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Dear Mr Knowles
PUBLIC QUESTION ADDRESSED TO THE PLANNING COMMITTEE – 9 DECEMBER 2008
As you will be aware I am in receipt of your letter which sets out three questions regarding visitor accommodation in the National Park.  All of these matters are concerned with planning policy and not delivery.  Therefore they come under the remit of the full National Park Authority, not the Planning Committee.  Consequently I intend to report this matter to the National Park Authority at its meeting on 27 January 2009.  You are more than welcome to attend.  The meeting takes place at Yoredale at 10.30am.
Your question about the range of visitor accommodation goes to the heart of National Park purposes.  I strongly agree with you that in promoting public enjoyment, this should include opportunities to stay overnight in the National Park and consequently, the Authority should do what it can within its remit to promote such opportunities.  

This Authority has been quite pioneering in this regard.  It was one of the first planning authorities to recognise and champion policies to support the development of bunk house barns and stone tents as appropriate forms of budget accommodation, utilising existing buildings. 

Other Authority policies support the development of a range of visitor accommodation including camping sites, guest houses, bed and breakfast accommodation, and self catering apartments on farm holdings. 

Your particular concern is with static and touring caravan pitches. The National Park Authority supports the replacement of static caravans with touring and camping pitches because that may help provide additional flexibility of accommodation and enhance the Park by reducing environmental impact. 

Conversely Local Plan policy VF6 (Holiday Chalets) permits static caravans to be replaced by wooden chalets. This would include replacement with units that are not currently classified as a caravan in relation to the 1960 act. The objective is to secure a visual improvement and this has had some success, not least because it offers site owners the potential to upgrade into a niche market and make their businesses more viable.
What our policy doesn’t do however is to explicitly prevent the loss of existing visitor facilities. This has been an issue over the last six years as some owners have attempted to change the use of Youth Hostels and other communal residential visitor accommodation to more lucrative uses, usually residential. 

Despite the absence of such a policy the Authority has nevertheless had success in preventing the wholesale loss of such accommodation, by insisting on a marketing exercise which has enabled new buyers to come forward, perhaps with a different business plan, to continue provision of visitor accommodation.

In conclusion, where it touches our remit, the National Park Authority is keen to see a variety of accommodation within the National Park.  The greater variety of accommodation, the greater variety of visitor.

With regard to your second question about officers setting a policy precedent; I would comment that officers are well placed to offer impartial advice and to implement policy consistently, because of their professional training and because of the scrutiny arrangements in place.  
Through necessity and good practice the Authority has a scheme of delegation to the Head of Planning which is designed to expedite decisions as professionally and efficiently as possible.  The delegation scheme only allows officers to make decisions which are in line with policies members have approved.  Call in powers by Authority Members to the Planning Committee are used to focus Committee time on the more significant or contentious applications. All delegated decisions are reported to the Planning Committee, which together with a specific Member Champion for development control and the production of the Annual Monitoring Report provide scrutiny.

With regard to the 1960 Caravan Sites and Control of Development Act, I would agree that the definition of a caravan is rather generous. This explains why this Authority has strict policies that seek to prevent new static caravan sites from being developed yet supports development that will enhance existing sites.

In truth the family of English National Parks have generally learnt to live with this situation. Government Office is well aware of the latitude of the 1960 Act but I suspect that there would be very strong resistance from the industry if any further attempt were made to tighten up the legislation. I am not presently aware of any great appetite on behalf of this Authority to seek changes to this particular legislation.  However, your letter does give the opportunity for the matter to be considered, by the full Authority at the January meeting.
Yours sincerely

DAVID BUTTERWORTH
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