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        DS
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London 
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23 April 2008

 

Dear Ms Cooper

 

Re: Eco Towns Proposal – Marston Vale and Marston Eco Town Proposal.
 

General Comment:
We find it laudable that the Government is finally taking some action to achieve its stated target of zero carbon development, however we find it totally reprehensible that this has taken the form of proposing 10 eco towns with a minimum of 5-10,000 homes that will be additional to the massive housing development planned under the various Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS). 

 

We find this a cynical exercise, more in line with “sound bite” policies than a serious political strategy to address climate change.  

 

We fully accept that there is a need for a step change in housing development particularly in respect of the need for affordable housing – that remain affordable. However since the then ODPM set up the regional assemblies, to deliver that step change in housing, they have been anything but affordable, failing to meet the Government 30% target, nor sustainable. We would remind you of House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee March 2006 – Sustainable Housing: A Follow Up Report – Conclusions and Recommendations  

 

“35 We remain deeply concerned that ODPM is determined to build new homes first, and then worry later, if at all, about how the supporting infrastructure can be provided. The communities that are created as a result of such a short sighted policy will be anything but sustainable”, 

 

48. The need to build new homes is seen as an absolute imperative and is used by the Government as a mandate to sweep aside any concerns that people may have about the environmental impacts of those plans. We find it deeply worrying that there is no appetite within the OPDM to take on the building sector and guarantee that these homes will be built to sufficiently high energy efficiency and environmental standards. What we find reprehensible is the clear signal from Government that it really does not matter that these homes are going to be built before supporting infrastructure is in place. And we reject the implication that the people for whom these new communities are intended will be so grateful to have a home, that they will be prepared to put up with substandard communities rather than sustainable communities.” 

 

The Code for Sustainable Homes whilst praise worthy is still a voluntary rather than a mandatory code, as the government has failed to grasp the nettle and address the vested interests of developers and the building sector. Indeed, the poachers appear to have become the estate managers in this scenario, setting up their own development frameworks, outside national and local democratically decided policies, with support from the government , which, in its drive to achieve housing numbers, is attempting to remove any obstacle to its targets, such as democratic local consultation. This bill appears to bow to pressure from the developer and building sector, weakening the policy of promoting brown field site development before green field development. 

 

We are also of the view that all new development should comply with the higher standards, and not just “eco towns”. 

 

Marston Vale and Marston Eco Town proposal by O & H Properties and Gallagher Estates:

We have studied this proposal and are totally opposed to Marston Vale becoming a site for 15,400 homes as set out in the O & H Properties proposal, plus an extension of the agreed Gallagher Estate at the Wixam’s  Elstow for 4,500 homes, an additional 2,500 homes over those planned.

 

This is not the first time this scheme has been put forward and we are concerned at the presentation in respect of this development, a consultant from David Lock Associates was present.  We note that Ms Yvette Cooper in March 2007 announced the appointment of Professor David Lock, to Chair of the Town and Country Planning Association, reporting to Government on further development of the criteria for eco-towns.  We are also aware that Professor David Lock used the Marston Vale proposal as an Eco Town example in a presentation in Australia in February 2008. We are concerned whether there are conflicts of interest here both in respect of the short listing of this proposal and its further consideration.    

 

Indeed if the eco town proposal is not successful, O & H Properties have stated that they will continue to press for development of the vale to realise their land investment.   

 

Our reasons for opposing the Marston Vale and Marston Eco Town Proposal are as follows:

 

Forest of Marston Vale:

The Forest of Marston Vale is one of 12 Community Forests in England set up around towns and cities in the early 1990’s to improve land affected by industrial use in the past.  In Marston Vale’s case, this was a former ‘Brickfields” and “brick making area” and the Forest is a joint initiative of the Countryside Agency and Forestry Commission in partnership with Bedfordshire County Council, Mid Bedfordshire District Council and Bedford Borough Council. 

 

The O& H proposal with its high number and density of housing, and large footprint employment sites (warehousing and distribution) will cut straight through the centre of the 61 square miles of the Forest of Marston Vale.

 

This Community Forest is of critical importance when taken in context with the panel reports on both the draft SE Plan, and the draft East of England Plan. These reports recommended 1,300 homes for the non growth area of Bedford, Kemston and North Marston Vale (65 per annum), 11,000 in Mid Bedfordshire (550 per annum around Ampthill, Flitwick, Biggleswade and Sandy) and 73,850 homes in Milton Keynes, with 10,400 to the east of the city.  The high  density development being carried out to meet Government targets means that the Forest will be a vital amenity to the growth centres in Bedford and Milton Keynes. In fact the Forest is part of the strategic Green Infrastructure for the growth area, identified by the Bedfordshire and Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium. 

 

It is of note that Para 5.159 of the panel report on the draft East of England Plan states 
“In our view the fact that there are as yet undelivered commitments and Local Plan allocations is not in itself an argument for increasing the SRS requirement. The strategy of focusing growth on the major urban areas would also be undermined by too demanding a requirement for an area like Mid Beds, made up of small settlements. Nevertheless, we consider that the nature of the District and its proximity to the growth locations presents significant further potential and further local growth needs, which would be unduly constrained by the level of provision proposed. We conclude that increasing provision to 11,000 dwellings, equivalent to 550 per annum, would better reflect the local potential without imposing undue pressure on local centres and infrastructure or housing development unrelated to local economic growth”
 

We note that O&H Properties in it`s proposal records that the Milton Keynes and South Midland Sub Regional Strategy rejected development within Marston Vale before 2021. We note also that corresponding to the argument delivered to the East of England Panel, namely that development should be allowed as housing delivery was not meeting its targets, Messrs O&H are now arguing that it should be allowed as it has the potential to deliver within a short timescale. We do not consider this is an appropriate argument to outweigh the environmental and other arguments against this large development in the Forest of Marston Vale. 

 

The Society would be supportive of some small developments of housing and employment but only in keeping with the vision of the Forest of  Marston Vale, to “recreate a mosaic of woodland, farmland and open spaces that once covered the area” creating a better place for the next generation. We can not support 22,000 homes, and large footprint employment (warehousing and distribution) despoiling the Forest of Marston Vale. It is of note, considering the maps in the proposal, and Google Earth,  that the majority of housing and employment areas shown in the plan, are on green field, and not brown field sites – particularly in the area west of Marston Mortaine. 

 

We should not have to remind you of the importance of this forest in respect of Climate Change – not just providing a resource for wood burning stoves for the proposed development.

 

Risk of Coalescence between Bedford and Milton Keynes:
We are of the view that irrespective of the pretty descriptions set out in the O & H proposal, this is nothing more than a ribbon development along the main transport routes between Milton Keynes and Bedford. It is certainly not an eco town with its own sense of community and sustainability.  There is a strong risk of coalescence between these two conurbations if this proposal were to be allowed, which of course would be against government policy. 

 

Messrs O & H Properties and a consultant from David Lock Associates, could not, on questioning, confirm or deny whether coalescence between Bedford and the eco town was present in their design, and could only state in respect of Milton Keynes that there would be a green buffer between Brogborough and the M1. 

 

We note comparisons made by Government, between eco towns and the garden cities built in the early 20th century to meet a shortfall in housing. We would suggest that Government revisits that analogy, before it makes such absurd comparisons, particularly in respect of this proposal.  The garden cities were a concept in the late 19th century to integrate town and countryside, developed by Ebenezer Howard. The driver for this concept was the problem of Victorian industrialisation forcing people to migrate out of the countryside into the cities  - stripping agriculture of its working population and causing overcrowding in the cities. The migration of the population led to disastrous living conditions in both the cities and the countryside for those without the money to get away from the worst of it. The overcrowding and the industrial pollution together with the lack of good water supplies, poor drainage, poverty and slum living conditions led to disease.  Hardly a suitable analogy for promoting eco towns!  

 

We will now address the proposal in detail. 

 

Landscape:

The Greensand Ridge and Cranfield Plateau surround the Marston Vale on three sides, and the views from and to these ridges are important. The vision and plans for Marston Vale Forest would enhance this natural feature. We do not agree with O & H Properties that  22,000 homes and large footprint employment areas will “celebrate” the ridge slope and floor of the valley – far from it. Whilst the Vale is marred in a few places by its industrial past, this is being addressed as part of the community forest initiative. 

 

 

Zero Carbon:

We note that O & H Properties state that they will provide a portfolio of employment locations within the development, with logistics and manufacturing close to M1, and a commercial core at Brogborough Lakes. However looking at the map on page 24, it is quite clear that car, and indeed lorry use within this sprawled ribboned development from Brogborough to Kempston Hardwick will be high, even if all employment were found within the development. The only stations on the Bedford to Bletchley line are at Woburn Sands and Aspley Guise, to the west of the M1, and Ridgemont, Lidlington, Millbrook, Stewartby and Kempston Hardwick to the east The Midland Main Line is well over to the east with the only new station proposed close to the Wixam`s development.

 

Sustainable public transport whether by rail or bus, requires that development is focused near railway stations, and or bus routes, not spread out in a series of small or larger settlements away from stations and bus routes. The only resident transport that will be used in this proposal is the car – there is little other option given the lay out of the settlements along the vale divorced from transport centres. 

 

We note the reference in the eco town proposal to the Cambridge Oxford Arc, and the proposal for the East West rail link. Both these have both been used in the argument over the location of Milton Keynes expansion.   However their relevance is most uncertain. Whilst there are rail links between Bedford and Bletchley, and indeed potential links between Bletchely and Oxford, there is no plan or government support to reinstate the missing rail track link between Bedford and Cambridge. We quote:-

“A report to EERA's transport forum, which met on 15 January, says there is "little support for re-instating the missing section of the proposed East-West rail link between Bedford and Cambridge". 

It says that the government is not protecting the route between Bedford and Cambridge - which is threatened by plans to build a rowing lake.”

The only enhanced links between Oxford and Cambridge are road links, and even they are not intact. For example the A421 between Milton Keynes and the main Oxford transport roads remains single carriageway. 

 

The inclusion of the Oxford/Cambridge Arc, and the East West Rail link is an aspiration/dream with little chance of realisation. 

 

We note that O&H Properties quote the use of water taxis. Surely they are not suggesting that residents and water taxis would use the as yet unbuilt canal as a through route to Bedford and Milton Keynes? We would suggest that they revisit the speed limits on canals. 

 

The reality is that most residents in this ribbon development proposal will either commute by car to employment within the area, or to stations in the area and then on to London, or drive to Milton Keynes or Bedford for employment purposes. There is no other logical method of transportation available to these sprawled settlements. 

 

Additionally with the growth areas of MK and Bedford (an area noted to have high deprivation), competing for local employment, it is difficult to see, other than low employment logistics and warehousing close to M1, what would attract major employers to this ribbon development.  

 

The whole design of this proposal, may be attractive to home buyers - pretty water, pretty settlements - but eco friendly it is not, irrespective of planned zero carbon houses. Having considered the proposal we note the number of shoulds and coulds – or, as described “breaking new ground” in respect of the development meeting the criteria for Level 6 of the Code for Sustainable Homes.  There is no new ground; already houses have been built that meet Level 6 of the Code Sustainable Homes. 

 

O & H properties have made it clear that irrespective of whether they get approval for an eco town, they will push to develop the land they own in the Marston Vale They speculated and, they want to see a return on their investment – quite understandable.  However co-ordinated strategic planning is not about giving free reign to developers to maximise their profits.   

 

Transport:

The Highways Agency recently had to revisit their modelling in respect of the dualing to the A421 and Junction 13 because of the increased housing numbers under the South East Plan and the Panel Report.  That remodelling confirmed that capacity was there to meet these requirements. However the model did not include a development of 22,000 homes and large footprint logistic and employment areas.  We have major concerns that the transport infrastructure will not be able to cope with the increased demand.

Infrastructure:
In respect of the MK expansion, it is already clear that, - a) tariff funding only meets 18% of the infrastructure required by development and - b) the Government has not been willing to fund the additional revenue requirements for health and education etc. In the current economic climate this is likely to get worse.  It is imperative if this sprawling proposal and any other proposal, is to be considered, that a commitment is made in respect of revenue funding for infrastructure, before or along with approval for any development.

 

Flooding and Water Drainage: 

Marston Vale is a clay vale surrounded by high land draining down through the vale to the River Ouse at Bedford, and from the Environment Agencies flood map, appears susceptible to flooding. Bearing that in mind together with the Habitats Assessment of October 2007 showing the combined impact on water quantity and quality caused from both the South East and the East of England Plans on the Ouse Washes, a major risk can be identified. 

No substantial development in the Vale should even be considered without a full flood risk, and Habitats Assessment, not just for the Vale, but also for the sites affected by increased run off and changes in water quality. 

 

For all the reasons stated above we oppose this proposal. We will make more detailed representation as part of the public consultation, which we trust, despite the Government’s drive to meet its housing number targets, must surely be forthcoming. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

W.R.Cuttell

Chairman

Web site:  http://www.woburnsandsanddistrictsociety.org

 

Cc.  Nadine Dorries MP, House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA

 

PAGE  
6

