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Eland House
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London 

SW1E 5DU

06/02/09

Dear Sir/Madam

Re: Second Stage Consultation on the Eco-towns Programme

We are aware the Messrs O & H Properties have withdrawn their eco town proposal for Marston Vale, and therefore the risks to the areas that we represent have also been withdrawn. However  we still  consider it important for the record  that we provide our representation on the eco town programme and the Marston Vale SA & HRA. 

We have considered in detail the following documents:

1)Summary of Consultation views, and government response,  

2)Sustainability Appraisal and Habitats Regulation Assessment of both the Eco Town Programme/Locations and Draft Planning Policy Statement, 

3) Impact Assessment and 

4) the Draft Planning Policy Statement.  

Before answering the steered consultation questions we have some general and very specific comments on the papers that are the subject of this consultation.

General

General

1. The “Eco Town” Programme

 The Society fully supports the need, in the face of increasing climate change, and decreasing resources for both existing and new building developments to meet stringent sustainability targets and regulations both now and in the future.  Also for more stringent monitoring and enforcement of existing building regulations (30%  of new building did not meet building regulations in 2006 – Environmental Audit Committee).  

The Society would have supported a Government initiative, to set up exemplar new developments as extensions of, or linking to existing successful and growing towns and cities, similar to some forward thinking European countries, under the framework of the Regional Assemblies and Regional Spatial Strategies. 

However as is clear from all the documents, including the Government’s Impact Assessment the eco town programme is less about exemplar examples of sustainable development and more about the rapid delivery of additional housing in new settlements outside the normal planning process. (Note the first objective – delivery of additional housing in new settlements only the second objectives raises sustainability). We noted in the Impact Assessment that the only two options considered were small new settlements without eco standards, and small new settlements with eco standards and consider this was unwise, ignoring available evidence.  Whilst the Draft PPS standards may be an improvement in some cases on the existing poor standard of development (30% not meeting existing regulations), the eco town concept and standards as proposed are neither exemplar nor sustainable. Indeed, it is of note that Level 4 of the Code of Sustainable Homes is due to come into force under revised regulations for all new homes in 2013,  and Level 6 in 2016. 

We fundamentally question this Government’s developer-led approach to what they perceive as the right of the individual to own their own home (though we question this), and a “crisis” shortage of available (particularly affordable ) homes to buy. Building their way out of this “crisis” at the cost of arable and other productive land on what is a small island is neither sustainable, nor the answer. “Exemplar”, the eco town programme is not – sadly.  It is no more than a short term fix to address the Government’s perception that there is a housing shortage but this does not address the longer term issues.  

We suggest that the Government looks at the following:

· Use of the one million plus unoccupied homes

· Amending the Right to Buy legislation to ensure social housing stock remains in the affordable market range. Surely social housing was to ensure those on lower incomes could have their own homes, not that they could buy cheaply and sell them on at a profit some years later – losing them to future low income families. These homes were tax payer built, as affordable and need to remain affordable whether through rent or purchase. .

· The second and more home market (excluding holiday rental market). It is unacceptable that the Government avows there is a shortage of housing particularly in rural and coastal areas yet turns a blind eye to the second home market and the blight caused to communities in rural and coastal areas from those wealthy enough to own these properties taking them out of the reach of local people.

The bottom line is that in most cases the UK has sufficient homes, including affordable homes, without building on green and actual/potential productive land.  But this demands the Government takes a long term strategic view, not a short term vote catcher, and some possibly unpopular changes to legislation.  

A farm field built on is irretrievably lost to future food production, and where food security is concerned we are at grave risk of jeopardising our economic future for short term gains. Additionally, there are strong ecological and biodiversity concerns in respect of this strategy.   

2. Lack of Co-ordinated Strategic Planning

The Society considers that the Government and Department of Communities and Local Government are either naïve in their approach to achieving a massive step change in housing delivery, or deliberately obfuscating the public risks and issues like flooding, transport, water management, infrastructure funding and environment by permitting or ensuring:

1. Regional Spatial Strategies to be developed in isolation from each other and to different timescales. 

2. Eco Town Programme and Eco Towns to be assessed in isolation of either agreed Local Plans or agreed and emerging Regional Spatial Strategies. 

As we have already advised in January, we have serious concerns in respect of the lack of assessment under the Habitats Regulation of the in-combination effect on European sites of both RSSs and the eco town programme.  Although the risk to sites from the in-combination effect has been recorded in Appropriate Assessments carried out in respect of the East of England RSS, Eco Town Programme and East Midland RSS. Of note, the Appropriate Assessment of the Draft SE RSS omitted MK and SM Sub RSS, and EM and EE  RSS when considering other plans.  We are also extremely concerned in respect of transport and employment and other infrastructure risks by this failure to address the in-combination effects of both RSSs’ and the Eco Towns Programme. 

3. The Role of Professor David Lock and the TCPA in the eco towns programme. 

We note the DCLG assurances  that neither David Lock nor the TCPA will be involved in the decision making process in respect of which eco town proposals go forward.  However we are concerned in respect of their involvement in the setting up of the eco town programme – the criteria, the scoping report etc. Professor David Lock, as you are aware, is part of the Marston Vale eco town proposal, and we are aware of at least one other senior member of the TCPA’s involvement in another eco town proposal. We do not consider that anyone with a financial interest should have been involved in the setting up of the eco town programme. It would not be appropriate for a defence barrister to advise on the conduct of the prosecution, or a poacher to plan the security systems for a country estate.  

Specific Comment on Documents

Summary of Consultation Response and Government Response

The Society is unhappy the Government has chosen to ignore Consultees’ views that :

1. Eco towns should attain Level 6 of the Code for Sustainable Homes, particularly as Level 4 will be required from 2013, and Level 6 from 2016. 

2. Eco towns in water stressed or flood risk areas should be water neutral as a minimum standard. We do not consider that an aspiration to water neutrality, is adequate in these areas. Nor is the standard on flooding as evidenced by the Sustainability Assessment, which is no different from existing policy.

3. Eco towns should be in close proximity to larger conurbations with access to higher orders of services and pre-existing sources of employment. 

4. The Government ignores the fact that the majority of Local Authorities based on robust data, dispute the developers assertion on the strength of the local housing market. 

5. Eco town proposals close to planned growth centres will be in competition for employment and risk both growth and regeneration.  

6. Section 106 agreements and land value uplift will be insufficient for infrastructure requirements, and direct Government funding will be required. 

7. The Eco Town Programme is outside both the Regional Spatial Strategy and Local Plan Planning Process, other than to say that when the eco town comes forward there will be consultation. Additionally, the Sustainability Assessment framework proposed was too narrow, failing to take into account existing and emerging Local and Regional Plans. 

8. Eco town location concerns responding in non location specific terms. 

The Society believes the Government’s views as expressed in the Consultation Report, and reflected in the Draft PPS, are further evidence the so called eco town programme, is nothing more than another attempt to drive up housing delivery and nothing to do with exemplar standards of development (as indeed evidenced by the setting up of the NHPAU in 2007 outside the Regional Planning Process to drive up the housing  numbers of the emerging and existing Regional Spatial Strategies). 

Sustainability and HR Assessment Introduction

1. The Society has previously advised that we consider it is totally inappropriate to limit the sustainability assessment to the locations in isolation, rather than an assessment which considers also the context of regional and local plans.  

2. How can this document be called a Sustainability Assessment, when the Scope of the Assessment is limited to location merits from (3.2.19) a patchy evidence base, and not the sustainability merits of the proposal, but just considering the effect on the local area describing a) current situation, b) with the eco town, and c) without the eco town.  

3. We note in respect of the HRA significant effect test that none of the shortlisted locations could be screened out and therefore a full appropriate assessment was carried out. 

4. We note that the Marston Vale eco town proposal was graded B/C in the cross government review and B in the Marston Vale SA & HRA. NB we have considered the Marston Vale Sustainability Assessment in detail and consider we have never before read such a factually inaccurate, and less evidential based-document.  See specific comment on this document. 

Sustainability Assessment and HRA Non Technical Summary

In respect of Table Three Eco Town Standards we are of the view that these standards should be applicable to ALL new development, not just proposed eco towns. We find it unacceptable the Government has taken so long to address sustainability and climate changes issues. 

In particular: 

1. We note that current building regulations (only 70% compliance) would not meet Code Level 1, despite Code Level Four being required by 2013, and Code Level Six by 2016.  Therefore, the draft PPS Standards will only be an improvement between now and 2013, four years time. 

2.  We note that in respect of Lifetime Homes, 30% affordable homes, and flooding, there is no improvement on existing policies. 

3. We do not share that view that a standard which “aspires” to water neutrality in a water stressed area is an improvement. Aspirations, like developer espousal means nothing without measurable improvement. In the same way that proposing a good level of local service was not enough to demonstrate an improvement.  

4. We note Messrs Scott Wilson recommendations, and we note that Marston Vale has been graded B, as against the cross government review of B/C and as previously mentioned will provide detailed comment in respect of the factual and evidential of the SA of the Marston Vale. 

5. Of Particular Note in respect of the HRA is, that while the study is of the view the draft PPS has no spatial expression, the proposed Marston Vale eco town will need further assessment in respect of its effect in terms of Water Resources and Water Quality on the Ouse Washes and the Wash.  Note there has been no HRA in respect of the MK expansion on Ouse and Nene Washes, and the Wash, and both the EM and EE RSS has identified the in-combination risk to these European sites, which eco town proposals that effect the Ouse, Nene or Wellard are likely to increase that risk. 
  Sustainability Assessment and HRA of the Marston Vale Location

The Society considers the whole of this report lacks evidential merit, and is factually flawed. We would suggest that Messrs Scott Wilson are instructed to revisit this report, and provide one that is based on fact rather than developer aspiration. In parts this report was identical with Messrs O& H Properties and David Lock Associates eco town proposal and demonstrably lacked substance. Perhaps Messrs Scott Wilson would have benefited from spending a little more than 30 minutes with each of the Local Authorities affected.  As stated before, we consider it ludicrous that what is called a Sustainability Assessment, is actually a report on the merits of the location, rather than the sustainability of the location.  We suggest Messrs Scott Wilson consider that ARUP report commissioned by EERA in respect of their consideration of the proposed eco town as the location for a regional scale settlement.

Particular Inaccuracies and Inconsistencies and Concerns

	Figure 1 P14
	Settlement Pattern and Transport Infrastructure.
	The settlement pattern does not accurately portray the current settlement pattern. Additionally to characterise the Bedford to Bletchley rail line as “other”, when it is a rural line, is misleading. 

	2.2.3, 2.3.3. 2.6.1 etc
	Repeated reference that the site and Marston Vale lies within a planned growth area 
	The planned growth area does not include the whole of the Marston Vale, or indeed the proposed eco town site. The planned growth area is Bedford/Kempston and North Marston. The repeated reference to the site being in a growth area is deliberately misleading..

	2.5.1 and 2.5.2
	Report can not say with confidence that the proposed eco town will not cause material adverse effects on the Ouse Washes, The Wash and North Norfolk Coast from increased abstraction or deteriorating water quality.
	See previous comments on lack of in-combination assessment. 

	2.5.2
	Reference to 2007 Mid Bedfordshire District Landscape Character Assessment of the North Marston Vale Clay Vale
	This whole section is deliberately misleading. The proposed eco town is not in North Marston, it extends through the whole of the Marston Vale. There is constant reference in the Assessment to the industrial scars of the brick building industry, and yet this is only a very small part of the Vale. 90% of the site is green field or arable production land. 2.5.2 states “Arable farming is the predominant land use” yet 2.8.2 the development may result in loss of productive land – there’s no may about it and is a considerable weakness in the eco town proposal. We would refer the Government to the espoused need for food security.

	2.5.2
	Point 8 describes “and the main railway lines running from Bedford to London and Milton Keynes”
	This is grossly inaccurate. The Bedford to Bletchley (not Milton Keynes) Line is a rural branch line, not a main railway line. 

	2.5.20
	Water quality is noted to be good to fair. 
	However water resources in the Upper Ouse and Bedford Ouse catchment area are classed as having no water available with some classified as over licensed or over abstracted. We would refer the Government to the Water Framework Directive

	2.5.29
	Traffic planned infrastructure will meet current short term demands but will not keep pace with increasing road users or increased population
	We have major concerns in respect of the impact of the planned eco town on the road infrastructure. In particular, as despite developer aspirations concerning one job within walking distance per household, this is clearly unsupportable. The jobs proposed in the eco town proposal will not attract salaries sufficient to meet even an affordable home price. Therefore as is clearly identified in the ARUP report . The proposed eco town will not only compete for employment with MK and Bedford’s growth and regeneration areas putting them at risk, but basically will become a MK and |London dormitory town – with large scale out commuting. We note 2.7.21 restates the developer aspiration that 50% of trips from the proposed eco town will be by sustainable modes of transport. 49% won’t, and indeed the 50% figure does not stand up to scrutiny. What sustainable transport mode – the local branch rail line is at capacity, and the sprawled nature of the proposal means that even to get to transport hub or bus route residents would need car use. 

	2.5.32
	Marston Vale rail  line utilitisation is less than 30% of available capacity
	Whilst these figures were obtained from Beds cc LTP 2006/7 – 20010/11, as O & H Properties transport consultation admitted in January 2009 – there is the potential for only one extra hourly fast service at peak times, and the current rail service is close to capacity.  Yet again a misleading and inaccurate statement.

	With the eco town assessment consists of nothing more than developer aspirational statements with no examination or scrutiny
	
	

	2.7.5 – 
	Eco town proposal seeks to enhance the ecological functionality of the wildlife corridors and create substantial new green and glue corridors through the site.
	This is pure developer fantasy. 90% of the proposes site is green, complete with lakes. A large and sprawled eco town will do nothing to enhance the ecology, and biodiversity of the area. Exchanging 90 green space for 40% green infrastructure is hardly an improvement, besides losing land from food production.

	2.7.8 – 10 
	The whole climate change section is nothing neither more nor less than developer aspiration. There is not one piece of robust evidence to support this, and no examination of these aspiration against easily checked facts. 
	The Marston Vale Community Forest designated area includes the land proposed for the eco town.  So will be unavailable for the forest. The remainder of the forest, it is proposed, will be used by 15,300  eco town homes for their wood burning stoves! There will be community scale wind turbines, ignoring the fact that wind velocity in the Marston Vale will not support such a development. An energy from waste plant on the site, besides being unpopular with eco town residents, will by necessity of efficiency have to take waste from surrounding areas and counties and will only supply power and heat to dwellings in a very small radius around the plant.  The transport strategy aspires to reduce CO2 emissions by 80%. How, when residents will have to out commute for work,  where due to the sprawled nature of the settlements they will have to drive to local community facilities, and where the near higher order centre will be Bedford or Milton Keynes.  . 

	2.7.16 
	Community Infrastructure again just Developer aspiration, no examination of such
	Residents will not be able to choose to work in the site. The low paid jobs proposed will not support this, and indeed, with competition from MK, Bedford and indeed London, are unachievable. The statement that the eco town will be self sustaining is ludicrously inaccurate and does not stand up to scrutiny. We refer again to the ARUP report. 

	2.7.20 
	New housing will adhere to Code level 4 and rise to level 6.  35% (5,000)affordable homes
	This section totally ignores that

Code level 4 will be required nationally in 2013, and level 6 by 2016. 

The total identified need for affordable homes in Bedford and Mid beds is 5,535 and is being addressed by way of the growth already planned under the Local Plans and EE Plan. 

	2.7.21 – 25 
	Transport and Accessibility – once again statements that will not stand up to scrutiny. 
	The Marston Vale branch Line -  there is the potential for only one extra hourly fast service at peak times, and the current rail service is close to capacity.  Due to the sprawled nature of the settlements proposed in the eco town proposals, most residents will live well over one mile from existing rail stations on this local  line, and to any central community facilities – and to and from any link to a proposed Rapid Bus Transport system.  Even though it is noted LAs have identified concerns in respect of the capacity of local road infrastructure to deal with existing planned growth, the report  just quotes the developers proposal that they will produce an area wide travel plan as to how they will achieve their vision. 

	2.7.26
	Employment and economy
	The jobs described in this section are low salary jobs that will not support the purchase price of housing in this eco town proposal.  As demonstrated by the Amazon etc development, where workers are bussed in from other counties.  Again the ARUP report identified the threat posed by any competition to the planned growth areas of Bedford and MK, and highlights that the eco town will be little more than a dormitory town. 

	2.7.28-29
	Landscape description is highly disturbed. 
	This is totally inaccurate. Only the actual sites of Stewartby and Kempston Hardwick brickworks are brownfield sites. 90% of the proposed site is green field and productive arable land. 

	2.8
	Strengths – Marston Vales has limited landscape interest – the eco town is near main line stations. Potential for food productions
	This statement is clearly inaccurate, the site is an area designated for a community forest, (not near to it). The site is adjacent to the Greensands Ridge AGLV.  The site is not near main line stations – Bedford (min 5 KM Max 15 KM Average 10KM) and Milton Keynes (min 15 KM max 25 KM average 20KM)  are the nearest main line stations.  How can potential for food production be identified as a strength, when there will be substantial loss of productive agricultural land to development.

	
	Weaknesses
	To state there may be loss of productive agricultural land is grossly misleading, the majority of the site is productive agricultural land.  However we note that finally it is identified that water and transport infrastructure are weaknesses. Noting in addition to the inevitability of co-alescence between MK and Bedford if the Eco town went ahead. 

	Table 2
	Is inaccurate. 
	Based on the above inaccuracies:

Designated Landscapes across or adjacent to the site should be Yes and coloured orange

Will facilitate regeneration – should be No, only a small part of the site was brown field, and additionally the development would threaten the planned regeneration of Bedford. Colour Orange

Demand for Housing and Affordable Housing should be – Yes but met by existing local and regional plans

Proximity to higher order centres are measured from edge to edge and should be centre to centre  Ave 10km colour red

Proximity railways stations – coloured orange/red as the nearest main line stations are Bedford and MK.  Even the local stations will be more than one mile from most residents. 

Proximity to employment  colour red – average distance Bedford 15km, MK 20KM. 

Proximity to motorway – colour orange, ave distance to J13 is 7 KM. 

Area of previously developed land, coloured yellow as it is not known what proportion of the site constitutes previously developed land

Within growth area – colour orange. The majority of the site is outside the designated growth area of Bedford/Kempston and North Marston

Areas of grade 1or 2 agricultural land within site. Should be No but PPS7 grade land would need to be factored in Colour Yellow

Area of Contaminated land – only a small proportion of the site is likely to be contaminated cue to previous land filling and mineral extraction 



	Habitat Regulations Assessment
	Water Resources and Quality
	Scott Wilson could not conclude that there would not be an adverse impact on Portholms SAC The Wash, The Ouse Washes  and North Norfolk European sites. 


Sustainability Assessment and H Conclusion in Eco Town Programme

Once again the inaccurate statement that the Marston Vale is a growth area, when it is not. Bedford/Kempston and North Marston is the designated growth area– however as is clear from the high inaccurate SA on Marston Vale, this eco town location should have been graded C, or at very best B/C, not B

Cumulative effect whilst mentioning the SA of the Draft East of England Plan, totally ignores the in combination effect of the EE RSS, the draft SE RSS and the EM plan and therefore underestimates the in combination effect eco towns when assessed with  RSSs that impact on transport, infrastructure, habitat and biodiversity.

European Sites

Of note is the latest assessment of the Portholm site, which is classified as unfavourable no change or unfavourable declining due to lack of appropriate management. The Ouse latest assessment found to unfavourable due to inappropriate water levels and water pollution from agricultural run off and effluent discharge particularly the latter in respect of phosphorus levels. 

  Sustainability Assessment and HRA on the Draft Eco Town Planning Policy Statement

We have noted Table 5 identifying National Environment Trends and support these. However the Eco Town programme initiative will not in itself address these trends. A much more fundamental approach is required as identified in our comments on the Eco Town Programme. 

· 3.6.5 – 7  We totally deplore this government’s setting up of the NHPAU 2007 and their pontification on housing number required by region which are then helicoptered by the Government onto Regions. Their methodology based on past trends projected forwards is at best open to question, and at worse intrinsically flawed. We should not need to remind the Government that they set up the Regional Assemblies to deliver a step change in housing provision – and that is what they are delivering but in a robust evidence based way.  The plans produced by these bodies, had at least the democratic process of consultation and  examination in public, where experts and stakeholders and the public could participate and examine the evidence. 

In respect of the standards of particular note is that 

· the Sustainable Code Level 4 will be required in 2013 in any case,  6 in 2016, so only a short term improvement

· the green infrastructure standard of 40% green infrastructure will hardly be an improvement, if like the late Marston Vale proposal, 90% of the site was green and arable production land in the first place. 

· Water consumption is a short term improvement only as Code Level 6 will be required in 2016 

· Flooding, there is no change at all and yet flooding poses a significant risk to environment and public.

3.8 We are support the  view in the conclusion of this report, that the eco standards could be embedded into the planning system. However we are not of the view that the Eco Town draft PPS will  achieve the aim of increasing housing supply by more than a marginal amount, and will only raise environmental and sustainability standards if the standards are rolled out nationally rather than a few small new developments. 

Government Impact Assessment of the PPS

We are of the view that that this document just confirms that that the eco town programme and PPS are less about exemplar development, which would have been laudable, and more about delivery of additional housing as is clear from the objectives and option consideration.

We are also of the view that the programme is badly flawed by the expectation that the cost implications of delivering the eco town standards by developers  passed back to land owners in cost of land reductions does not add up financially and is arguably the main reason why Mesrrs O&H Properties have withdrawn from the programme, as both developers and landowners.  Another reason for their withdrawal, would be the effect of non shortlisting would have on their submission to EERA as part of the EE Plan review. 

Draft Planning Policy Statement

We are particularly concerned in respect of the eco town programme and proposals and its fit with regional and local planning systems. We see no need for a separate Planning Policy Statement and consider that 2.5 and 6  are classic weasel words. “This means that the development plan remains the starting point for the determination of these planning applications – unless material considerations determine otherwise. Planning policy statements, such as this one, is material to decisions on planning applications and should be considered (alongside other factors) by decision makers. The eco-town standards set out in this PPS, and the work done on assessing a number of location in the Eco-towns programme, are designed to guide decision makers in the absence of up-to-date polices”
However if the PPS remains we consider it would have been more appropriate for this guidance to state This means that the development plan remains the starting point for the determination of these planning applications however the work done in respect of assessing eco town proposals against the standards as part of the programme should be taken into consideration alongside other factors. 
In respect of the standards – we have already stated that we consider that these should apply to all new developments, not just eco towns with the exception of:

Water – in serious water stressed areas the standard should be to achieve water neutrality. Aspiration, like developers visions means nothing.

Flood Risk Management – the standard is far too weak Reduce or avoid flood risk, should not be qualified with “where practical” and the where Flood Zone 2 is concerned the qualifier of “as far as possible” should be removed. 

These two points are in addition to the points made at the start of this representation. 

Conclusion

As we are fundamentally opposed to the eco town programme as set up and imposed we have chosen not to answer the carefully staged questions contained in the draft PPS document, but would wish our detailed comments on the documents examined to be noted and recorded.   

Yours sincerely

F M Fry, for Willis Cuttell, Chairman

Woburn Sands and District Society
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