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International Centre for the Uplands - Cumbria
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Visual Design Standards and Eco- Design in Cumbrian Homes
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1. 
Introduction

The International Centre for the Uplands – Cumbria is a research–think–action organisation funded by Rural Regeneration Cumbria and Cumbria County Council. Managed by Lancaster University, we are charged with being research based, but with doing research that is directly applicable to, and empowers communities and institutions, by providing an evidence base from which policy development, sustainable development and land management of the uplands can be discussed, challenged and developed.
There are many issues surrounding housing in the uplands. Pressure for homes is created by a lack of new build due to planning restrictions and a large uptake of the existing housing stock as second homes. The affordability issues that are created by this are of a national and international nature, and are being addressed in Cumbria by the CSP Task force for affordable housing, the Cumbria Rural Housing Trust and the LDNPA, among others.  In addition the Cumbria Sub-Regional Housing Group (CSRHG) formed by officers from the various district councils in Cumbria is tackling and range of issues including affordability and regeneration.

The current national and international policy interest in issues of energy efficiency and reduction in carbon emissions often appears lost in strategies, discussions and development plans on cultural and economic aspects of the uplands. Although renewables are being addressed by exemplar and community based projects, these, without some major expansion into individual homes will not provide the savings sought to reduce carbon emissions or to guard against interruption of supply into the future as fossil fuels become scarce.

At the Upland Centre we feel that although the number of new build and substantial renovation opportunities in Cumbria is limited, an area valued so much for biodiversity, and natural landscape should, arguably, be at the forefront of incorporation of energy efficiency measures.  Yet the incorporation of larger scale renewables is perceived by many to have an unacceptable visual impact whilst micro-scale renewables options are currently not widely incorporated. This is undoubtedly partly due to cost, but equally there may be a perceived or real limitation to incorporating these into homes due to the requirements to maintain the visual aspects of the uplands as cultural landscapes. 
In addition to renewables the issue of sustainable construction is also important. In upland landscapes in the past, building construction was vernacular, built of local stone with limited foundations. This provided both local employment, and a natural energy efficiency of construction resources. The importing of building materials into the uplands from great distances and the impacts on the resource areas are worthy of consideration as we move to protect the visual aspects of the upland environment. The landscape architect Nan Fairbrother said “if the view from our window is still Arcadian we are living at the expense of someone else’s landscape”, 
As upland dwellers lead increasingly urban style lives there will inevitably be new and changing pressures on energy consumption and provision in the uplands as well as pressure on sustainable use of resources. The Upland Centre aims to develop some research surrounding these issues, to collate relevant data, in a format that is useful to those working on sustainability at grassroots level, and in developing local policies. The proposal sent out prior to this meeting sets out a possible work agenda and the meeting was convened to discuss aspects of the research agenda and to ensure relevance to local stakeholders.
After this brief introduction to the Upland Centre the scope of the research proposed on environmentally sensitive housing was discussed. Main discussion areas are presented under headings below.
2. Meeting Discussions 

Definitions of Uplands 
A general need to better define uplands for Upland Centre projects was identified. It was noted that if the Upland Centre is to maintain its remit of multidisciplinary working across a range of scientific and cultural subject areas the definition of uplands needed to be broad, and to encompass some low altitude settlement areas which were directly affected by the upland landscapes that surrounded them. This was not however a reason to exclude a definition of uplands, but a reason to define the uplands for each project. This definition would have some impact on the way the following issues were incorporated into any research design. 
Comparisons with other areas
There is much information readily available on energy consumption and renewables and the impact of these. The value of any work done by the Upland Centre would be in developing some upland-lowland comparisons both for efficacy of various micro-renewables technologies, and for the ecological footprinting differences between upland and lowland lifestyles and consequent energy resource needs and transport needs.

The work on determining the need for eco-homes is not new, however looking at the contrast between uplands and lowlands could be useful as a starting point. 
There is a need to examine the overlapping geographies, for example, retired people in the uplands may have very different needs and movements to young families with children of school age.
Contrast between upland and lowland in terms of energy supply, % loss due to distance to source of production, costs of provision to remote dwellings, interruptions in supply etc would provide some interesting comparisons.  Comparisons of rural v urban populations, upland v lowland and the difference in ecological footprint between these are all important aspects.
Incorporation of renovation and conversion issues as well as new build 
If the upland focus is narrow then the relevance of work on sustainable buildings may be quite limited, due both to the lack of allowance of new build in designated areas and to the sparseness of existing build in attitudinally defined upland areas.
Although there is a need to routinise good practice in new building, existing stock forms a large part of uplands housing stock and there is a need to discover and promote best practice for amending homes within their existing structure and this is just as important as developing new homes.
A holistic approach to use of energy and carbon emissions

The sparseness of the housing in the uplands mean that many important issues surround the development of sustainable communities, and without sustainable communities the requirements for high levels of travel to and from work, shops, service etc from people living in isolated dwellings is far more important an issue in terms of carbon production than is the energy use within the home.
Any work on building development should take into account location and lifecycle as well as sustainable design and construction.
There was a feeling that the research needed to be linked in to research on sustainable communities to be more holistic. Issues of spatial planning, travelling distance to shops, and work needed to be tied in. Some useful work has just been done by the LDNPA (Land Use Consultants 2004) and this highlights that whilst people who live in the lake district often commute outwards to higher paid jobs in urban areas, there is also a daily migration into the lake district of lower paid workers especially in the in the tourism and service industries. In terms of energy and carbon outputs this situation is not sustainable or desirable. 

There could be some useful work done on assessing the critical thresholds for sustainable communities i.e. numbers of locals needed to support local service provision. This could assist in the process of establishing need beyond the strictly present need of local families. If a critical mass was reached villages could sustain their own local services. There are some upland specific conflicts faced by planners when implementing planning policy as the requirements for development in key service areas do not fit with other policies for developing local sustainable communities in areas of sparse population with limited transport infrastructure. Research that explored these inconsistencies and suggested novel ways forward could be of benefit.
The LDNPA and Councils are already progressing work on these issues. They have a report on the social and economic profile of the Lake District which includes travel to work patterns etc, and demonstrates that many people in low paid jobs actually travel in to the Lake District whilst others commute out. The LDNPA are also looking to do some whole community needs surveys but this will depend on successful funding bids.

The need to look at these issues was stressed as this can sometimes be more important in creating greenhouse gasses than the houses we live in. 

One option suggested in which the Upland Centre might become involved is to design the low impact house, and then see how the house would impact locally. This could be an interesting way of testing housing need. If the impacts were for an economically vibrant village, with an opportunity to develop local community facilities such as village shops etc then the double positive input would strengthen the planning case. 
Another suggestion was to write to all the Cumbrian planning authorities and to ask them for their views on their new build policies in the light of PPS7. A case might be made that a new development that passed sustainability tests (including renewables in combination with community functionality) might be permitted in the countryside. 

The impact of weekend homes on the energy sustainability of communities

Weekend homes are not sustainable and create large issues of housing need and affordability. In addition they may not add much to the sustainability of a community as their expenditure within the community is possibly low. A better balance between weekend and holiday homes, and locally occupied homes with local employment must be found. The impact of second homes and holiday homes on the energy efficiency of a community should be examined in a holistic way looking at the links to provision of services for locals etc.
These issues are especially important to sparse rural populations which are currently limited in their growth by planning restrictions and strict interpretation of the structure plan concept of key service centres. Without critical mass communities are likely to have a large ecological footprint caused by travel to essential services such as shops etc. 
Perceptions and Habits

There is still however a barrier to development of eco-housing by a lack of public motivation. It is important is to look at habits, why people do what they do, and whether they fully understand the consequences of their actions? This type of work is within the perceptions work that ICU-C is proposing. The idea of structured interviews and illustrating, the consequences of actions could all come out as part of a baseline review and key facts booklet. There may be a need to present possibilities and to see what may be acceptable and what would need to be changed. This could fit well into ICU-C preparations of scenario models for a forthcoming conference. This could illustrate the various consequences of actions or of carrying on as usual with housing developments and then determine the options for changing of habits by the presenting of positive ideas of ways forward.
The cost savings of incorporating energy saving features are limited, and very low compared with incomes, and therefore provide little incentive. Recent spikes in energy costs may become more long term and then provide some increased incentive. The key is to demonstrate the technologies available and use these demonstrations to move forward. This is already being done in the form of demonstration projects in village halls etc. The capacity building is there, but there is not necessarily the research alongside it to understand the full impact of the capacity building. ICU-C should look into what work and research is available, and what research could link onto these existing projects in Cumbria. 

The key is then how to take this knowledge forward and drive policy that is proactive, rather than prescriptive. This can be driven by a better understanding of habits and reluctances to change them.
We need to look at tradeoffs that will make people accept new technologies and changes to their homes, and look at community ownership ideas to make initiatives more attractive. We also need to acknowledge the technological limitations, running electric metres backwards is still a very difficult technology.

We also need to work out the economics of living sustainably and to make it ordinary and normal to pay to live sustainably. This may be helped by the new buyers pack. 

One strong issue to address is market forces, there was a feeling that rural people may be spending more for their energy requirements without realising it. A comparison of the gains of eco-technologies and renewables to someone living in an upland area where oil or gas is transported in may actually be greater than the average cost. There are also possibilities that electricity is subsidised by that average cost, when remote provision is considered. These issues need to be examined to get at the real costs and provide a leverage for action.

There is a need to establish how much of this applies to existing stock, and how much to new stock. 

There is also a need to establish the realities of the spend on renewables. Eg the money could be spent saving a small amount of energy per year on heating a village hall, or on providing a bus service to prevent individual cars transporting children to school. 

We need to establish ways of challenging the views of people and institutions. For example Merton District Council in London now have a policy that all new build must have a 15% contribution to renewables. 
Design and the visual landscape
We need to be aware that the issue of design may be problematic, we need to establish what visual changes would be needed to achieve better energy efficiency and this must be done by area as to some extent there is no typical Cumbria home. There is a danger that the visual landscape is regarded as too subjective, yet if we are to develop design methodologies this is an issue that requires attention. The current limitations on build are imposed by a value judgement of landscape aesthetic, but the questions of compromise may be important. Do people expect a difference in the uplands and are they willing to put up with less energy efficiency or put up with more change to gain energy efficiency.  These issues can only be tackled with a build up of education. 

Sustainability may be better achieved by using vernacular architecture in new designs rather than maintaining the historical look of housing by using imported resources.

The opportunities for energy efficiency are more easily met by the replenishment of housing stock. This is an issue for the uplands, but again perceptions are not well tested.

3. Summary of main points and how we intend to use them to develop research

The Upland Centre will use the comments made in this scoping workshop to further develop research into environmentally sensitive housing in the uplands.

There are two main threads to the drive for energy efficiency.

1. The need to mitigate against future climate change by reducing emissions of carbon dioxide and other gases into the atmosphere by the burning of fossil fuels.

2. The need to develop alternatives to fossil fuels due to the reduction in availability and the increasing political instability of supply into the future.

In general there is a need for the Upland Centre to focus on where the uplands fit into these planned reductions in consumption of energy and fossil fuels. This can be done by comparisons of upland and lowland supply and use. We need to broaden the focus of our research to incorporate holistic lifestyle approach to measuring energy use and the potential impact of increased renewables uptake. We also need to broaden the baseline review to show how this links with the whole issue of sustainable communities, and that energy issues and renewables may be as key to sustainable communities as economics and housing need.
Although there is already work done on community projects and on sustainable communities the Upland Centre can fit in with this by examining community sustainability from an energy rather than economic sustainability perspective. The Upland Centre could use its independent position to challenge some orthodoxies about the uplands and protected areas in terms of the current limited capacity for new build, and the effect that this preservation of landscape has on the ecological footprints of resident in areas external to the park and on a national and international level.
4. Responding to Government Consultations
There are three relevant consultations out at present
The ODPM Code For Sustainable Homes

Issued 2nd December Response date 6th March 2006
http://www.odpm.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1162094
The DTI Energy Review

Issued 23rd January Response date 14th April 2006
http://www.dti.gov.uk/energy/review/index.shtml 
The DTI consultation on sustainable construction 

Issued 2nd February 2006 Response date 26th April 2006 http://www.dti.gov.uk/construction/sustain/scstrategy.htm 
The Upland Centre will respond to this consultation by the closing date. We plan to respond under our own name, but using comments from the meeting. If anyone would like to be named on the consultation and to “own” their comments please let HS know. If there are any further comments please also let HS know by the 1st March so that they can be incorporated.

Some breakout discussion centred on the Code for Sustainable Homes. 

Comments were:

That the concept of the code was welcomed and it was felt that a simple star rating system was probably the best approach, however, the system was seen as short term in that its lower scores are being rapidly overtaken by European statutory requirements. 
The consultation is seen as a missed opportunity for devising a system that would apply across the board to new houses and renovation and as a means of scoring energy efficiency in a house pack made available at time of house sale.  
It was important to find some way of recording and recognising within the score whether any management plan was being implemented. 
It was felt that post construction tests were probably a good idea. It might initially be unpopular with builders but might help drive up standards.
5. Scope for development of a group to meet regularly
As the upland centre develops its research it would be beneficial to have continuing discussions or research progress and direction. In addition the Cumbria Sub-Regional Housing Group (CSRHG) does not currently seem to have a dedicated environmentally sensitive housing section on its agenda. We intend to explore the possibilities of developing a group to comment on issues of planning and housing and community structure relevant to energy efficiency and carbon emissions. The Upland Centre would be keen to hear of those interested in this idea.
6. Alternative Funding Sources
There may be some scope to use the Leonardo Programme to arrange a trip to obtain international insights and experience into incorporating renewables into homes. 
7. Work already done and data sources identified during the meeting
CEEAC have already done work on solar panel perceptions and refusals.

The 40% House report has just been published through the environmental change network in Oxford:. http://www.40percent.org.uk/ 
The LDNPA have recently published A social and Economic Profile of the Lake District National Park. Prepared by Land Use Consultants September 2004. http://www.lake-district.gov.uk/lake_district_docs/051116final_luc_report_version_for_partners.pdf 
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