ECO TOWNS UPDATE – the ten remaining eco (if that is an appropriate description) town bids faced Session 2 of the eco town challenge in July 2008, followed by Department for Communities progress report and Sustainability Assessment Scoping report.  The Forest of Marston Vale and villages in the area  remains under severe threat . 

ECO TOWNS UPDATE – the bids remaining, are Marston Vale, Hanley Grange (now in question after Welcome and Tesco withdrawal), Rossington, Ford, Weston Otmoor, Bordon-Whitehill, Pennbury, Middle Quinton, North East Elsenham, and St Austell, following the withdrawal of some bids. 

Session 2 of the Eco- town challenge (published 31.7.08) was these bids and the changes they have made following the first session, considered by the stated independent expert panel. It is notable that whilst the original schemes are available for scrutiny following developer consultation, there is no record available of the changes the developers have made following the first session and the panel’s recommendations – just the comments of the panel over improvements or not. In the case of Marston Vale the original scheme was a sprawl of small settlements and large footprint employment (but low salary employment potential) along the vale and A421 from Brogborough to Kempston with no discernable transport hub, and mostly on Greenfield sites – not brownfield as espoused. The scheme also threatened coalescence between the expanding MK and Bedford. 

The panel (and indeed the Govt), as at Session 1 appear to broadly favourable to this bid, more so than other bids  - the language of both is markedly different when considering Marston Vale as against other bids. (It has to be wondered whether this is the David Lock influence – adviser to CLG on the criteria for eco towns, and consultants with OH Properties on the Marston Vale bid). Other than broadly favourable comments from the panel, - the panel has at least commented on one of the big issues with this eco town bid – that of transport. It is not credible that all but a few of the 15,000 home residents will work in the eco town area – therefore there will be travel to MK, Bedford and London – let alone the travel required within the proposed town due to its sprawling nature.  Messrs OH Properties are apparently are proposing to encourage electric car use, and electric buses.   Proposing the use of Caen Twisto rapid bus technology mixing guided electrical operation with unguided diesel. The panel also want more detail to support the proposed 3 tones per annum residents carbon footprint – (so much for zero carbon) – as well as how the developers will ensure that the eco town will remain eco town during the town’s lifetime. However the headings in the panel comment = interesting thoughts and ideas, enormous progress, impressive presentation, charming vision, well thought out proposal, great promise of achieving eco-town status – demonstrate that this bid, as with the CLG is a favoured bid. The full report can be found at http://www.communities.gov.uk/housing/housingsupply/ecotowns a part of leading Bedford Renaissance see http://www.renaissancebedford.org.uk/faqs Note that Jane Chapman ex CEO of Milton Keynes Partnerships is now part of Bedford Renaissance – see below

CLG – ECO TOWN PROGRESS REPORT - a very brief summary of points taken from this report

STANDARDS – the report states that all eco towns must comply with existing national planning policies plus standards specific to eco towns, which have been expanded from those in the original paper.  It should be remembered that all new homes built from 2016 should comply with Level 6 of the Sustainable Homes Code – however where eco towns are concerned the Government appears to backtracked from its initial view that homes in eco towns should be at level 6, when developers identified increased cost of housing. So now its level 4, much the level of what is supposed to be happening to all new builds. The specific standards are:

· Community and Governance – engagement with local communities, sustainability targets are maintained, and future development continues to meet applicable standards and community involvement maintained. 

· Zero Carbon – the net annual Co2 emissions from all energy use within buildings be zero or below

· Transport – more than 50% of trips originating in eco towns be foot, bike or public transport achieved through design. 

· Homes – Sustainable Homes Code level 4 (originally the Government said level 6)

· Employment – as a minimum one-employment opportunity per new dwelling that is easily reached by walking cycling and or public transport. Planning applications must be accompanied by economic strategy demonstrating how access to work will be achieved. 

· Local Services – which contribute to the well-being, enjoyment and health of people. Planning applications should reflect how communities access an appropriate mix of facilities and services.

· Water – (this standard has many opt out qualifiers – and yet this is a very important standard), the govt continues to be interested in the potential to promote water neutrality, sustainable drainage systems, except where not viable, avoid connection of surface water run off into sewers, strong expectation that all built –up areas will be fully within Flood Zone 1,  Flood Zone 2 should as far as possible be used for open space and recreation. There should be no built up development in Flood Zone 3. 

· Green Infrastructure and biodiversity – 40% of total area should be green space of which half should be public linked to wider countryside.  Attention should be given to the allocation of land for food production, and local biodiversity. Planning permission MAY not be granted for proposals likely to have a significant effect on international wildlife sites. 

PLANNING – here the Government appears to have shifted abit.  However remember that the East of England Plan is just starting a review process, two months after it was published. The government expects eco town proposals to be taken into account by the review process of Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS) and Local Development Frameworks (LDF). The Government devised eco town PPS due to be published later this year should be a significant material consideration in the decision making process.  If an LDF has not made provision for an eco town and is up to date, planning applications may be refused on the grounds that it has already provided for all housing needed in a plan found sound by the Planning Inspectorate.  If however the LDF is out of date, or where an emerging RSS suggest a higher level of provision is needed, then applications will be considered on merit namely that:

· On balance the development meets the Governments eco town standards set out in the Governments eco town PPS

· Location has been identified as part of the Government’s eco towns programme as suitable – should be given material weight

· Developer has shown it’s a good place to build as compared with other locations

· Eco-town does not have an adverse impact on other preferred locations or on the ability of the local authority to meets its wider housing objective. 

In other words the cards are well stacked to ensure that the Governments eco town choices go ahead one way or another. 

ASSESSMENT OF SCHEMES – Sustainability Assessments will only consider the each location and test them against other alternatives, not in conjunction with other development plants like RSSs. (see section on scooping report)

Financial assessment will by Price Waterhouse Cooper on the feasibility and viability of individual eco-town proposals. 

Transport assessment – there will be no full transport assessment as part of the Government assessments – that will be left to the planning application stage. 

MARSTON VALE – Govt comments on this scheme are mainly favourable. It states that Marston Vale is identified as a priority for regeneration in the Sub Regional Strategy  and that current work on the Renaissance Bedford Long Term Growth Prospectus is pointing towards Marston Vale as the preferred direction for long-term growth. OF NOTE – Jane Chapman late CEO of Milton Keynes Partnership (the govt agency set up to deliver growth in Milton Keynes) is now with Renaissance Bedford – “Renaissance Bedford is an informal partnership established in May 2005 by local partners and the Department for Communities and Local Government (formerly the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister).  Renaissance Bedford's goal is to help drive forward the delivery of new houses, additional jobs and essential infrastructure in the Bedford and North Marston Vale areas. The Bedford Growth area falls within Milton Keynes and South Midlands (MK & SM) Sub Regional growth area and is also within the East of England region and subject to planning decisions at regional level coming through the draft and emerging Regional Spatial Strategy for this region"
The challenges and constraints identified are muted – and indeed narrow, but include Transport, Wildlife sites, and that it should be Bedford centric rather than Milton Keynes

SCOPING REPORT FOR SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT

The Scoping  phase of the SA was for the eco towns PPS carried out by Faber Maunsell, but Scott Wilson have been appointed to undertake the ongoing appraisal and prepare the SA report. Of note is Scot Wilson’s sustainability assessment on the Gvts changes to the SE Plan, which was less than supportive. 

The unusual aspects of the Sustainability Assessment as set out by this paper are that the eco-towns PPS will establish national planning policy on eco towns, and the SA process will consider the eco town PPS only against National Policy and locality issues.  The reason given being the scattered nature of the localities of eco town scheme proposals.

The approach will be a desk top exercise

This report identifies significant issues raised by Consultation responses from major agencies and stakeholders – which appear to have led to a revised SA framework. 

The final SA report will have a chapter for each eco town consisting of:

1. Introduction

2. The Policy context

3. Sustainability Indicators

4. Current situation (the locations and their surroundings

5. Future situation without an eco town

6. Alternatives

7. Future situation with an eco-town/alternative proposal (the development and its imapacts assessed against the sustainability indicators

8. Opportunities for mitigation

9. Conclusion and recommendations

