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SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY
BOARD MEETING ON 19th JUNE 2008
ITEM 8
Eco Town Proposals in the South East
Recommendation

The Board is invited to:
i) 
Note the Government’s proposal for 10 Eco-Towns across the country, and recognise that the Government intends them to be exemplar new communities delivering zero carbon living and increased housing delivery.
ii)
Welcome the intention for new communities to be fully sustainable, but ask the Government to ensure that: 

· the focus on new communities is not at the expense of taking action to make existing communities fully sustainable; 

· commitments are made to ensure that standards are not eroded as the Eco-Town proposals are worked through into implementation.
iii)
Note the three short-listed proposals in the SE at Whitehill/Bordon, Ford and Weston Otmoor, and that:
· the deliverability, sustainability and economic impact of the short-listed bids is the subject of further studies which will not be available until after the end of the consultation period,
· SEEDA is actively involved in conducting economic appraisals in connection with all three short-listed eco towns,
· Whitehill/Bordon has been well received by partners and stakeholders but Ford and Weston Otmoor have raised serious concerns.
iv)
Resolve to advise the Government that SEEDA:
· generally supports the principle of Whitehill / Bordon as it appears capable of delivering significant regeneration benefits,

· cannot provide more substantial advice on the three Eco-Town proposals until the further studies, particularly of economic impact, and also of sustainability and viability, are completed.
v)
Agree to receive a further report when the outstanding work is completed. 
Background

1.
The Government has proposed a series of Eco Towns as a response to three challenges: climate change; the need for more sustainable living and the need to increase housing supply.  They are designed to be national demonstrator projects intended to pilot zero carbon and more sustainable approaches to living, and to use the opportunities of large scale new construction to improve the design and delivery of affordable housing.
2.
The Eco Towns prospectus published last summer invited proposals for new communities of at least 5000 homes and a mix of other development components.  57 proposals were received (of which 15 were in the South East) and of the 15 short-listed by the Government, three are in the South East. These are at Ford in Arun District in West Sussex, Whitehill/Bordon in East Hampshire and Weston Otmoor in Cherwell District in Oxfordshire.
3.
The current consultation on those short-listed closes on 30th June.  The final decision on which ten will be supported by the Government should be known by October 2008.
The Eco-Towns concept – key issues

4.
New settlements have been largely out of fashion in Britain since the 1960’s.  Urban regeneration and urban extensions have been seen as more sustainable, as they relate better to existing settlements and travel patterns. As a result Eco Towns have some challenges to meet in order to demonstrate that they are a strong sustainable option.  The government intends that the exemplar standards required will meet these challenges and encourage other developments to meet the same standards. 
5.
These exemplar standards, on zero carbon homes, decentralised energy and innovative ways of improving non car modes are the key strength of the Eco-Town concept.  While the 5,000 dwelling minimum size has not been clearly justified there is no doubt that very large developments are better able to deliver innovative energy and transport proposals in particular, by providing a critical mass of customers.  It will be vital that these standards are maintained, and are not compromised during implementation, for example in response to cost pressures.
6.
However the potential drawbacks of new settlements in delivering sustainable development remain key areas of concern.  Of particular concern to SEEDA is the potential to harm the regeneration or planned economic growth of neighbouring towns.  There are also significant concerns about the potential generation of unsustainable patterns of car commuting and about development on large areas of green field land. 
7.
Additional work on sustainability appraisals, viability assessments and traffic assessments has been commissioned by the Government and is currently being carried out on all proposals.  This has the potential to address many of the concerns expressed set out above, but will not be available until after the end of the consultation period. 

8.
In addition to these studies the potential economic impact of the proposals needs to be assessed. This is clearly a key issue of concern to SEEDA, and as a result the Agency is taking an active role in economic impact assessments of the proposals.  Two studies (for Ford and Weston Otmoor) will be commissioned shortly in partnership with the local authorities and with the agreement of the promoters. The Government has agreed that the results of these studies will be taken into account in the decision-making process even though they will not be available until later in the summer. 
9.
There is also the more general concern that a focus on new settlements will still leave the vast majority of settlements with an unsustainable ecological footprint.  Just as SEEDA has focussed on retrofitting existing buildings alongside increasing the build standard of new, so too should government initiatives focus on making existing settlements more sustainable. 

10.
It will be clear from this section of the report that there are a range of issues raised by the Eco-Town proposals, and that further studies are underway to seek to understand some of them.  As a result it is only possible to provide the Board with a preliminary response at this time.
Eco-Towns – the proposed Planning Process

11.
Eco-Town schemes will be the subject of a planning application determined by the local planning authority. Normally this application would be determined in accordance with the Development Plan, unless material considerations indicated otherwise.  However, in this case the Government is intending to introduce an additional consideration, by publishing a new Planning Policy Statement on Eco-Towns.  This will need to be considered alongside the Development Plan.  Clearly it will be of particular importance where the Development Plan does not currently include any proposal for a new settlement in the vicinity.

12.
Those local authorities that oppose a short-listed Eco-Town, and a number of environmental groups, have expressed strong concerns that this process will circumvent the plan-led system at regional and local level.  While it is not recommended that the Board express a view on this issue, it should understand that there is significant opposition to the unusual route the Government is taking to developing the planning policy framework. 
Eco Town proposals in the South East
13.This section of the report describes the key features of the three short-listed Eco-Town proposals in the South East.  More detail on the key positives and negatives of each scheme is set out in the Appendix which follows.  

1. Whitehill/Bordon
Whitehill / Bordon is a garrison town where the Ministry of Defence presence makes a large contribution to supporting the local economy and social fabric.  The MoD have announced their departure as part of the Defence Training Review (estimated date 2012-2015, possibly phased). The town will be hugely sensitive to the withdrawal, which will exacerbate issues of economic activity rates, unemployment, housing mix and quality and social cohesion.
The Green Town Vision proposals to expand the town onto the MoD site (which predate the eco town initiative), have been developed over a number of years with full public consultation, and have strong community support.  Up to 5500 homes and between 2800-5600 jobs are proposed.  

SEEDA has been on the project steering group together with major stakeholders.  The proposal was considered at the South East Plan Examination in Public, and supported by the Panel, which puts it in a different planning position from many other proposals.  It is also unique in that it is an extension of an existing settlement.  This provides the opportunity to act as an exemplar for eco-proofing existing settlements alongside new development.

The proposal is local authority led.  While this gives it strong local support, it may present problems in terms of access to finance required to progress the proposal.  The District Council has requested SEEDA’s assistance in terms of expertise in urban renaissance, community engagement and project delivery.
2. Ford
5000 homes and 4000 jobs are proposed on a site which is an existing location for small businesses and utilities (sewage treatment and waste recycling) based around the former airfield.  A key sustainability component is the proposal for a waste fuelled district heating and energy system.  The majority of the site, about 80%, is currently Grade I agricultural land.  
Arun District Council is strongly opposed to the Eco-Town.  It has held a Select Committee to examine the proposals and inform local opinion.  SEEDA attended to advise on the economic issues.  A key issue is the potential impact on regeneration in Bognor Regis and Littlehampton, and possibly further afield, (e.g. Shoreham).  There is also concern about whether the economic development proposals are realistic given the difficulty to date in delivering high quality business space in this area.  Infrastructure, and particularly the need for major improvements to the A27, is also a key area of concern. 

However, it can also be argued that the Eco-Town could have a transformational impact in the area, and help to deliver an economic step change.  The proposed economic study will aim to address these issues.

3. Weston Otmoor
This is the largest scheme in the south east and proposes 12000 jobs and up to 15000 homes.  It is a greenfield site (approximately 30% in the Green Belt).  Part of the site is occupied and used by RAF Weston.  It has good accessibility, being adjacent to the railway (although without a station at present), A34 and Junction 9 of M40.  It is only 3 miles from Bicester. 
This proposal is in a buoyant part of the region where economic development could be expected to be successful.  However local authorities have serious concerns about the impact on Bicester, which has major growth plans of its own.  As a result the Government has requested SEEDA to commission a study into the social and economic impact of the proposal on Bicester.  This will be managed by a Steering Group to include local authority representatives.
The most innovative sustainability element of the proposals is free public transport for residents within the town and to neighbouring centres such as Oxford, together with very significant constraints on private car use during peak hours.  However traffic impact remains a key local concern.
Appendix – Key Issues for SE Eco-Town proposals
1.  Whitehill / Bordon

Positives

Economy

· A critical opportunity for regeneration in a deprived area with prosperous hinterland that is at risk of economic and social decline without the appropriate and timely intervention and investment

Housing
· Delivery of family housing, better mix (than existing) of accommodation and affordable housing (35-40%)

Transport

· A3 improvements at Hindhead will improve accessibility. 

· Opportunities to deliver sustainable transport within the town

Planning

· Delivery of housing and jobs in area identified in South East Plan 

· Fits very well with current and emerging planning policy

Sustainability

· A possible exemplar of eco-proofing existing settlements with development needs and potential across the region and nationally

· Opportunity to make existing housing, commercial premises and related infrastructure more eco friendly e.g. by utilising CHP (a communal heating system) and on site energy generation

Community

· Local Authority support and popular local enthusiasm for the opportunities this presents - no major public objection

· East Hampshire District Council providing very positive strategic lead with strong stakeholder buy-in but need support

Negatives

Economic

· Local authority led but will need development partner in order to deliver.  District Council are aware of this and want to establish a Special Purpose Vehicle to deliver, which SEEDA could assist with

· Need for delivery of jobs at an early stage to replace MOD jobs and to avoid Bordon becoming a dormitory town. SEEDA and others can encourage early commercial investment through masterplanning and development phasing by positioning Whitehill & Bordon positively in the market

· Financial- general revenue resource and access to funding for studies and concern and real risk that MOD require a return on their receipts at earliest opportunity

· Timing – not yet clear as to when MOD will withdraw, release could be piecemeal preventing a comprehensive approach (with associated benefits of scale) and any gap will create more severe regeneration issues. SEEDA’s support sought on consistent message to MOD and CLG that it is critical to the masterplan to develop as a whole, not piecemeal. 

· Need to assess economic impact of MOD withdrawal (SEEDA has offered expertise to facilitate this study)

Transport

· Site is not well connected and remote from nearest rail station but there are potential innovative solutions.

· Public transport provision will need to be innovative

· Existing severance issues between MOD land and existing settlement divided by busy through-road.

Sustainable

· Biodiversity issues – impact on nearby heaths (SPA).  Possible mitigation land needed – Hampshire County Council considering how it can assist

2.  Ford
Positives

Economic

· Potential transformational impact on the economy of the Sussex Coast

Housing
· Delivery of 1500 Affordable homes 
· Part of an area which includes airfield previously identified as suitable for housing development (1000 homes proposed in Structure Plan in Area west of River Arun – increased to 3000 by SE Plan Panel)

Transport

· The site is accessible from the nearby rail station

Sustainability
· Holistic approach to environmental sustainability

· Energy strategy – district heating. Mixture of sources including biomass and biogas from existing waste water treatment plant

· Construction waste recycled on site

Negatives

Economy

· Impact on regeneration of coastal towns (Bognor and Littlehampton). Urban regeneration of coastal towns is a key RES objective. Arun DC are commissioning an economic impact study to assess this and the work will be jointly scoped and funded by the DC, SEEDA and the developers. 

· Housing-led development, but need for strategic employment site more important than 5000 new homes 

· Impact on Shoreham proposals (this could be a threat but has not been assessed) 
· If economic development element does not succeed then a real risk of developing a dormitory town with increased out-commuting
Transport

· Accessibility – need for A27 improvements and new link road, and relocation of Ford railway station to make site work – it is not proposed to fund all the necessary improvements

· Re-location of rail station not enough on its own, would require improved rail service
Sustainability
· 15% of site prone to flood risk

Community

· Strong local opposition including by District Council, County Council, and the two local MPs
3.  Weston Otmoor
Positives
Economy

· Strategic and well connected employment land 

· Located within Central Oxfordshire Diamond for Investment and Growth

Housing
· Provision of 3-5000 affordable homes in an area of severe housing need
Transport

· Focus on public transport and in particular the delivery of East West Rail (Oxford to Milton Keynes) 
· Improvements to motorway junction 
· Park and Ride facility between junction and station

· New railway station to connect with London, Oxford and Milton Keynes.  Free public transport for residents. 
Negatives
Economy

· Proximity to Bicester and potential competition for investment in infrastructure, services etc. that are necessary to deliver growth.

· Bicester currently a dormitory town with high out commuting – little local employment.  Proposal could detract from efforts to encourage employment growth in Bicester such as Bicester Business Park.

· Impact on other nearby settlements 

Transport

· Potential for delay to East West rail if scheme delayed

· E-W Rail could be delivered anyway through tariff system on housing development along route. LA’s have viability concerns.  Timescale is vital i.e. the new station has to be delivered before any housing is built.

· Station could however encourage long-distance out-commuting

· Severance issues as A34 passes through the site(it is proposed to bridge over the dual carriageway)

· A34/M40 junction overloaded

· Future capacity of A34/M40
Sustainability
· Very little brownfield (MOD airfield is grass)

· Green belt issues (30% of site) this may lead to a redesign to avoid locating housing on this part of the site

· SSSI on southern edge of site (proximity to proposed housing is an issue and will require a buffer)

· Lack of information on sustainability issues including water waste and energy

· Area of severe water stress (solution Abingdon Reservoir?

· Lack of local sewerage infrastructure

Planning

· This proposal has not been considered as part of the planning process.
Community

· Strong local opposition from Bicester Town Council and Cherwell District Council.  Oxfordshire County Council has still to come to a formal view, but there are significant concerns about the impact of the proposal  on Bicester and the risks associated with delivery  of the major package of infrastructure that underpins the proposal in terms of funding, timing, management (in perpetuity) and enforcement  
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