Capital Assistance Scheme

Units
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
TOTAL

4 bed units
0
0

4
8
12

3 bed units
0
0
8
12
24
44

2 bed units
0
0
12
12
24
54

1 bed units



4
8
12

Sub-Total
0
0
20
32
64
122

This would be a total of 122 units under the Capital Assistance Scheme, a drop of 22 units from our initial proposals.

The Plan still allows for a gradual development of skills and capacity by the Association, in terms of a growing development programme.

3.2 Group Project for Persons with Disabilities.

CHA’s Executive Committee has expressed an interest in developing semi-independent housing units for use by persons with disabilities. Because of the delays explained above, we are obliged to reduce the proposals made previously, as follows:  

Capital Assistance Scheme (Persons with Disabilities)


Units
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
TOTALS

4 bed units







3 bed units







2 bed units

0
0
3
3
6

1 bed units

0
0
3
3
  6

Sub-total

0
0
6
6
12

3.3 Group Housing for Travellers.

The development of Group Housing Projects for Travellers is another initiative that was proposed in our original submission.  As we said then, preliminary discussions were held some time ago with West Cork Travellers Association in relation to possible sites around Clonakilty and Bantry.

This is an area that the Association would wish to explore over the remainder of the Plan, so we are keeping this proposal as part of our revision:

Capital Assistance Scheme  (Travellers Group Housing)


Units
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
TOTALS

4 bed units

0
0
3
3
6

3 bed units

0
0
3
3
6

2 bed units







1 bed units







Sub-total
0
0
0
6
6
12

4.  Land to develop the Action Plan.

As explained in the original submission, we have found it impossible to secure land for social housing on the open land market, where values of suitable sites are at least 30% over the DEHLG land acquisition allowance level.  We believe that to achieve the Plan, CHA has to rely primarily on transfer or sale of land by Cork County Council and from the two Town Councils, from their land banks, in those areas where projects are proposed, although we would still have to look for other sources of land in those areas where the Council owns no land.

As far as suitable sites held in the land banks by the local authorities, and on the basis of discussion held with County and Town officers, we understand that sites might be available in the following areas:

4.1 Ballydehob .

We understand that Cork County own a site in this Town, which could support the development of up top 16 social homes, taking into account demand expressed by Applicants in the Lisheen-Schull area.

4.2 Bantry 

We understand that the Slip site owned by the County Council could still be available, and this could provide for the relative large number of households (45) that have applied for housing in this area. 

4.3 Clonakilty

We understand that Cork County Council own a further site in this Town, which could potentially provide for demand identified for this area (18 households)

4.4 Skibbereen

We believe that land exists within the ownership of the County and of the Town Councils. For example the Coronea site that was proposed originally for a Cluid project, and sites owned by the Town in the St.Fatchna’s area of the Town, that could provide for the need identified in this area (17 households)

4.5 Baltimore

To our knowledge, no land is owned by the County in or around this Town. However, there is a pressing need for housing in the area, so we would propose the purchase or zoning of more land to allow a development for the 26 households in housing need who have been identified to date in this area.

4.4 Glengarriff

We have small number of applicants for the Glengarriff area, and we understand that the County Council owns a site there , which could provide a small number of units (adjacent to the GAA ground).

The Action Plan does not primarily rely on securing land on the open market, but  on making use of land currently held by the County and Town Councils, on the basis of agreed  Partnership arrangements.

3. Design and Construction.

Carbery Housing Association has a detailed design and construction brief, based on integration of renewable energy use and energy efficiency, as well as other sustainable development factors. In order to ensure these are implemented, the Association intends to rely primarily on direct provision of housing units. This Design and Construction Brief is explained in the document “Proposal to Carbery Housing Association”  by Solearth Architecture (September  2002), and is further explained in our “Proposal to Cork County Council” (June 2003).

The use of this sustainable design brief should not create funding difficulties for the housing. Sustainability does not necessarily mean more expense. The Kinaith-Fineen proposals were costed by a Quantity Surveyor, Alfred Nugent, and found to be affordable within the DoEHLG cost limits for voluntary housing. 

The use of renewable energy and energy efficient design should also allow (in principle) CHA to supplement DEHLG Voluntary Housing Grant cost limits with funding under the “Homes of Tomorrow” Programme managed by Sustainable Energy Ireland. This could in principle provide an additional 

€ 5,000  per unit,  for the applications of innovative renewable energy technology.

CHA has also commissioned Akiboye Conolly architects, a Cork-based practise also conversant with sustainable design, to design an Outline Planning Application for a project of 20 homes and a community facility at Slip, Bantry. Although the County has not given authority for the Planning Application to proceed, we believe it is another example of the sustainable and very high quality design proposed by CHA.

In addition to meeting identified housing need, we believe Projects proposed could constitute Pilots in the design and construction of sustainable social housing, particularly promoting the reduction fossil-fuel use and carbon emissions, and combating fuel poverty for the residents of social housing.

4. Community Facilities.

CHA would aim to make use of additional funding made available from the National Lottery for the design and development of community facilities as part of each social housing development. 

We are hopeful that we could complement this funding with Ecological Community Building funding awarded under the Leader Plus programme, who have committed to support of sustainable community buildings.

We believe such facilities are essential to the development of communities in these developments. They provide physical space for amenities for leisure for adults and young people, facilitate the provision of essential social services (such as child-care), and provide a resource to develop employment and training initiatives, in areas such as recycling and IT use.

5.  Affordable Housing for Sale.

CHA’s main objective is to provide sustainable social housing at costs that represent no more than 25% of available income for residents. This is based on the United Nations Habitat Council guidelines on housing affordability.

On the basis of information received to date, we know that very few of our current housing applicants will be able to afford an “affordable” home, given that the average cost under this programme is  € 150,000 or higher. We believe than less than 1% of our applicants would have incomes to afford this purchase, although they might aspire to home ownership.

However, to include a percentage of affordable homes for sale as part of our developments.  We propose that up to 20% of units developed could be offered for affordable purchase, subject to applicants being able to demonstrate their ability to purchase in terms of income levels.

We are particularly interested in the Shared Equity model, which allows residents to purchase an equity in their homes and staircase up to full ownership, being piloted by the DEHLG Voluntary Housing Unit and NABCO in Fingal County Council. We would be happy to explore the possibility of an extension of this model to proposed projects for West Cork if this is agreeable to the Council.

6. External Technical Support.

CHA is aware of our relative newness and lack of track record and current resources in proposing such an Action Plan to the Council.

However, we are a community-based association with a strong local constituency, and there is, considerable expertise within the Association (as we have outlined above)  both in terms of construction and sustainable building, in terms of housing association development and management experience, and in terms of community development and participation. Some of this has been gained by direct work experience over many years.

However, in order to ensure that there is support in terms of technical support and expertise for the Action Plan, we propose to set up a Partnership with the Gwalia Housing Association, based in Swansea,  Wales. This Housing Association has been in operation for over 10 years, and has developed and manages 5500 homes throughout Wales. Gwalia manage their own stock and have an active housing development programme.

Like Carbery Housing Association, Gwalia are committed to the application of sustainable design and development principles, and to the incorporation of renewable energy and high levels of energy efficiency, as well as a community-based and local approach to management and community development.

It is our intention, once a development plan is confirmed, to establish a close relationship with Gwalia Housing Association, to make use of their experience and expertise in the setting up and monitoring of developments undertaken by Carbery Housing Association.

We believe this will offer the County and our Committee and clients a further degree of assurance and confidence in our proposals and ability to deliver them.

7. Conclusion.

We are of course disappointed that for a variety of reasons, the Partnership proposed by use between  Cork County Council and Carbery Housing Association through the Social and Affordable Housing Action Plan has yet to materialise.

However, inspite of short-term obstacles, we still believe that  a Partnership between the Cork County Council and CHA would be useful both in terms of meeting additional housing needs and in terms of introducing principles of renewable energy use and sustainable design and building, and a community-based approach to design and management of social housing. We continue to see this Development Plan as the first step towards putting this Partnership on a sound footing. We look forward to your positive response.

