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ANNEX 1
 “ECO-TOWNS: LIVING A GREENER FUTURE” (APRIL 2008)

CONSULTATION BY COMMUNITIES AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT

JOINT REPORT BY CHERWELL DISTRICT COUNCIL AND OXFORDSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL 
Introduction 

1. This report has been prepared jointly by Cherwell District Council and Oxfordshire County Council in response to the consultation by Communities and Local Government in April 2008 on “Eco–towns: Living a Greener Future” and specifically the proposal for a new settlement at Weston on the Green "Weston Otmoor" in Cherwell.
2. The consultation document sets out how the government is taking forward the eco-towns programme including the shortlist of locations going forward for more detailed assessment. Comments on the way in which the eco-town concept is being developed and on the Weston Otmoor proposal are below. The report highlights a range of concerns about both the process and the specific proposal and in particular:
· concern about the proposed planning policy statement and how eco-town proposals may be handled through the planning process to  effectively by-pass the development plan system ;

· we are not convinced that the Government has put forward an effective planning and delivery mechanism for a national programme of new settlement construction; 
· the Weston Otmoor proposal has not been supported by the strategic sub-regional planning process; is without local planning authority support and without any apparent consideration of the policy context provided by the emerging South East Plan ;
· Government policy emphasises the protection of green belt and the use of previously developed land. Development of this sort is inappropriate in the Green Belt and would not normally be permitted.
· The site is adjacent to strategic road network (A34 and M40).  However, the A34/M40 junction is already severely congested and the Highways Agency has expressed serious concerns in relation to future capacity.  Significant improvements would be required.  Although the proposal is expressing the intention to provide a settlement where public transport is a priority and sustainable travel patterns are promoted; its location adjacent to the intersection of two major routes could create/maintain high levels of demand for car based journeys.
· an important issue is how Weston Otmoor would fit into the settlement pattern and hierarchy of the Central Oxfordshire Sub Region and in particular how it might impact on the existing and planned development at Bicester. The assessment of the economic and social impact of the proposal  on Bicester that was requested by the local authorities is particularly important; 
· the key issue around the transport offer is whether it is deliverable, not just in terms of funding but also in terms of practicality, timing, management and enforcement. A large number of detailed questions have been asked of the promoters around these issues.  
· The overall transport infrastructure budget (£250m) appears to be very significantly short of the funds likely to be required to deliver the full transport offer proposed. 
· The claims made by the promoters for the “eco-credentials” of their scheme in transport terms seem aspirational in the extreme.  There is very little in the proposal on other elements of an “Eco” offer, namely carbon, waste, energy, water, eco-build homes etc. other than a passing reference to “innovation 
· Other aspects of the scheme, particularly the housing and employment proposed are very embryonic in detail and it is not clear how the affordable housing will be delivered in the context of the other infrastructure requirements.

3. Additional information and comment is contained in the attached annexes Some of this is  work in progress and will be added to prior to the submission of the joint response by 30 June:
· Appendix A. Joint Technical Note. Submitted by Cherwell District Council and Oxfordshire County Council to Department for Communities and Local Government. 
· Appendix B Transport Assessment: initial comments and questions raised by Oxfordshire County Council on the proposal for Weston Otmoor.
· Appendix C.  Initial Analysis of Railway Proposals (Oxfordshire County Council May 2008). 
· Appendix D. Brief for assessment of economic and social impacts on Bicester and other nearby settlements. 
· Appendix E. Assessment of Weston Otmoor against the eco-towns criteria in the Governments consultation document.

Comments by Cherwell District Council and Oxfordshire County Council

The way in which the eco-town concept is being developed 
4. The local authorities recognise eco-towns as potentially one aspect of a solution to the challenges of climate change, the need to provide for sustainable living and increasing housing supply - but only provided they are in sustainable locations that accord with policy and deliver real benefits to local communities. The principles and criteria of eco-towns are all necessary and increasingly should be expected as the norm in all developments, especially large-scale master-planned schemes.

5. The proposed open and transparent assessment process involving all partners is welcomed. It is important that all assessments that are to be undertaken are rigorous and robust. Appendix A sets out the range of assessments that the local authorities think are necessary.
6. A significant concern is about the way in which an eco-town proposal may be dealt with through the planning process. Planning Policy Statement 1 (paragraph 8) says that the plan led system and the certainty it provides, is central to planning and plays a key role in integrating sustainable development objectives. However, the emphasis in the consultation document is on the framework to be provided by the proposed planning policy statement (PPS) and planning applications being brought forward. This could pre-empt any proper consideration through the development plan process. When the PPS and final list of preferred sites is published, proposals could be taken forward that override the regional and local planning framework. The consultation document suggest that with the PPS in place regional strategy  reviews could test long term issues such as the ultimate size of proposal, but does not refer to testing of the principle. This is objectionable as it departs from proper testing of spatial options through the development plan system. Once finalised the PPS will become a powerful material consideration in development control terms, and it would be difficult to resist a proposal at local level.  The proposed PPS appears to be unique in its locational specificity – this point is of considerable concern in terms of process and it questions the role of the local authorities in development plan decisions, as embodied in the Planning Acts. 

7. We are concerned also at the apparent lack of a strategic planning context for any proposals on the Government short list of preferred locations or adequate explanation of how the list was drawn up. This is surprising given the Government’s emphasis on the development plan process and stakeholder engagement.  There is considerable uncertainty as to the need for new settlements in particular locations, and the contribution a new settlement proposal should make to sustainable development and planned growth in the affected area.  Such uncertainty could have serious implications for the progression of the South East Plan and Cherwell’s LDF. 

8. The lack of a development plan context means that the merits of a new settlement, as against for instance further urban extensions or development within existing settlements, have not been evaluated.  A new settlement is inevitably infrastructure “hungry” as it cannot exploit and enhance existing infrastructure provision in established settlements.  Similarly, if the location is not capable of creating a reasonable degree of self containment in terms of jobs – homes links, then a new settlement can encourage undesirable additional travel demands for commuting and service access.

9. In respect of development plan context a new settlement growth option needs careful consideration because of the potential competitive pressure it can place on investment and regeneration in established settlements and their retail/service centres.  Locally there are specific issues for Cherwell (see below), but there may also be wider issues for the higher order centre of Oxford and the other main towns settlements in the County.

10. These concerns are compounded by the likelihood that the selection of a general location, or of a specific scheme, will lead to a rush of competing proposals emerging either through the development plan system locally or through the partial regional strategy review.  It is also possible that there will be challenges to a shortlisting decision from unsuccessful submission promoters, and that there will be no process (other than normal planning applications and appeals), to resolve the issues.  Cherwell District Council is concerned that by being pulled into such a local process of competitive development promotion it will have to divert limited resources from the implementation of current, very important plans to deliver housing and employment growth in the District.  This would again seriously impact upon the Local Development Framework process.

11. We are not convinced that the Government has put forward an effective planning and delivery mechanism for a national programme of new settlement construction. If the Government are not to fall well short of their aspirations they will need to ensure the delivery of the range of outcomes identified. The assessment of proposals raises particular challenges to government and local authorities. It will be important that the Challenge Panel and Government assessment process rigorously test the assertions made by the prospective developers about what any eco-town might deliver in terms of reducing need to travel and carbon savings. 
12. Strong mechanisms are needed to confirm the status and integrity of any site specific proposals that now emerge.  Clear processes and procedures are essential to secure land value capture. That capture will be required to pay for all the infrastructure needed to support a new town.  This condition does not yet appear to exist, and yet sites have been short listed – thus increasing developer “hope value” before the financial “rules of the game” are established.  It is recognised that the delivery of large scale projects require the creation of specific bodies to manage their implementation. However, we are concerned that such bodies would lack local representation and could lead to a reduction in both local democracy and local accountability.

Weston Otmoor 
(a)  General 

13. The Weston Otmoor proposal is an entirely speculative, landowner/developer generated scheme; it has not been supported by the strategic regional or sub-regional planning process and it is without local planning authority support. There is lack of clarity about the proposal. This does not encourage confidence in the rationaility of the planning process. The proposal does not have any core public land ownership that could give a basis for future control/influence on the development process.
(b)  Policy Context  

14. The proposal for a Weston Otmoor Eco-Town has been put forward by the prospective developers without any apparent consideration of the policy context provided by the emerging South East Plan or recognition of what the Central Oxfordshire sub-regional strategy is attempting to achieve. The strategic context is particularly acute for Oxfordshire as the SE Regional Plan process has recently considered the future of the Oxford Green Belt. The option of new settlements was rejected. The Examining Panel  were aware of new settlement options including Weston Otmoor but found that urban extensions  would be more sustainable to provide for housing requirements in Central Oxfordshire. 

15. The policy context provided by the emerging South East plan is clear (Policy CO1) in terms of the main criteria for the distribution of housing and economic growth. The main development locations will be Bicester, Didcot, Wantage & Grove and within the built up area of Oxford. The EIP panel recommended to Government that in addition to a major urban extension to Oxford, there should be a specific aim to improve the self containment of the "country” towns. In commenting on housing provision for Bicester it is notable that the Panel (paragraph 22.87) said that “We support this housing level and acknowledge the partnership work being undertaken to improve the town’s infrastructure, its centre and its employment offer. It is very dependent on out commuting including the use of the Chiltern Line to London. Until it becomes more attractive to new sources of economic activity, as is the objective of the strategy, we see no case for increasing this guideline figure”. This thinking could equally be applied to the suggested provision of a large number of houses near to Bicester.

16. An important issue is how Weston Otmoor would fit into the settlement pattern and hierarchy of the Central Oxfordshire Sub Region (Map 1. Settlement Hierarchy).  With its size and location very close to Bicester, it would produce a tension within this part of the sub region between its own development and viability and the sustainable growth of Bicester as an existing community. The growth and viability of Bicester is a policy priority.

17. There is little within the Weston Otmoor proposal about the jobs-homes relationship, i.e. how many jobs will be for the local population, what sort of jobs will they be and how will they be created?  Will the eco-town just be another dormitory? There is however, an assumption in the proposal that many people will commute out from the site, given the focus on transport links to Oxford, Milton Keynes and London.  This raises the question of how self-contained the development can be - surely a fundamental objective of any eco-town – and how sustainable long distance commuting is, even by public transport.

18. Self containment is an important issue for Bicester which is discussed below. The Councils’ concern is that the development and promotion of the Weston Otmoor settlement will be directly contrary to the strategic policy in both the Oxfordshire Structure Plan and draft SE Plan, which seeks to enhance Bicester’s attractiveness for higher value added and knowledge based business, to the detriment of the long term success of Bicester. 

19. The County Council and Cherwell District Council appreciate the pressing need for housing growth.  However, Cherwell already has a big task in accommodating an average rate of development of circa 600 dwellings per annum for the next 15 – 20 years.  This will require 3-4 major urban extensions, but the District Council  are planning for this and feel that the growth should support the development and regeneration of existing towns.  This is a proper local planning choice.

20. The provision of 30- 50% affordable housing is a key component of the eco-town concept. The Weston Otmoor affordable housing “offer” is very unclear in the promoter’s submissions to date and this is an aspect identified by CLG for further work, However, our   understanding of the proposal so far is that it could provide much less than the “at least 40%” target suggested by the South East Plan Panel for central Oxfordshire. To date, the most significant contribution to affordable housing in Cherwell has been through the development of urban extensions around Banbury and Bicester where most affordable housing need within Cherwell district is concentrated.  The creation of a stand alone eco-town with a significant concentration of affordable housing is unlikely to provide the best fit with current housing needs in the sub-region and the wider housing market area. This lack of fit would encourage longer distance travel for those wishing to maintain social connections with family and friends in towns such as Banbury and Bicester, and Oxford.   Moreover if, as the local authorities suspect, the promoter has seriously underestimated the infrastructure costs (particularly transport) associated with the proposal then the funding available for affordable housing would be even further reduced.

21. The proposed site is undeveloped land, the vast majority of which is farmland and a substantial proportion - about 30% - is green belt. Government policy emphasises the protection of green belt and the use of previously developed land.  PPG 2 states that the fundamental aim of the Green Belt is to maintain openness. It then lists the five purposes of including land in the Green Belt which are: to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas; to prevent neighbouring towns from merging into one another; to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment; to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land. 

22. About 16% of the site is Weston on the Green airfield, but virtually all of that is grass. The openness would clearly be affected and the development is inappropriate in the Green Belt which means that very special circumstances would need to be demonstrated. For normal applications this would include a search for alternative sites.

(c)  Transport 

23. Policy T1 of the draft SE Plan seeks to encourage development that is located and designed to reduce journey lengths.  The proposed location of this new settlement next to the junction of the A34 and M40 is not a sustainable location in terms of its propensity to encourage long-distance out-commuting, whether by public transport or private vehicle.  This is contrary to the underlying principles of sustainable living, reducing carbon emissions and the eco-town philosophy.  Although the bidders express the intention to provide a settlement where public transport is a priority and sustainable travel patterns are promoted, the primary emphasis should be on reducing the overall need to travel rather than creating or maintaining high levels of demand for journeys.  The proposal for free travel for life, apart from raising questions as to its deliverability, further adds to the prospect that excessive and perhaps unnecessary travel will take place. In addition, although the bidders assume low rates of travel by private vehicle, there is currently no proposal to restrict car ownership on the site and therefore there is concern that the scheme will become a car dependent commuter town. 

24. Road infrastructure in the area north of Oxford, particularly in the A34 and M40 corridors, is already under serious stress and the Weston proposal is likely to increase this. The site is adjacent to the strategic road network, but the A34/M40 junction is already severely congested and the Highways Agency has expressed serious concerns in relation to future capacity.  Significant improvements would be required. There are also potential implications for M40 junction 10 and the Botley Interchange on the A34, as well as for the local road network around Bicester and the surrounding villages which require assessment.

25. The key issue around the transport offer is whether it is deliverable, not just in terms of funding but also in terms of practicality, timing, management and enforcement. A large number of detailed questions have been asked of the promoters around these issues (See Appendix B).  The fall back position of a “low-tech” interim transport solution based on buses on the A34, could not possibly achieve the modal split necessary and would almost certainly be completely unacceptable to the population of the town as well as the local authorities.

26. The overall transport infrastructure budget (£250m) appears to be very significantly short of the funds likely to be required to deliver the full transport offer proposed.  This is especially worrying given the very heavy reliance on rail to deliver the desired mode share between public transport and car.  The budget does not appear to include costs of the substantial improvements required at Oxford and Milton Keynes stations, nor indeed for Weston Otmoor station itself which, if the full proposal is realised, would become the 4th busiest station in the Great Western region after Paddington, Reading and Cardiff.  None of the costs for Wolvercote tunnel, the depot strategy, the Bicester chord, tram/bus extensions into Oxford or any rolling stock have been included and even the known estimated cost of East-West Rail at £190m is not fully budgeted for, despite the offer of delivering this.

27. There must be a real risk of delay to East-West Rail because of the eco-town proposal. Weston Otmoor brings added uncertainty over the pattern and frequency of the train service and destinations, the use of new technology and rolling stock and confusion over how the services would be procured and operated. Add in the complexity that these issues bring when interfacing with the existing rail network at Milton Keynes and Oxford and decision making on East West Rail could be stifled whilst the developer clarifies their proposals and develops them to the same level of detail as East West Rail. (Appendix C contains an initial appraisal of the rail proposals)

28. It is critical that progress on East West Rail continues and the mechanisms to deliver the scheme in the absence of Weston Otmoor are pursued and secured, especially through the District local development framework process. This must remain a priority for the local authorities, the South East England Regional Assembly (SEERA), the South East England Development Agency (SEEDA) and English Partnerships.

29. In terms of the possible tram system, it is questionable whether there would be enough use to justify and sustain the very high frequency proposed throughout the day and night.  Tram systems typically require a population of several hundred thousand to be viable, although of course commercial viability of the transport system may not be an objective of the eco-town proposal if the revenue funding streams are in place to offset the daily running costs.

30. An important issue is whether the proposals to limit individuals’ movements to and from the site are realistic.  Whilst road pricing and other punitive measures for those needing to use a car may be practically feasible and achieved through a management company, there is a question in respect of how this would work with the proposal for “community empowerment” i.e. would residents be prepared to impose punitive road pricing upon themselves?   It is also questionable if the current legislative framework would allow a private company to administer congestion charging and current County Council policy does not support road charging. There are therefore legal issues relating to the implementation of such a scheme.  Ultimately, it is questionable how attractive and affordable such a regime would be and whether people would wish to live in such a development.  Conversely, if the charging arrangements were too successful in reducing demand to travel by car, then there would be less revenue available to fund the free public transport offer.

31. The proposals contain a major rail-based park and ride scheme, accessed from M40 junction 9. This would potentially remove trips from the surrounding network, as well as attract trips to what could be, if the proposed train service to London is achieved, a very attractive parkway station.  The relative benefits and disbenefits of this part of the proposal need to be considered as part of the transport work.

(d)  Impact on Bicester 

32. The proposed eco-town is only 3 miles from Bicester which is the planned growth point for the northern part of the central Oxfordshire sub-region. New development areas on the southern edge of the town will be closer. With 15,000 dwellings the new town could be of a similar size to Bicester.  The new town would compete directly for investment in economic, social and community infrastructure at a critical time for Bicester’s development and could impact on the development of Bicester for many years to come. The assessment of the economic and social impact of the proposal on Bicester that has been requested by the local authorities is particularly important (See Appendix D).

33. The Central Oxfordshire sub-regional strategy is tied closely to delivering continued prosperity in the sub-region. The dynamic and varied economy of the sub-region is one of its key characteristics and strengths. Policy CO5 in the South East Plan provides for continued growth and guides development to locations identified to accommodate new housing to increase and diversify the economic and employment base, provide an environment to encourage investment and attempt to reduce the need for long distance commuting. A key aspect of the policy, which was endorsed by the EIP panel, is the identification of Bicester as a preferred location for employment development.

34. Bicester is considered to be well placed to capture and realise the potential of the sub-region in providing new land and premises for indigenous firms, in particular in the science and technology sectors, including for example spin out firms from the universities. The County and District Council are actively engaging with stakeholders to develop the economic base, transport and other infrastructure in order to promote Bicester as a thriving community.

35. In relation to employment growth at Oxford the South East Plan Panel noted that “It must therefore be recognised that any future release of employment land on the northern edge of Oxford, beside the safeguarded site at Peartree, could be adversely competitive to Bicester’s aspirations” (paragraph 22.22). The Panel noted also that in respect of the country town their suggested emphasis would be on “.promoting Bicester as a new location for higher value and knowledge – based business in association with the Oxford to Cambridge arc “(paragraph 22.24).

36. The eco-town proposal, which includes a large area for commercial development adjoining M40, could mean that Bicester would remain a “dormitory” over the long term because investment would be focussed on Weston Otmoor. Benefits in terms of sustainable travel by Weston residents could be offset by longer distance travel from Bicester. If the Weston Otmoor proposal is to succeed it may also draw investment, for example in transport infrastructure, away from Oxford.

(e)  Impact on the local environment and other nearby settlements 

37. Reliance on free standing new settlements to accommodate growth will impact on other settlements in the area and have significant impacts upon the rural area. These threats come through the loss of greenfield land and an increased demand for travel; even if a significant proportion of that travel is made by more sustainable modes.  Cherwell is already ‘home’ to two of the largest towns in Oxfordshire; the addition of a further large settlement of up to 35,000 people would create a ‘top heavy’ settlement hierarchy concentrated in the north of the county.

38. In addition to the impact on the character of the green belt, the proposal would result in the loss of agricultural land and impact upon a Site of Special Scientific Interest (Wendlebury Meads and Mansmoor Closes).   The site is in close proximity to an archaeological site (Oddington Grange) and there is a risk of flooding over part of the site. (Map 2)
(f)  An Eco-Town?

39. The claims made by the promoters for the “eco-credentials” of their scheme seem aspirational in the extreme.  For example, the Weston Otmoor proposal includes the creation of a new railway station (on the proposed East-West Rail route) which would provide direct links to Oxford.  This route may prove attractive to commuters to Oxford and other destinations, such as Milton Keynes, but rail access to other destinations would not be as convenient and this may generate further demand to travel longer distances by private car.  

40. There is very little in the proposal on other elements of an “Eco” offer, namely carbon, waste, energy, water, eco-build homes etc. other than a passing reference to “innovation”.  There is no sign in what is proposed so far of the step change that should be expected of an Eco-town and certainly nothing quantified in this respect.

41. Appendix E assesses the Weston Otmoor proposal against the eco-town criteria in the Government’s consultation document. 

42. The overall approach to creating a community is also lacking in clarity.  The master plan fails to integrate green space into the residential areas, despite being developed on existing agricultural land. There is a question about the viability of the Main Street shops and businesses.  Little information is given about the design or feel of the place, for example designing out crime and anti social behaviour or   how many people will be want to shop in the town (especially if Oxford and Milton Keynes are a free tram/train ride way).
(g)  Infrastructure and Delivery 
43. There will be significant service infrastructure requirements which will need to be identified and secured. This may have significant implications for the development of new infrastructure that is already being planned to serve Bicester and could be detrimental to the sustainability and vitality of Bicester. Questions around the delivery of transport infrastructure have been covered above. There will be a need to make provision for schools for primary and secondary aged pupils, including post-16 and those with special educational needs, early years and family support and the youth support service. The way that the new schools would fit into the evolving pattern of schools needs to be taken into account e.g. the new secondary facility planned for Bicester. There is little if any information on how the developers intend to provide for social care. An assessment needs to be made of the implications of and provision for day services; co-located services/single point of access to e.g. libraries, adult learning, County social and health care services and those provided by other agencies and voluntary groups; mixed employment opportunities, including those for people with disabilities; "accessible" transport; space for recreation and exercise; and participation in cultural activities.

44. Depending on the transport infrastructure and its actual adequacy (e.g. in relation to congestion levels and rising numbers of traffic accidents), residential demography and the type and extent of the employment created, the eco-town would probably lead to the need for additional fire and rescue emergency response provision (a 24 hour staffed fire station).  This need could be reduced, but probably not removed, by the mandatory provision of commercial and domestic sprinklers.

45. In terms of housing, the eco-town would need to provide for a full range of housing needs including homes for older people (extra care housing and nursing homes) and specialised and adapted housing for those with physical and/or learning disabilities. The land take and costs of these must be factored into any scheme. 
46. If the new development is imposed by central government an effective delivery mechanism would be needed.  It would not be sufficient to rely on a private sector planning application led scheme. Normal use of planning obligations under the Planning Acts would be insufficiently secure to deliver the benefits envisaged. Delivery arrangements should be capable of handling mitigation measures in terms of coordination and planning of growth with growth and development of Bicester, in addition to securing essential environmental and transportation infrastructure. A priority for all will be high levels of affordable housing (including key worker housing) and effective allocation methods to meet the needs of the sub-region as a whole.
Conclusion

47. In conclusion, we see strong merits in new development being built to high 'eco' standards, with low carbon impacts and well adapted to a changing climate, but this aspiration should apply to all development, not just new settlements or “eco-towns”. The principles and criteria of eco-towns are all necessary and increasingly should be expected as the norm in all developments, especially large-scale master-planned schemes. It should not be used as a means of justifying proposals which are in other respects unsound. 
48. There is a real concern that decisions on a major housing development of sub regional significance are likely to be taken outside the normal regional and local development plan process. 
49. The proposed Weston Otmoor proposal appears to be opportunistic, based on a deal between the developers and landowners, not one which is a desirable location for a major new settlement, and there are particular concerns about the likely adverse impact on Bicester.  The proposal is also surprisingly weak on its eco - credentials, with little sign of detailed thought or planning as to how a new way of living could be built sustainably into the design.  Some of the proposals on transport infrastructure are at first sight attractive, but again lack detail and we have major doubts as to whether they are deliverable.  Whilst the appraisal process will look at all these issues in greater depth the current proposals appear to have clear and substantial flaws.
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