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Introduction

This paper assesses the robustness of the 2006 study ‘Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation Needs Assessment for the Thames Valley Region’, which was carried out by Tribal Consulting.  The study was jointly commissioned by local authorities in the Association of Councils in the Thames Valley Region (ACTVaR), including all five Oxfordshire local authorities and Oxfordshire County Council.  

The five Oxfordshire local authorities and Oxfordshire County Council have prepared this paper jointly as part of the process of preparing advice for the Regional Assembly (SEERA) on the required provision.

We use the methodology contained in the Communities and Local Government (CLG) publication ‘Preparing Regional Spatial Strategy reviews on Gypsies and Travellers by regional planning bodies’ (March 2007).  The benchmarking tool (Step 2), comprising a set of questions, forms the structure for this response.  In a paper ‘District Level Pitch Requirement Distribution and Options’ SEERA encourages local authorities to benchmark their own Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation Assessments (GTAAs) using the CLG methodology to ensure that any gaps or inconsistencies are appropriately filled or corrected.  

	Summary

The projections of indicative need by local authority in the ACTVaR GTAA should be used with caution.  Many of the assumptions used to generate the figures are higher than examples from other GTAAs given in the CLG benchmarking tool. 

In particular the GTAA is likely to have over-estimated needs arising from concealed households, new household formation and movements from housing to sites.

The methodology involved developing assumptions from 164 interviews across the ACTVaR area (of which none were in Oxford or VoWH), and multiplying them with figures for existing Gypsy and Traveller household numbers in each authority.  It did not use the detailed information from the questionnaire survey on where households have moved from, and where they want to be.  

The most fundamental problem is that working up figures of need based on existing numbers has resulted in the apparent greatest need falling in areas where the greatest contribution has already been made.  The GTAA is not a sound guide to where future need should be met, and would reinforce the existing distribution.


Benchmarking exercise

	Q1: Are all appropriate groups considered in the assessment?

	Omission of Travelling Showpeople.

No New Age Travellers were included in questionnaire survey in any part of the ACTVaR area (put down to low numbers in the area), although any present on unauthorised encampments would have been counted in the twice yearly CLG caravan counts.

Excludes Travelling Showpeople

	Q2: Is the survey method used generally reliable?

	Survey method generally clear and robust.  Long questionnaire, covering health and education needs as well as accommodation needs.  Many questions were multiple choice/ fixed category answer type, which, whilst useful for analytical purposes, may in some cases have prompted the answers given.  164 interviews were held across ACTVaR study area.  The sample frame was estimated to be 10-20% of the total local Gypsy and Traveller population.

However, it cannot be assumed to be representative.  Firstly, 82% of respondents were female and we do not know how that might affect stated future housing aspirations.  Secondly, those dissatisfied with current accommodation may be more motivated to participate in the study, and by visiting sites and offering £10 to respondents, there may be multiple response from the same family/ group with the same needs.  Para. 1.2.13 explains that additional participants were often recruited by the fieldworker asking the person interviewed if they knew others on the site who would be interested in taking part.  This could result in double counting and, especially when asking about future household formation, could magnify apparent needs.  Also most questions refer to ‘need’ which can be openly interpreted if not qualified by further questions (e.g. relating to concealed households – questionnaire in Appendix A, questions F19-25). Thirdly, the survey was conducted during summer months when some households would be travelling.  

No interviews were held within two of the Oxfordshire local authorities: the Vale of White Horse and Oxford City.  There are no permanent sites within Oxford City, and low and fluctuating numbers of unauthorised caravans, so it would have been difficult to obtain interviews here, although it would have been useful to seek out housed Gypsies and Travellers.  There were three permanent sites within the Vale of White Horse district at the time of the study, but researchers could find no residents willing to take part.  For Oxford particularly, the omission raises the issue of whether the overall analysis, based wholly on evidence derived from (mainly rural) areas outside Oxford, provides a credible evidence base for the highly urbanised Oxford.

The need for transit needs was not calculated; generally small numbers and low demand at existing sites were reported (para 3.2.1).  

A new Circular and draft practice guidance came out half way through the contract, which among other things, highlighted the need to include Travelling Showpeople.  

Findings from the survey were analysed on an ACTVaR-wide basis and used to develop assumptions (e.g. 12% of Gypsies and Travellers on authorised sites would take up housing if offered).  Then local figures for each authority were calculated by multiplying these assumptions with existing Gypsy and Traveller household numbers in each local authority area.  This involved factoring up assumptions built on often small response numbers (of which none were from Oxford or VoWH), using uncertain estimates of total base population, and multiplying them with figures for existing household numbers in each authority which are in themselves contestable. 

The brief did not require more detailed work e.g. analysing survey responses by local authority area, or taking account of where people wanted to travel or move to.   While this could have been useful, the small sample numbers in each authority would not be statistically robust, and there would have been confidentiality constraints. 

Broad ranging questionnaire, although more in-depth probing may have been appropriate to qualify issue of need versus aspiration in some cases.  Sampling frame adequate from a regional perspective, but failed to include interviews in two of the five Oxfordshire local authorities.

	Q3: What allowance is made for current overcrowding, or concealed households or doubling up on authorised sites?

	Interviews asked about concealed households.  An assumption was derived from this that the number of concealed households requiring site accommodation represents 12.5% of total current Gypsy and Traveller households in each local authority area.  This includes households on authorised sites, in housing and on unauthorised sites and encampments, whereas the CLG benchmarking tool refers to authorised sites only, and mentions possible a figure of 10% of pitches on authorised sites being overcrowded.  Excluding unauthorised sites from the calculation makes sense in that these sites are not usually constrained by formal pitch demarcation, so households add additional caravans and take up more space as needed.  Unauthorised sites tend to be temporary in nature and arranged by residents themselves to meet their own current requirements.  

The table in section 4.5.2 shows that average Gypsy and Traveller household size for the authorities in Oxfordshire ranges from 2.4 to 3.68 persons, which is considerably smaller than the average of just under 4 persons per household found in studies reviewed in the CLG guidance (p.30).  Furthermore in Cherwell district, the average Gypsy and Traveller household size found in the survey (2.4) is smaller than amongst the general population (2.43).  Smaller households in Oxfordshire suggests less overcrowding, and is likely to mean fewer concealed households and fewer households forming from them in future.  

Response numbers on this question were low (just 11 respondents reporting a total of 22 existing concealed households), and less than a quarter had registered on a waiting list of any type (para. 4.6.5).  It seems questionable to calculate from this that there are 143 concealed households requiring site accommodation across the study area.  Particularly as the figure used for the total number of Gypsies and Travellers households in the ACTVaR area (1,192) is itself an estimate, and includes 40% (477) supposed to be living in houses, although there is little evidence for this. 

As an example, the GTAA estimates a further 1 pitch is needed to accommodate concealed households in Oxford City.  However the precise figure calculated as 12.5% of the total assumed households (in the case of Oxford, 12.5% of 6 unauthorised caravans – assumed equivalent to 3.75 households – plus 2.5 households in bricks and mortar) works out as 0.78 households, which has been rounded up to 1.  These calculations are based on a caravan count which was substantially higher than the average (see critique of snapshot data at q.5 below).  Given the doubts about assumed proportion of concealed households, the district need figures cannot be seen as robust.

Doubling up does not necessarily equate to overcrowding, or indicate a need for additional pitches. The CLG benchmarking tool explains at page 27 the cultural preference for living in extended families.  There is a tradition for adult children to remain in the parental home until marriage, and then afterwards occupy separate trailers/ caravans alongside if there is room on the pitch.  Some of the newer authorised sites in Oxfordshire have pitches large enough for 4 or 5 caravans.  Few respondents in the ACTVaR survey reported overcrowding: 66% felt that their site had the right number of people on it, 21% said that their site was under-used, and only 13% said that their site was overcrowded (para. 3.2.18). 

In South Oxfordshire the total caravan capacity on authorised sites would be 74 if all double pitches held their full capacity of two caravans.  The numbers of caravans on these sites have fluctuated in recent CLG counts from 20 (Jan 04), to 64 (Jul 04, Jan 05), to 42 (Jul 05), as shown by graph on p.167.  This indicates that there could be capacity for some families to meet their current and future needs by expanding onto the other half of existing pitches (see also response to q.6).

Likely to over-estimate need arising from concealed households. 

	Q4: What allowance is made for needs arising from current unauthorised developments?

	Unauthorised development is included in calculating demand on a one-for-one basis.  The number of unauthorised pitches in each authority’s area is simply added to the indicative need for additional permanent pitches for that authority.  This assumes that households would want to live in the district they are currently in, and that they would want to live on a permanent authorised site.

Furthermore, unauthorised pitches are included in the baseline figures for estimating concealed households and future household formation, raising total need figures for authorities with unauthorised sites. 

We note that the CLG guidance states that anything less than one-for-one replacement will need careful justification, but the presence of an unauthorised development in one district does not necessarily mean that that location is the preferred option among the Gypsy and Traveller communities (for example, they may have been moved from an adjoining area) or is the most desirable in planning terms.
Levels of unauthorised development fluctuate.  To capture a snapshot and translate this into requirement for each authority is dubious.  For instance, in South Oxfordshire a considerable proportion of the overall indicative need for permanent pitches (28) was derived from numbers at the unauthorised Hadden Hill site at the time of the study (8). This was the subject of an enforcement appeal which was dismissed, and the site has now been vacated.

Addressed but distribution to each authority questionable.  When looking at the district level, averaging time-series data is likely to give a clearer picture.

	Q5: What allowance is made for needs arising from unauthorised encampment?

	Unauthorised encampment is included in calculations of demand.  CLG caravan count data was used, but it is not clear whether this is a snapshot (suggested at 6.2.4) or an average (page 67).  The same methodological issues surrounding ‘snapshot’ data arise as with q4.

To translate caravan count data into number of pitches, a ratio was applied of 1.6 caravans to 1 pitch.  CLG advises a ratio of 1.7 : 1 in the CLG benchmarking tool.  Using the recommended ratio would have lowered figures in the GTAA by approx. 5 across the ACTVaR area.   

Some of the households counted in spot counts on unauthorised encampments will be travelling to weddings, fairs, funerals etc., visiting relatives, doing seasonal work or just passing through, and may have permanent pitches elsewhere.  So correctly, rather than translate unauthorised numbers into need on a one- for-one basis, Tribal adjusted the GTAA figure downwards.  This was done twice, (i) to take account of stated need for accommodation in the Thames Valley region (68%), and (ii) to take account of proportion stating preference for site accommodation (89%).  However it is not clear how the survey questions and responses from interviewees in roadside encampments (Appendix A, Part M) have translated into these percentage adjustments.  Overall across the ACTVaR area the GTAA makes a downward adjustment from 48 households to 29 treated as needing a new pitch.  This is 60%; considerably higher than the method proposed in the CLG benchmarking guidance: 10-20% of average encampments considered to need a new pitch (p.29).

CLG guidance states that an allowance should be made where unauthorised encampments are a common occurrence.  Therefore an assessment of frequency should be made as well as distinguishing between transit and local need.  This would be addressed by averaging caravan count data (e.g. last 3 or 5 counts) instead of snapshot data.
Addressed but likely to over-estimate need. Again, distribution to each authority questionable 

	Q6: What allowance is made for future population growth and household formation?

	A very high rate was assumed for the number of households likely to form in next five years: 17% of current household numbers.  The level was based on interview results, with households identifying members who would want to form their own households in the future.  The potential for double counting because of the method used to recruit research participants is raised under q1 above. 

The rate of 17% for a 5 year period produces a slightly higher result than the rate suggested in the CLG benchmarking tool of 3% per annum compound over 5 years.  Tribal have applied the 17% growth figures to all households, including the housed population (para. 6.8.3).  The CLG benchmarking tool recommends applying growth multipliers only to authorised sites and unauthorised developments (i.e. excluding those in housing and on unauthorised encampments), which would make the household formation figures for the ACTVaR area lower still: baseline 639 with 3% pa compound growth produces 101.7 additional households, around half the result in the ACTVaR GTAA.   

The number of interview responses to this question was low (just 18 respondents reporting a total of 28 future concealed households).  As with existing concealed households (q.3) there is a statistical problem of using small numbers and an uncertain base population to generate the figure given (195 new households forming 2006-2011).  
It is questionable whether this is likely to be accurate over this short time period, or represent hopes/ aspirations for family members.  Some respondents may not have taken account of marriages/partnerships that will be formed with others from the same area, which would reduce the overall need for additional pitches.  

As explained under q.3 above, the study data suggests there could be some capacity on the authorised sites in South Oxfordshire for families to expand onto the other half of double pitches.  This could reduce the need for additional pitches in a way consistent with the strong preference to live near family members. 

Likely to over-estimate need from new household formation

	Q7: What allowance is made for net movement between sites and housing?

	The sample frame for housed Gypsy and Traveller households was small (just 34 out of the 164 interviews, which is 20%).  Of these only 3 interviewees were in Oxfordshire.  The small sample size suggests that it might have been difficult to find respondents who live in housing.  However, the GTAA assumes high numbers in housing: 40% of the overall known Gypsy and Traveller population in each local authority area, making a total of 477 across the ACTVaR area.  This is a higher proportion than the Cambridgeshire GTAA, which assumed a third in housing.  The GTAA reports at para. 6.2.5 that local stakeholders have suggested that the proportion in housing may be lower in rural areas.  Since most of Oxfordshire is rural, 40% may well be an over-estimate. 

In the absence of research on the proportions in housing, using a simple percentage estimate may be acceptable at regional level, but it is questionable to derive need in each local authority in this way.  There is a lack of evidence on whether there is a direct relationship between the number of pitches and the numbers of gypsies and travellers in housing.  It may be that districts with higher levels of site provision have lower numbers in housing.  The study methodology results in authorities with no sites or encampments having no Gypsies and Travellers in housing, and thus no requirement from this category.

The GTAA allows for both movement from housing to sites (137 across the ACTVaR area over 5 years) and from sites to housing (assumed to be much lower at 67 over 5 years).  The CLG benchmarking tool cites net movement from housing to sites of 5-10% based on other GTAAs.

The GTAA makes an assumption that 30% of those in housing have an ‘effective need’ to move onto sites (i.e. would accept a place on a site if offered).  The survey results had found over 50% of those in housing would prefer site based accommodation, but this was adjusted downwards because it was much higher than the proportion found in other recent studies elsewhere, and because less than half (38%) of the housed interviewees expressed a need to move to meet their accommodation needs.  These high levels could reflect a statement of cultural identity rather than an actual intention.  If further pitches were to be provided they would not necessarily result in Gypsies and Travellers leaving housing, since this could disrupt children’s education or the medical care of a family member.  Furthermore the location of new sites and the community mix on the sites, for example, may not meet their individual requirements.
The study authors recognise the weakness of the information collected on the housed population (para. 34), and advise that housing colleagues and the Police are involved in future projections of need.  

South Oxfordshire DC - Housing Officers report that whilst some Gypsies had been housed they were doubtful as to whether the number in the district was as high as suggested.  More importantly they were not aware of any pressure from those housed to move to site accommodation.  They considered that young adults were more likely to seek permanent housing. 

Cherwell DC - Housing Officers and RSLs have been informally consulted about the allowance for net movement between sites and housing (from a housing perspective).  This information is anecdotal, but gives us the best ‘feel’ of the current position.  The study assumption of 40% of the overall population in housing would seem to be rather high, and there would be little anecdotal information to suggest that those currently housed would want to move to site accommodation.  We do know that a small number of Travelling families from the immediate local area have established tenancies within the local district.  It appears to be that former Travellers can claim serious housing needs and be accommodated, and after a short time they could move on and travel.  This small number of cases suggests that tenancies are not always sustainable, which could generate movement between housing and site accommodation.

Oxford City - there is no known evidence to suggest any housed Gypsy or Traveller population (though it should be pointed out that as no problem of this kind has been identified to date, there has been no monitoring of these ethnic groups for housing need purposes).
Likely to significantly overestimate numbers in housing and the need for sites from those in housing

	Q8: What allowance is made for net movement between the study area and elsewhere?

	No allowance is made for inward or outward migration specifically (para. 6.15.2).  However the caravan count data for unauthorised encampments would incorporate these flows.   

There is a general difficulty for GTAAs, recognised in the CLG benchmarking tool, of how to estimate the need for those living in other areas to be in the study area, and vice versa.  They may balance each other out, although the tool suggests migration towards more prosperous areas, so ignoring net migration may lead to under-estimating pitch requirements in the south of England and especially in the area around Greater London.  Any adjustment might best be made by SEERA at a later stage in the SE Plan partial review process. 

Migration not addressed, leading to possible under-estimate

	Q9: What allowance is made for Gypsy and Traveller accommodation aspirations?

	The questionnaire covered aspirations in detail.  The relationship between need, demand and aspiration can be tricky.  The CLG benchmarking tool clearly states that pitch requirements are to be based on need rather than aspirations. The GTAA however makes reference to Article 8(1) of the Human Rights Act 1998, “which has been recently interpreted as guaranteeing the right to respect for the traditional way of life of a minority, except where interference is necessary for the protection of others” (GTAA paragraph 6.11.2).  The GTAA argues that preference for site accommodation equates to a need because of the recognised cultural preference for many Gypsies and Travellers to live in site based accommodation.  So the GTAA translates all those expressing possible need (e.g. aspirations for family members to form new households) into need for new pitches on a one-for-one basis, scaling the interview results up into needs for the whole ACTVaR area.  

The GTAA collected information on preferred site size, tenure and location which will be useful to the RPB and LPAs at the later stages of planning distribution and allocating land.  In terms of preferred future site tenure, 63% of interview respondents reported that they would like to own their own site, but of these only 31% considered this to be something they could possibly afford to do.   

Some deviation from the CLG guidance on defining aspiration versus need.  Useful data collected on preferred site size, tenure and location to inform later stages of work.

	Q10: Are any other factors taken into account on the need/demand side of the model?

	No.



	Q11: What assumptions are made about supply of pitches over the assessment period?

	Includes planned new provision, allowance for turnover, unused/derelict pitches being restored to use, and additional supply though households moving from sites into housing.  Assumes local authorities will take action to bring all derelict pitches back into use, but in fact local authorities cannot act on private sites.  

For Oxfordshire the GTAA supply figures assume 4 pitches in VoWH will be brought back into use, and 8 planned pitches in West Oxfordshire will come into use.  There are no derelict pitches in Oxfordshire on the sites managed by the County Council. 

Addresses supply comprehensively

	Q12: Overall, are there any obvious inadequacies, omissions or double-counting?

	The GTAA gives a full account of the assumptions used and indicates which elements of the need calculation are more/less reliable using a traffic light system.  Concealed households, movement between housing and sites, and additional household formation are shown in red as being the least robust elements.

Para. 23 explains the problem with splitting data to the local authority level, and the consequence that authorities with an existing higher level of provision are accorded higher future need.  Paragraph 23 also makes clear that need identified at a local authority level does not necessarily indicate that those needs have to be met in that local authority area.  The findings are acknowledged to be less reliable at a local than ACTVaR-wide level (para. 20).

No interviews were held in Oxford City or the Vale of White Horse.  The GTAA methodology assumes that the survey findings, based on clusters across a wide geographical area, can be applied uniformly to all districts within that area.  The issue is most acute for Oxford: the survey results were derived from predominantly rural districts and do not take account of Oxford’s unique social and spatial characteristics.  The need suggested is derived from applying regionally built assumptions to snapshot counts.  In the cases of Oxford City and South Oxfordshire, the snapshot counts for unauthorised sites were significantly higher than average.  There is concern therefore that need has been overestimated.

The study does not comprehensively address the need for transit sites, which are hard to research because of population movements and the influence of transit site provision in neighbouring areas (para. 25).  Any future analysis of transit need should include consideration of movement patterns and destinations.

More use could have been made of the detailed information gathered in survey, e.g. on plans for moving, and preferred locations for additional pitches.

The study’s calculations are not always transparent.  In particular it would be useful to see figures for assumed population by local authority.  This would help reveal how figures for concealed households were derived, and those in housing but with a need for site accommodation, which have a significant effect on overall indicative need.  

Study consistently over-estimates requirements 
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