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ANNEX 3

Cherwell District Council Executive – 30 March 2009

Response to Department of Communities and Local Government Consultation on Eco-Towns:  North West Bicester 

A. Resolution

The following resolution was agreed:

NW BICESTER ECO DEVELOPMENT - A TEN POINT PLAN

"This Council supports the inclusion of the NW Bicester location (as defined and presented   through the Council’s NW Bicester Eco Town Concept Study – Draft  February 2009) in the Government’s Eco Towns Programme and Planning Policy Statement, but only with the following caveats:

STATUS AND CONTENT OF THE CONCEPT STUDY

1. 
That the NW Bicester concept study is regarded as illustrative only. A formal planning brief will be prepared and approved by Cherwell District Council as Local Planning Authority and final detailed plans for the development are also decided by Cherwell District Council.

2. 
That NW Bicester is being put forward as an alternative to the Weston Otmoor scheme and that Weston Otmoor does not go forward as a Programme / PPS identified location.

3. 
Development at the NW Bicester location is to be planned in detail, and brought forward for implementation, within a context set by Cherwell’s Local Development Framework (LDF), thus allowing for cohesive and sustainable planning of Bicester as a whole. This approach does not rule out other housing, (including eco housing) developments being assessed through the LDF.

4. 
That we acknowledge that there is much more detailed work to do to develop this concept and to consult on it. Specifically, in the short-term we need to develop the thinking on the transport strategy, including the potential of a direct link between the site and Bicester North railway station. There is also much more discussion to be had with landowners and prospective developers. However, we are confident that early discussions have confirmed the potential for the development of an eco-extension to NW Bicester on this site.

A ‘NEW DEAL’ FOR BICESTER

5. 
That Government provides a “new deal” for Bicester in the form of substantial and continuing financial support for the Eco Town development - through a partnership with Cherwell District Council and Bicester Town Council that undertakes to channel significant Growth Point Funding to the town as a precursor to housing expansion.

6. 
That Government also delivers a joined up approach to accelerate cross-Government investment in the Bicester area including Oxford to Bicester rail improvements, changes to J9 of the M40 and/or consideration of a J9a, and integration of Home Office and Defence plans for Bicester. This should also include the work and plans of Government agencies such as the Learning and Skills Council (or its successor).

POLICY SUPPORT FOR DELIVERY OF NATIONAL AND LOCAL PRIORITIES

7. 
That Government provides clear policy and decision-making support to make the eco town standards set out in the PPS achievable

8.
That housing numbers provided in Cherwell via the eco towns programme will "count" towards SE Plan Regional Spatial Strategy housing requirements for the District (as distinct from being part of any wider sub regional commitment).

9. 
That all social rented (RSL) housing provided will be on the basis of grant of nomination rights to CDC. 

DELIVERY

10.
 That the delivery of NW Bicester is led and controlled by Cherwell District Council supported by formal agreements with Government and its agencies, to include the Homes and Communities Agency and allocated funds for affordable housing.” 
B. Report to the Executive 

RESPONSE TO DCLG CONSULTATION ON ECO-TOWNS

(2)  RESPONSE TO THE PROPOSAL FOR AN ECO-DEVELOPMENT
 AT NORTH WEST BICESTER

30 March 2009

Report of the Head of Planning and Affordable Housing Policy

	PURPOSE OF REPORT

To update the Executive and present further information on the assessment of the North West Bicester ‘eco-community’ site.



	This report is public




Recommendations

The Executive is asked to consider its response to the proposal for an eco-development at North West Bicester contained within the draft PPS on Eco-Towns on the basis of the information set out in this report and in the “North West Bicester Concept Study” prepared by Halcrow in February 2009. (Note that under the Options discussion in the body of the report a suggestion is made that some delegation to officers to finalise the Council’s response may be required.)

Executive Summary

1.
Introduction

1.1
Since February 2008, the Executive has considered a number of reports on the development and progression of the Eco-Town concept by the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG).  Within Cherwell, this included a proposed Eco-Town at Weston on the Green, known as Weston Otmoor.

1.2
As the next stage in the development of the Eco-Town programme, the Government has now published a draft Planning Policy Statement (PPS) and a Sustainability Appraisal (SA) of the shortlisted proposals and the Eco-Towns programme on 4 November.  The consultation period provided by CLG in relation to these documents continues until 30 April 2009.  Copies of the draft documents have been made available in the Members’ Room.

1.3
 Comments on these documents can be divided into three sections.

1. Comments on the draft PPS and Sustainability Appraisal generally

2. Comments on the documents as they relate specifically to the proposed eco-town at Weston Otmoor 

3. Comments on the documents as they relate specifically to the proposed eco-development at North West Bicester  

1.4
A separate report to this Executive considers the Council’s response to items 1 and 2 above.  The purpose of this report is to consider specifically the proposal for North West Bicester.

2.
How did the proposal at North West Bicester come about?

2.1
Members will be aware that, unlike the proposal at Weston Otmoor,  the eco-development at North West Bicester was not included in the original “shortlist” of 15 locations announced by the Government in their document “Eco-towns: Living a greener future” published in April 2008.  North West Bicester only emerged within the draft PPS and Sustainability Appraisal in November 2008.  

2.2
Since that time, Executive has received two reports on the North West Bicester proposal at meetings on 17th November and 1st December.  These reports provide the background as to why this site is currently included within the eco-town assessment process.  In essence, the proposal emerged following a continuing dialogue that had taken place between CLG and the local authorities (Cherwell District Council and Oxfordshire County Council) during 2008.  When the (then) minister for Housing, Caroline Flint, visited Bicester in July 2008 she directly asked Council representatives whether there was any alternative to Weston Otmoor which the Council would wish her to consider.  By way of a response, the leader of the Council wrote to the Minister in October 2008 and suggested that (notwithstanding the Council’s objection the eco-town process) the Sustainability Appraisal should appraise a specific alternative “eco development” in the form of an urban extension at North West Bicester.

2.3
At the meeting on 1st December, Executive agreed to instruct officers to undertake an initial “concept study” of the potential alternative eco-development at North West Bicester and furthermore agreed that consultancy support be commissioned for this work.

2.4
Following a tendering process, consultants Halcrow were appointed by the Council to undertake this work.  In accordance with the Council’s agreed timetable for this work, a report has been prepared and this was published on the council’s website on 2nd March.  A copy of this report has been placed in the Members’ Room.  This report has been produced in draft form to enable further refinements to be made if necessary as a result of subsequent discussions with CLG and with stakeholders. 

3.
What was the scope of the work commissioned from the consultants?

3.1
The Council asked Halcrow to prepare a report which would include:-

· An assessment of constraints and opportunities which would impact on the ability to deliver an eco-development at North West Bicester.

· Analysis of how development at North West Bicester could satisfy the Government’s requirements (set out in the draft PPS) for eco-towns, and an assessment of what essential features would need to be planned into the development.

· An assessment of the infrastructure and community facilities that would be required within the development.  This would include an assessment of transport and accessibility issues.

· An illustrative concept plan for the eco-development, and

· An assessment of the viability and deliverability of the proposal.

4.
The conclusions of the Halcrow study

4.1
The Halcrow report is a lengthy document, however its key conclusions, as set out in its “Conclusions and recommendations” section is appended as appendix 1 to this report.  The report draws a number of broad conclusions, regarding the eco-town proposal.


Land uses

4.2
It proposes a possible eco-development of approximately 345 hectares to the North West of Bicester between the B4030 and B4100.  The site is bisected by the London to Birmingham railway line which runs from the north west to south east.  The development would comprise the following:-

· Forty percent of this land (138 ha) would be allocated to open space. 

· 5,000 new homes of which 30% would be affordable.

· 5,000 new jobs within a central area of 31.8 ha.

· Two local shopping centres (one in each “half” of the development on either side of the railway line).

· New primary and secondary education facilities.

· A new perimeter road on the north western edge of the development.  This would require a new bridge over the railway.

· Woodland planting on the outer edge of the development.

· A site for a new possible cemetery for Bicester.

Sustainability standards

4.3
The Draft PPS sets some challenging targets for how any eco-town proposals should demonstrate their eco-credentials.  This includes the notion that all eco-towns should be “zero carbon”.  (This means that the annual demand for energy for heating, domestic hot water, cooling and ventilation, lighting and small power uses must be met with zero carbon emissions.)  In order to make the development comply with these, a range of measures are proposed.

· All homes are to be built to strict environmental standards to minimise energy demand.  This will be seen in the method of construction as well as the design, orientation and arrangement of buildings.

· A district heating network is proposed within as much of the eco-development as possible, supplied from an Energy Centre (which would include a biomass boiler).

· As much use of other renewable technologies as possible will be incorporated including solar panels and photovoltaic cells.

· A water and drainage strategy that will aim to minimise water demand, reduce surface water run-off leaving the site to zero and divert sewerage waste to an anaerobic digestion system to avoid additional loads on the existing sewerage network.

· Complementary initiatives such as sustainable urban drainage (SUDs) and a waste management strategy will further reduce the carbon footprint of the development.

· There is an ambitious transport strategy which incorporates the following features and principles:-

a) A high containment of trips within the eco-development

b) An enhanced bus service into and around Bicester

c) A shuttle bus from the eco-development to the station.

d) More frequent trains between Bicester and Oxford.

e) A design of streets to discourage car movements.

f) Discounted bus services and bus priority measures.

g) Real time information and

h) High quality walking and cycling links into town.

· There may also be the possibility of establishing a shuttle bus along a dedicated route along the railway line itself.  This will require further exploration.

Employment strategy

4.4
The report also proposes an employment strategy based upon the principle of establishing 5,000 new jobs within the eco-development.  These would be broadly divided as follows:-

· 60% (3,000 jobs) would have an emphasis on knowledge based sectors (e.g.: financial and business services, research and development).  It is suggested that this could include environmental industries and green technologies.

· 35% (1,750 jobs) would be service sector jobs (e.g.: leisure, education, retail)

· 5% (250 jobs) would be within the logistics and distribution sectors.

Overall conclusions

4.5
The Halcrow report concludes that the North West Bicester location is a better alternative than the eco-town proposal at Weston Otmoor.  It concludes that:-

“It would be logical and consistent with wider policy aims to consider Bicester as a location for an eco-town type development.”

“Further growth at Bicester has the potential to build on and complement the growth already underway and to help provide a critical mass and wider range of activities so that Bicester becomes a more fully rounded and self contained community.”  

4.6
Furthermore, in terms of viability, it advises that the scheme is “currently a marginal proposition which merits further investigation with a view to longer term delivery”.   The initial consideration of the viability of the proposal has estimated that, taking account the cost of designing and building an eco-development along the lines set out above, the value of the land required for the development proposed would be approximately £7,000 per hectare (or £2.5 million for the development as a whole).  It should be made clear, however that this is a very initial assessment and one carried out at a high level – i.e. it is based on some broad assumptions made about development costs at the present time for which there has not been the time to undertake rigorous testing.  Whilst this viability figure may well change as further work is undertaken, it should be made clear that this could go either way.  In other words, further work could reveal greater costs (which would make the scheme less viable) or alternatively it could demonstrate economies of scale and other savings which would make the scheme more viable.

4.7
As a broader point, it should be noted that viability is extremely difficult to predict with any accuracy for all of the eco-town proposals currently being considered through the draft PPS.  Issues such as market factors, the content (mix of uses) of each eco-town and the quality of the “eco-offer” (and ultimately the overall eco-credentials of the development) are hard to cost accurately.  Furthermore, they are likely to fluctuate as schemes proceed over the long build period that is inevitable with all of the eco-town proposals.  

4.8
Taking the prompt of the eco town publications issued by Government, Halcrow draw attention to the importance of delivery and implementation methods in the creation of sizable new settlements.  It is suggested that some form of community body (possibly a "trust") will be needed to hold assets and sustain management in the long term.  This will be particularly important due to the special eco features and the need to achieve lifestyle changes.  The community body could of course be Cherwell District Council or Bicester Town Council. There are also issues about whether a special delivery body would be required to steer the creation of the eco development.  There would be much to do in exploring options and detailed arrangements.  The resource position will be crucial to the choices made. In informal discussion with Government the Council has expressed a strong preference for locally led delivery and long term management arrangements.

What view should the Council take to the North West Bicester proposal?

4.9
It is now necessary for the Council to take a view on this proposal within the eco-town programme as set out in the draft PPS.  In the light of the information provided by Halcrow, and the work and discussion undertaken by the Council to date on the wider eco-town programme, the following broad comments are made.

North West Bicester as an “eco-development” location?

4.10
If we set aside the Council’s opposition in principle to the eco-town programme (which will be considered below), and look at North West Bicester simply within the parameters set by Government in its draft PPS on eco-towns, it would appear, from the evidence in the Halcrow report, that North West Bicester has strong elements to recommend it, certainly when compared to the proposal at Weston Otmoor.  

a) It could provide an opportunity to meet the Government objectives of building a highly sustainable community which would:-

· provide a good quantity of green space of the highest quality 

· offer opportunities for space within and around the dwellings 

· promote healthy and sustainable environments 

· offer opportunities for infrastructure that make best use of technologies in energy generation and conservation in ways that are not always practical or economic in other developments

· use the opportunity to plan and deliver a locally appropriate mix of housing type and tenure to meet the needs of all income groups and household size, and 

· take advantage of significant economies of scale and increases in land value to deliver new technology and infrastructure such as for transport, energy and community facilities.

The Government’s view is that all these benefits would be delivered through eco-towns in a better way or to a higher standard than would be possible through the normal development process.

b) It could provide this in such a way as would also directly benefit Bicester.  As well as being an exemplar development that would, of itself, be an asset to Bicester, it could also bring new investment into Bicester which would otherwise be less likely to come to the town.  This would include new public transport improvements which would link the eco development with the rest of Bicester.  On affordable housing provision in particular, there may be a real opportunity because the Government is committed to involving their new funding agency - the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) directly in eco towns.  This will result in a public funding priority and create the possibility of achieving higher levels of affordable housing provision and the benefit of local housing nomination rights.

4.11
These benefits should be set against the background that Bicester is certain to grow in any event as a result of the levels of new housing proposed in the South East Plan (which are discussed more fully below).  The question therefore is whether the North West Bicester site, delivered through the “eco-town” programme, may be a way of delivering further growth in a manner which would bring benefits which would not otherwise come to Bicester.  On the basis of the evidence before us, it could.

4.12
In setting out the above, a note of caution should be sounded.  The draft PPS explicitly states that the eco-town programme can deliver higher “eco credentials” than would normally be delivered through the planning system.  Implicit in this is an understanding that additional money would be available to pay for these benefits.  Realistically, this can only be delivered by either (a) greater involvement and (ultimately) funding from government and the public sector, or (b) achieving greater scope for “land value capture”, either through lower land values paid to landowners or higher prices achieved in the sale of completed developments on the site.  If (a) is the case, the draft PPS has not stated how this would happen.  If (b) is the case, it follows that the Government (again implicitly) assumes that any eco-town is effectively delivered “off-plan”; in other words that landowners are prepared to accept a lower value for their land in the knowledge that it is only because the land is being allocated for an eco-town that it has any development value at all.  These issues are difficult, but are crucial to any assessment of the prospects for implementation.  Landowners selling willingly, encouraged by market incentives in the form of land value uplift after a grant of planning permission, is the usual route to creation of any new development.   However in the current uncertain economic climate, and in a situation where the special nature of the eco town development depresses uplift in value, it is not clear that the incentive to develop will be sufficient.  Questions have been asked about the degree to which the Government is willing or able to intervene in the land market.  There is no indication of any intent in this respect at present.  Use of compulsory purchase is theoretically possible, but it would raise very difficult issues of alternative development options and value comparisons, affecting compensation levels.  Recent case law in the field is such that a successful approach might be necessitate some reconsideration of relevant primary legislation.  On the other hand is would be unwise to completely dismiss the possibility that, in current difficult economic times, there is a reconsideration of the more interventionist approaches taken by Government in the past (particularly the post war New Town Development Corporations that did assemble land using compulsory purchase). 

4.13
The following section considers the relationship between the eco-towns programme and the plan-led system more widely. This is very relevant to the points about implementation and land value capture noted above.  It is important to note here, however, that the Government has not set out a clear approach to what this relationship will be.  We do not know whether the housing and employment growth within any eco-town will be (a) part of our district’s targets as set out in the Regional Spatial Strategy, (b) additional to them or (c) partly within and partly additional.  Therefore, we do not know what expectation landowners will have regarding their ability to develop normally and implications for land values.  The concept of “off plan” development (that will only happen if the development offers eco standards) does suggest that some degree of additionality is essential – otherwise any landowner/developer will expect to proceed with normal development.  This approach seemed clear in the initial government publications, but that clarity has been lost in more recent publications.  This problem could be overcome if the Government was to set out clear policy on delivery mechanisms for eco-towns, together with a clear explanation of how the additional benefits of eco-towns are to be funded.  So far, this policy clarity has not been forthcoming.  In the absence of this, doubt must remain at the present time as to the capacity of the eco-town programme to meet the Government’s high ambitions.  This doubt applies to the whole of the eco-town programme, not just the proposal at North West Bicester.

The relationship between the eco-development and the development plan

4.14
The Council has consistently objected to the eco-town programme in principle on the basis that it is not embedded within the plan-led system.  This point is discussed in more detail in the proposed joint response of Oxfordshire County Council and this Council to the draft PPS (see other report on this agenda – and in particular annex 1, appendix 1, question 1).  The draft PPS does, belatedly, seek to integrate future eco-towns within the development plan system, however it remains the case that the eco-towns shortlisted in the draft PPS have been identified outside of the development plan process.  

4.15
The Government has furthermore avoided giving any specific written advice as to what impact an eco-town would have upon overall housing figures for any given district set out in the development plan system.  There appears to be broad recognition from Government that an eco-town would contribute towards meeting the housing targets in the Regional Spatial Strategy (in our case the South East Plan), but it is not clear by how much.  Recently both the Minister and her officials have said that the NW Bicester development would be a part of the SE Plan numbers for the Cherwell District (and this was certainly the case within the letter sent by Housing Minister Margaret Beckett to Cllr. Wood on 30 October 2008 which was reported to Executive on 17th November last year), however this was not set out specifically in the draft PPS.

4.16
The Council has attempted to become fully involved in the development of the South East Plan as the Regional Spatial Strategy for the south east of England.  In September 2008 it expressed its concerns to the Secretary of State over her proposed increases to house building rates in both Banbury and Bicester in her proposed modifications to the South East Plan.  We have yet to hear the outcome of that consultation, but fundamental to it is a broad acceptance (shared fully by this Council) that the South East Plan is the proper place to make strategic planning decisions that affect development within the region.

4.17
The question remains therefore as to what would be the impact of an eco-town within Cherwell District on the development plan?  In respect of Weston Otmoor, there is no doubt that it would be impossible to reconcile the strategy in the South East Plan with the eco-town proposal.  Both the scale of the eco-town (15,000 homes) and location (as an entirely new “stand alone” community) are wholly outside the strategy in the emerging South East Plan.

4.18
In respect of North West Bicester, the same is true, however to a significantly lesser extent.  

a) In terms of scale, the North West Bicester eco-development is only 5,000 homes.  Halcrow estimates that the first housing completions will not be until 2014 and that 250 per year will be built after this time.  Therefore by 2026, approximately 3,000 homes could be completed.  This compares to the figure in the South East Plan of 2,340 further homes for Bicester that our Core Strategy will need to find.  (It should also be borne in mind that within the “Options for Growth” consultation that we carried out in the autumn of last year to inform our Core Strategy, we did consider an increase to the figure for Bicester of up to 3,010 homes.)  Therefore, whilst the housing growth at North West Bicester is more than could be anticipated through the South East Plan it is, potentially, only so by maybe c660 homes.  

b) Furthermore, North West Bicester is not a stand alone community which is “separate and distinct” from Bicester as envisaged by the original eco-town concept, but would be integrated with the rest of the town.  This is something which Halcrow views as a positive benefit of the eco development.

4.19
It is reasonable to argue, therefore, that the North West Bicester eco-development, whilst not wholly in accordance with the emerging South East Plan, could be considered to be within the spirit of the Plan.  It must also, at the same time, be recognised that where an eco-town increases levels of housing growth over those set out in a Regional Spatial Strategy, Government may see this as a legitimate way of increasing housing levels in that area, rather than “trimming” the scale of the eco-town to fit into agreed RSS housing levels.

4.20
The draft PPS appears to give support to the notion that eco-towns can be considered as part of the Local Development Framework.  Paragraphs 2.3 and 2.4 of the draft PPS state:-

“Eco-towns are one of a range of options local planning authorities should consider when determining how to meet their current or emerging housing requirements set out in the RSS. Eco-towns can be allocated as a strategic development option within the Core Strategy.

“Where the Core Strategy is in preparation, local planning authorities will specifically address the distribution of housing and where an eco-town location is set out in the Eco-town Programme, they should include it as an option for consideration. However, there is no requirement to allocate an eco-town if a better way of meeting future needs exists. The Adopted Plan should set out the most appropriate strategy when considered against reasonable alternatives.”

4.21
This would suggest that IF the Council wished to support the North West Bicester eco-development, we could seek to incorporate it into our Core Strategy as a further option for delivering housing growth at Bicester.  Since our Core Strategy is still in preparation, there would be scope for us to do this.  

4.22
The draft PPS does, however, also give advice on how local authorities should consider eco-town proposals identified in the PPS and this advice would appear to contradict the paragraphs referred to above.   Paragraphs 2.5 and 2.6 of the draft PPS state:-

“Eco-towns should be considered in the same way as any other major development proposal. Government remains committed to the plan-led system, and the preference is that the broad options for how best to meet housing need are explored in regional and local plans. In particular Local Development Frameworks are responsible for identifying exact locations, and planning for the necessary infrastructure to make them work.

“Should an application for an eco-town come forward on a site not currently allocated in the development plan, then it should be considered in the usual way by the local planning authority. 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, are 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 locations in the Eco-towns Programme, are designed to guide decision makers in the absence of up-to-date local policies.”

4.23
These paragraphs would seem to imply that if an eco-town location is identified in the final PPS, this would then be a material factor which the local authority would then have to give (arguably significant) weight.  It would follow, therefore, that whilst we may be able to incorporate the eco-town into our Core Strategy, it would have to be considered as a “fixed” element unless there is clear subsequent evidence that there are better ways of meeting our housing needs.

4.24
In interpreting this rather muddled position, it has to be said that a location specific PPS is a new and untested concept (and potentially challengeable legally).  However if issued it becomes a very powerful planning consideration.  It will effectively invite early progress of planning applications – including via the appeal to Secretary of State if required.  This would be regardless of any parallel LDF process.  Whilst it may be possible to bring the eco town planning process into the LDF as far as detail and co ordination is concerned, it is best to assume that inclusion of the location in the PPS will make it a fixed input to the Development Plan and that implementation could proceed ahead of the Regional Spatial Strategy and LDF process.

5.
Conclusion

5.1
Drawing these various issues together, the following broad conclusions can be drawn:

a) The Council supports the plan-led system and in general objects to the imposition of any eco-town proposal which would require additional development above that decided through the normal development plan process.  The Council should therefore expect Government to be much clearer about the relationship between the PPS and the development Plan.  In particular explicit policy is needed on two issues:-

· How will agreed housing numbers contained in up-to-date development plans be reconciled with an eco-town proposal?

· How does the Government reconcile the contradiction within the draft PPS whereby it supports the role of the development plans in determining locations for development and yet also suggests that eco-town locations identified in the PPS should effectively be considered “fixed” locations and could be subject to grant of planning permission in advance of Development Plan decisions?

b) The Government has not yet put in place effective measures to ensure that the eco-town programme can achieve the objectives set out in the draft PPS.  The Council should therefore seek clear commitments from Government as to how these objectives will be met.  This should include:-

· provision for delivery arrangements and bodies (i.e. what institutional mechanisms, procedures and processes are to be put in place to ensure that eco-towns can be built),

· necessary policy and financial actions and support to address likely development viability and 

· implementation issues.

c) In respect of the proposal at North West Bicester, the Halcrow report provides (1) a useful basis for understanding the issues, challenges and opportunities for bringing forward an eco development in this location and (2) a helpful illustrative concept of how an eco-development could possibly be delivered.  However, it should be recognised that the Halcrow report is only a starting point and that much more work is required to consider the nature and deliverability of an eco-development at North West Bicester.  Substantial policy and financial support from Government is required to enable this work to take place.  

6.
Background Information

6.1
The Executive has previously considered reports on 18 February, 7 April, 7 July, 17 November and 1 December 2008 in relation to the emerging Eco-Towns concept, the shortlisting of the Weston Otmoor proposal by DCLG and the assessment of an alternative ‘eco-community’ site at North West Bicester.  The Council has stated its position of opposition to the proposals in so far as they affect Cherwell and has submitted representations to this effect to DCLG.

6.2
The Council has not, to date, taken a formal position on the North West Bicester proposal.

7.
Key Issues for Consideration/Reasons for Decision and Options

7.1
The Executive is invited to consider whether or not to support the proposed eco-development at North West Bicester as part of its overall response to the Government’s consultation on the Draft PPS.
7.2
The following options have been identified. It should be noted that if the NW Bicester eco – development is to be supported by the Council – the cautious approach set out in Option 2 is recommended.

	Option One
	To support broadly the proposal for an eco-development at North West Bicester.



	Option Two
	To support broadly the proposal for an eco-development at North West Bicester subject to the clarification of any outstanding matters raised with CLG.  These will relate primarily to the matters raised in paragraph 5.1 above, together with any other matters raised by the Executive.  In the light of this, some flexibility will be required in undertaking further discussions with CLG on the details of how an eco development would be implemented.  It is therefore suggested that finalisation of the Council’s consultation response, including itemisation of any matters of clarification required is delegated to the Chief Executive in consultation with the Leader of the Council.



	Option Three
	To not support the recommendation and to oppose the whole eco towns programme and the inclusion of land at North West Bicester as a possible location for an eco-development. 


8.
Consultations

8.1 It is important to remember that the Eco Towns Programme is a national initiative.  All parties, including CDC, are now in a position of reaching decisions on their response to that Government consultation.  Final decisions will rest with Government.  CDC has been encouraging concerned local interests to respond direct to the Government consultation and to keep the Council informed of that response.

8.2 At the launch of the consultation on the draft PPS, CLG has published a number of documents for consultation with interested parties as part of the assessment process.  CLG also undertook a roadshow which visited Bicester on 7th November 2008.  The promoters of the Weston Otmoor scheme, Parkridge Holdings, have also produced information which is available on its website.

8.3 In relation to the North West Bicester proposal specifically, the Council has sought to identify all interested parties and has undertaken to brief them prior to this Executive.  The groups contacted included affected landowners, Bicester Town Council, affected Parish Councils, Bicester Vision, Bicester Chamber of Commerce and wider stakeholders.  Feedback received direct to CDC will be reported at the meeting.  (This will be a high level summary only due to the short timescales involved.)

8.4 To assist the CLG consultation process and to facilitate local responses the Council has also improved its web site to provide more information on the Cherwell eco-town proposals.  This relevant part of the site is at www.cherwell.gov.uk/ecotowns.  

8.5 There has been extensive discussion with Oxfordshire County Council on the NW Bicester eco development concept.  County officers have provided technical input to the Study, especially on transport matters.  The County have not yet reached a formal view on the NW Bicester proposal in the Draft PPS.  At present it seems likely that County Councillors will adopt a neutral stance.

8.6
If the proposed eco-development were to be taken forward at North West Bicester through the PPS, there is still a huge amount of work to be done to consider all the issues inherent in delivering such a major project.  The Council would need be fully involved in this work, and there will be other opportunities for the public to comment on, and become involved with, bringing proposal forward.     

Implications

	Financial:
	The Council’s response to the Eco-Towns appraisal process is currently being accommodated within existing staff and financial resources at this time.  

Specifically in relation to the North West Bicester proposal, the Council agreed at the Executive on 1st December 2008 to commission consultancy work to inform its submission to the draft PPS consultation.  This is the “Halcrow report” which is referred to in this report.  The Council is seeking for CLG to reimburse it for the costs of commissioning this work.

Future resource/cost implications arising from decisions on this report are potentially very significant for the Council and would need to be the subject of further reports as the eco towns process develops.  Note also the comments below on risk.



	
	Comments checked by Eric Meadows, Service Accountant 01295 221552.



	Legal:
	There are no significant legal issues associated with the Council’s ongoing involvement in the Eco-Towns appraisal process.  However, there would be significant legal costs associated with the pursuit of a legal challenge to the Government’s emerging policy if a decision is taken to challenge this process.



	
	Comments checked by Pam Wilkinson, Principal Solicitor 01295 221688.



	Risk Management:
	The eco-town programme poses a significant risk to the council’s commitment to prepare its Local Development Framework and in particular the Core Strategy.  The reasons for this are that:-

1. Currently significant officer resources are being diverted from LDF preparation to the eco-town programme.  This has been to ensure that the council is adequately represented in all key discussions and technical groups relating to eco-towns.  The commissioning and subsequent management of the Halcrow report have also involved significant officer time.

2. The possibility of an eco-town in the district has made it impossible to know with certainty what will be the final level of house building in the district over the period to 2026.  The Government has at no time properly clarified how eco-towns will sit alongside other housing requirements made through the “normal” planning process (in our case through the South East Plan).  Until this is resolved, it would be difficult for the Council to consult meaningfully with the public on likely locations for growth across the district and build upon the work undertaken last Autumn in the “Options for Growth” public consultation. 

The Council is responding to these risks as follows:-

1. It is ensuring that it engages fully with Government at all times, and continues to ask for clarity over the relationship between the LDF and eco-town programme.

2. It has reached agreement in principle with Government that CLG will make a financial contribution to offset the officer time and other resources which the council has had to divert to the eco-town programme since the proposal at Weston Otmoor was first proposed.  This would provide additional funding to support the LDF to help offset the necessary reductions in 2009/10 budgets for consultancy support on this type of work.

It should be noted that if an eco town development is to proceed in Cherwell there will be many future implementation and resource risks for the council.  The immediate planning risks are noted in the body of the report, but wider issues arising would need to be considered in depth as part of future decisions on implementation arrangements.



	
	Comments checked by Rosemary Watts, Risk Management & Insurance Officer 01295 221566.



	Efficiency Savings
	None arising from this report.



	
	Comments checked by Eric Meadows, Service Accountant 01295 221552.
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Appendix 1 to Annex 3

Extract from “Summary & Conclusions” section of the “NW Bicester eco-town Concept Study” (Halcrow, February 2009).

9.1 Summary

The Masterplan Concept incorporates the following land uses

	Summary
	Area
	%

	Employment
	31.80 ha
	9

	Residential
	125.00 ha
	36

	Local Centre
	9.91 ha
	3

	Education
	17.16 ha
	5

	Open Space
	138.23 ha
	40

	Infrastructure
	23.00 ha
	7

	Total
	345.10 ha
	100


In spatial terms the masterplan contains the main features below:

· Landscaping and bio-mass planting define the western extent of the community and help to integrate it into the surrounding area The concept plan layout is set within a strong landscape structure and a network of green spaces which follow existing landscape features, such as watercourses, trees and hedgerows

· In terms of built form the layout incorporates a connected block pattern of streets and footpaths. Development will be outward facing with active edges and perimeter blocks. Buildings should be designed to enliven the street scene through the creation of street frontages and entrances and ground floor windows fronting onto the street

· An overall residential density of 40 dwellings per hectare has been applied with approximately two thirds of the homes, the secondary school and two primary schools located to the south of the rail line. The remaining homes and an additional primary school are located to the north of the rail line, with the Energy Centre.

· Employment and community facilities are located either side of the rail corridor

· Local centres with neighbourhood retail and community facilities are located on both parts of the site

The masterplan concept assumes a balanced mix for achieving the employment target of 5,000 gross new jobs in the eco-town. This could be achieved as follows:

· 60% in knowledge based sectors 

· 35% in services sectors

· 5% in logistics and distribution sectors

The movement hierarchy is as follows:

· Strong green space structure to provide network of footpaths and cycleways

· Provision of a new northern perimeter road and bridge crossing over the railway line

· Enhancements to the Howe’s Lane junctions and realignment of Howe’s Lane

· Realignment of Bucknell Lane to relieve the existing junction and to create a larger employment area alongside the railway

· Primary access roads into the site to link employment areas, schools and community facilities

· Major access roads through residential area to provide a route for public transport and maximise public transport catchment

· Minor access roads and home zones to serve residential areas

The Energy Strategy is based firstly on reducing demand, then secondly on supplying energy efficiently and securely from low carbon sources.

All buildings will be constructed to the PassivHaus standard where possible. This means that insulation levels, air leakage detailing and glazing specification will be constructed to very demanding specifications and consequently space heating requirements will be minimised.

A core zone of buildings will be connected to a District Heating System (DHS) for all space heating and hot water functions. This will be supplied from an Energy Centre fuelled by a biomas boiler, bio-gas CHP system (with an Anaerobic Digester system for all sewage, waste and food waste), a gas fired boiler back up and thermal store. All buildings in this zone will have rooftop PV systems.

Outside the core zone all homes will have rooftop PV panels, solar thermal panels and wood fired boilers. Non-residential buildings will have ground source heat pumps. All buildings will be connected to a private wire network and a number of off-site wind turbines are likely to be required to achieve zero carbon overall.

9.2 Conclusions Drawn from Work Undertaken

In the recent past Bicester has been a key location for housing and employment growth and further growth is being considered as part of the Core Strategy. It would be logical and consistent with wider policy aims to consider Bicester as a location for an eco-town type development.

The site being considered to the north west of the town is unusually free of any major planning or environmental constraints and has no features of significant agricultural, landscape or ecological interest. The site area is large and it should prove possible to incorporate any local features within the development – such as streams and woodland features. The site is considered suitable for development in principle and has the capacity to accommodate further growth.

The initial masterplan ideas and analysis in this report suggest the concept of an eco-town type development in NW Bicester can be supported in principle and is worthy of further investigation and analysis. The location is at least as good as many of the other proposed eco-town locations and better than many - e.g. Weston Otmoor.

Further growth at Bicester has the potential to build on and complement the growth already underway and to help provide a critical mass and wider range of activities so that Bicester becomes a more fully rounded and self contained community. The NW Bicester development could provide benefits for existing residents in the form of access to new jobs, social and community facilities and perhaps to new forms green energy, or water efficiency measures.

As well as achieving zero-carbon development, all the proposed eco-towns face the twin challenges of creating one new job per home and achieving 50% public transport patronage. Bicester is fortunate in being located in a relatively prosperous part of the south east, where future economic growth prospects are good. This location also has good public transport accessibility – to Oxford, Birmingham and London, and further improvements are planned.

The challenge of building affordable, zerocarbon homes and businesses is a challenge for the construction industry as a whole, and is not specific to this location. Government policy requires that all new homes must be zero carbon from 2016 and the expectation is that the costs of meeting zero carbon requirements will have reduced by then through economies of scale.

Given the need to progress the site through the planning process, substantial development to the north west of Bicester is not likely to begin until around 2013 at the earliest, by which time current thinking suggests that residential values will have recovered to recent peak levels. On this basis, our conclusions on the viability of the NW Bicester development is that it is currently a marginal proposition which merits further investigation with a view to longer term delivery.

A key advantage of Bicester in terms of cash flow is that initial investment may be reduced compared with a free standing location because it may benefit from existing infrastructure. Nevertheless, judicious public sector support and intervention would make a big difference to viability, perhaps by meeting some of the upfront infrastructure costs in return for a share in later development values.

`

9.3 Building a New Community and Long-term Management of Eco-town Facilities and Community Assets

The creation of a balanced and mixed community is a fundamental requirement of sustainable communities and eco-towns. The eco-towns ethos is likely to attract those specifically interested in green lifestyles and should encourage others to take up such lifestyles. These residents may change the balance of the overall Bicester community in terms of income, lifestyle or stage in lifecycle. A range of measures will be considered in order to promote integration with the existing community, including

· Provision of a range of house types and tenures, potentially linked to incentives to

· local first time buyers and older households

· Sensitive allocation and management policies for affordable housing which enable extended families and friendship networks to move together and help create a more diversified tenure mix

· Provision of a range of community and leisure facilities which cater not just for NW Bicester but also give people from the existing community reasons to go there Revenue support for provision of appropriate and early staffing of community Facilities 

· Good public transport links between NW Bicester and the wider town

Delivering a high quality scheme is only the start of creating a successful place. Suitable management of the different elements of the masterplan will be required to ensure facilities are maintained over the long term and to help build social cohesion. The Draft PPS states at paragraph 4.33 “A long term approach is necessary to ensure a new town retains its integrity as an eco-town, and is able to manage change in a planned way. Planning applications should be accompanied by long term governance structures for the development to ensure that:

(a) 
appropriate governance structures are in place to ensure that standards are met and maintained

(b) 
there is continued community involvement and engagement, to develop social capital

(c) 
sustainability metrics, including those on zero carbon, transport, water and waste are agreed and monitored

(d) 
future development continues to meet the eco-town standards, and

(e) 
community assets are maintained”.

NW Bicester provides an opportunity to consider innovative and new approaches to community governance. A locally appropriate arrangement will need to be developed in detail but at this stage it is proposed that a Community Trust is established to manage community assets and activities, including landscape areas, energy infrastructure, recycling and community facilities.

This will require funding from developer contributions. If the Trust is endowed with assets (e.g. land or buildings) it would generate a future income, although some of the activities it manages may in themselves be revenue generating – e.g. energy and parking management. The Trust could be established as a not-for profit organisation with representation from local residents and businesses, as well as the local authority.

The Trust could work with using existing voluntary organisations in Bicester to deliver a programme to welcome newcomers, develop community events, and provide information on the support and facilities already available in the town. It could also manage area-based workers to support community development. The Trust will be housed within a multi-purpose centre within one of the local centres which will provide a base for the new community to meet in order to form new groups and share views.
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