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This paper has been produced solely by the Liberal Democrat Group without assistance of the Parliamentary Liberal Democrat Party. The views and opinions expressed herein are therefore those of the members of the group and do reflect agreed national party views. 
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Leicestershire County Council Group
Introduction
Leicestershire Liberal Democrats have previously responded to the governments call for information on the idea of eco-towns in 2008. This response forms the group’s view of the proposed Planning Policy Statement (PPS) on eco-towns. The group has purposely not responded to Question 6. 1 concerning the Sustainability Assessments, Habitats Regulations Assessments and Impact Assessments of the proposed site of  Pennbury for fear it could fetter the discretion of councillors who also sit on planning committees. The group will provide general comments about the assumptions raised in the Sustainability appraisal concerning eco-towns as outlined in Question 5.
The government’s consultation paper seeks responses to the following areas:

· The Overall nature of the draft PPS and its guidance;

· The effectiveness of location principles ;

· The achievability of the overall eco-towns concept;

· Eco-town standards including:

·  Zero Carbon,

·  Climate Change Adaptation,

·  Homes, 

· Employment, 

· Transport, 

· Local Services.

· Green Infrastructure
· Water and flood risk management 

· Waste

· Transition and development

· Community & Governance

The responses of the group will be made in this order to conform to the questions set out in the consultation document. 
Where the term ‘group’ or ‘members’ is used this is to indicate the Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat Group. 
Question 1: Does the draft Planning Policy Statement provides sufficient guidance on the consideration of eco-towns through the plan making process?
In responding to this question the group has taken a view on the possible impact that a specific PPS on eco-towns could have on local planning applications. 

In response to the government’s previous consultation on eco-towns the group’s view of the compatibility with regional spatial planning was: 

“The Group is very troubled by the proposed draft PPS actually listing the sites, which is viewed as an ‘enabling act’ to government plans and in the opinion of the members provides a dangerous precedent to future government sponsored developments especially in light of the current planning bill in the Houses of Parliament.  

Planning Policy Statements have traditionally not explicitly listed sites for development, there by the guidance proposed was to be taken for consideration by local authorities in presenting information to members of Planning Committees. The fact that the government is proposing to name the sites on the PPS is worrying because it suggests that this will effectively force the hand of local planning officers to advise the approval of the sites in order to comply with government guidance…  

The ongoing concern with the PPS…. stems from the simple fact that the government will have dictated the entire process of selecting the eco-towns and will render the role of local authorities to raise objections (in conjunction with other planning legislation and other PPS) null and void. Group members hold the view that the government needs to clarify the way in which local authorities can raise objections and concerns that could prevent the development of sites that do not meet criteria aside from those listed in the draft PPS.  The consultation on the PPS will need to allow for local authorities to raise specific grievances against specific sites without prejudicing the views of members within the local planning process….”

The draft PPS does not directly answer these concerns and in addition raises further areas of concern. The fundamental view of the draft PPS on eco-towns is the fact that the criteria and standards established present a fait acompli to eco-town planning applications. Because PPS’ form the basis of recommendations planning officers make to planning committees, it is therefore difficult to question an application if the PPS firstly names sites as suitable and presents standards that either excel current PPS standards or creates the circumstances under which they can be accepted. 
Specifically, members of the group believe that the following sentence:

“Applicants and planning authorities should bear in mind that the policies in this PPS are capable of being material to decisions on planning applications” (draft PPS page 10 section 1.2) 

It is felt that this sentence summarises the group’s primary concern, if the contents of PPS can be used as material evidence in a situation where the PPS is the guiding policy document to a decision then it is next to impossible to reject the proposal. In a simple way it appears as though the draft PPS will act as the frame fro, evidence, for and guidance on an eco-town application.
At the same time the suggestion that the:

“Ambition and policies in this PPS should be fully reflected by regional planning bodies in the preparation of Regional Spatial Strategies [RSS] and by planning authorities in the preparation of Local Development Documents” Page 10 1.2 

Raises the possibility that already established regional and local planning documents will need to be revisited, and makes the assumption that eco-towns will fit into any area across the Country. The group believes that if an eco-town is supposed to act as an exemplar of the potential to produce housing to meet the challenge of housing & climate change in the future then it is essential that they are limited to scoping projects in key areas rather than simply being incorporated as a policy response (alongside Sustainable Urban Extensions) for an entire region. 
Clearly the ambition of producing housing that keeps carbon emission low and meets higher sustainability criteria is important. But the group feels that this should be part of already established PPS, and as part of a wider effort to regenerate housing and communities that are already established. 
In terms of Local Development Frameworks (LDF’s) the draft PPS proposes that “there is no requirement to allocate an eco-town if a better way of meeting future needs exists”. The group feels that this statement is misleading. As later statements in PPS outline, the standards within the draft PPS are in addition (in some cases are stretched standards) to already established planning policy. It is therefore virtually impossible to prove conclusively that an LDF has made adequate provision because the PPS is based on an assumption that an eco-town will exceed the minimum standards. 

At the same time if the draft PPS is approved it will form a material consideration meaning it has a ‘special status’ that can trump other considerations. The group believes an LDF will find it hard to prove in public examination that it can adequately meet future need. This primarily due to the fact that LDF’s are allocated housing from a regional level, in this situation it is highly unlikely that an LDF will be sufficiently up to date (even if recently updated) to satisfy the ambiguous wording in the draft PPS. In addition there is a concern that the draft PPS actually mentioning site forces those sites to be considered. The fact that the draft PPS could from a ‘material consideration’ could mean that the primary evidence in support for an eco-town comes from the draft PPS and its umbrella of sustainability appraisals etc. 
The group believes that the final PPS should drop the reference to LDF’s and focus instead on providing suitable safeguards at regional and local level that are flexible to changing housing markets. In practice this will mean that the draft PPS should drop reference to specific sites. 
In relation to 2.5 and 2.6, the group has identified a potential barrier to the adequate assessment of eco-towns. If the government remains committed to broad options at regional and local level then the production of a specific PPS will always act contrary to that aspiration. There is also considerable doubt that LDF’s in the identification of sites will be able to ensure that non eco-town infrastructure is capable of supporting an eco-town without having to divert capital resources from other regenerations projects. In particular, because certain areas are receiving growth point funding the group are concerned that this funding will have to be spread further to accommodate changes to transportation networks. 
In terms of paragraphs 2.7, 2.8 and 2.9 the determination of planning applications raises the implicit strength associated with the draft PPS. Simply by nature of the fact that the standards either support or excel current building standards and the identified sties contain examples of the standards in practice, applications for eco-towns will be hard to assess against local circumstances, especially where the LDF needs to present infrastructures changes to accommodate development anyway. 
The adopted Regional Plan is already under review, the pervious examination in public of the RSS, the Inspector recommended that the figures before reviewed straight away. The Inspector also opposed development in the area (specifically the Harborough PUA South East of the City) on the grounds that the development would be very difficult without massive infrastructure improvements. At the same time, in Leicestershire only one Borough council has actually produced an LDF to the ‘preferred options stage’. And it appears that the Conservative led authorities of the other councils are avoiding the process in the hope that a change in government will avoid the need to do so. In this situation the current proposal for an eco-town means that it has to be given strong consideration because of the absence of adopted LDF’s and the need to apply material considerations. 
Point 2.9 also assists with this, the fact that sites are listed in the draft PPS sets a planning precedent for other eco-town sites to complete a similar process of sustainability and Habitats assessments in order to prove the suitability of the location. This has to form part of the consideration of the application which means the PPS supports those sites that accommodate its site selection process. 
2: Are the locational principles for eco-towns sufficiently clear and workable?

Overall the language used in the locational principles section provides a degree of flexibility to allow developers and planning authorities to negotiate over the specifics of a site. However it is questionable if local authorities will have the knowledge and experience to adequately negotiate the details bearing in mind the stretched targets proposed. 
The specific considerations relating to proximity to major centres and employment is important because on the one hand it suggests that eco-towns will not be viable on their own (which raises separate questions) and concurrently it also suggests that these settlements will have massive impacts upon already established centres. The group feels that this could have an adverse impact upon regeneration efforts already underway, and could actually involve some significant re-planning at a regional level of both new developments but also infrastructure investment. 
3: Taking overall the standards set out in the draft PPS do you think that they achieve a viable eco-towns concept? 
It is not sufficiently clear if the draft PPS is to accommodate simply the production of eco-towns as towns or if the practice is broadened out to included possible ‘eco-settlements’ that adopt a portion but not all of the standards. The group holds the overall view that the draft PPS is to accommodate eco-settlements and thus the overall concept needs to be more rounded. 

Broadly the standards presented retain an authenticity to the eco-town concept as defined in previous government publications. However a significant failing is lack of overview for the wider development of eco-towns as developing entities. The simplistic notion that an artificial creation such as an eco-town could be maintained to a specific size, dimension and impact is somewhat contradictory to established planning practice that demonstrates that the long-term sustainability of a town is supported by the capacity for continual expansion. As we assume that the eco-town will form into the traditional timeline of 50 years, the need to provide adequate employment and housing alongside the fulfilment of the idea of a sustainable community will require the application of additional housing to the towns to accommodate natural population changes. 

The group believes there is an inherent flaw because of the limits contained within the basic standards of an eco-town (Notably both the separate &c distinct and limiting size to 5,000 – 20,000). The group is also concerned that by expanding the eco-town undermines the original impact and sustainability assessments meaning that the original standards outlined could be undermined further.  In order to fulfil the long term sustainability requirements (as expected from any development) a growing eco-town could potentially become a Sustainable Urban Extension.  

Eco- town standards
4.1: Do you consider that the standards provide a clear basis on which to make decisions on planning applications for eco-towns?

Overall the eco-standards are considered to be of suitable level to assist with the assessment of planning applications – this is inherently due to the aligning of the standards with previous PPS’. Aside from the issues outlined above the group feels that these standards are clear enough but this does not necessarily resolve the compatibility issues established above. 

At the same time the group are uneasy with the language contained in paragraph 4.1 on page 13.  The central standard for eco-towns has always been the idea of:
· Separate & Distinct

· 5,000 and 20,000 homes (at least 30% affordable/social)

· low carbon footprint

The issue that paragraph 4.1 seems to rise is the idea that in cases where the most appropriate setup (i.e. separate & distinct near a major urban area) is not available that a ‘small new settlement in more remote locations may be suitable’. The group is concerned that this phrase is ambiguous enough to allow the draft PPS to contribute to more than just eco-towns and allow developers previously rejected on other grounds to reapply utilising the draft PPS as a material consideration. 

In addition the group feels that the target of reducing CO2 emissions from housing is a worthwhile project, and very much in line with the environmental policies of the Liberal Democrat party. However, the group feels that the CO2 ambition outlined in the draft PPS should be applied as an amendment to PPS3. It is still felt by the group that the production of new houses with high environmental standards will not adequately offset the emissions from already established housing stock.  
4.2: Do you consider that the cost of implementing the standards will undermine the viability of eco-towns?
The specific financing of projects is still difficult to judge, however the basic fact that these projects are unique would suggest that the ambition may require additional resources to support them. 

It should be made clearer in the draft PPS that the development of eco-towns should not require massive investment on the part of local authorities or regional bodies. Whilst some investment is expected (such as the adoption of roads) the group is worried by the potential expectation that those areas with large housing allocations (i.e. a growth point) will be expected to divert resources to support an eco-town. The group feels that the desire of central government to support eco-towns means that the main resources should be supplied by developer and central government.  

It is difficult to square how the high environmental standards will not directly impact upon the unit cost of each house/commercial property. If the developer accepts the cost as a part limitation on its part in order to bring the cost of the house into line with the overall average of housing in a given area then it reasonable to assume that the profit margin will be limited. 

To counter act this one could assume that the most successful eco-town would provide the developer with a real market opportunity to develop other around the country. This move to a more market based model in terms of central master planning is troubling given previous concerns raised regarding the ‘material consideration’ of the draft PPS and its relationship too established regional plans.

4.3: Are there any standards that you feel are missing?

A standard governing sustainable development (i.e. the expansion of the eco-towns) is considered essential by the group to ensure that eco-towns do not simply exist for one generation but require massive changes to wider master planning of other housing. 
4.4 Are any of the standards not essential?
None 
4.5: The zero carbon standard attempts to ensure that carbon emissions related to the built environment in eco-towns are zero or below. Have we specified the calculation of net emission clearly in a way that avoids perverse incentives and loopholes? Is this standard the most cost effective way to do this?

Broadly the standard produced is considered by the group to be higher than previously established standards and this (alongside other standards) is a positive move. We still believe the standard should be added to PPS 3 as an aspiration for all housing.  
However the purposeful exclusion of embedded carbon, carbon emissions associated with transport and the focus upon the whole development rather than individual buildings creates the circumstances to allow for ‘clever’ calculation of the carbon emissions of eco-towns rather than a true representation of their actual impact. 

In addition it is unfortunate that carbon associated with the construction of the towns is left out. The worry here is that the term construction includes the manufacture of specialist items and goods. In this case the environmental impact of producing specific technologies like solar cells is lost – as the CO2 emissions often form the basis from which environmental impact is assessed. 
Put simply, if an eco-town proposed to use solar cells, the impact of producing these cells for use in the eco-town would not be assessed, measured, monitored nor recorded because it is considered embodied. Bearing in mind that the production of specialist environmental goods requires use of energy intensive processes, the group is concerned because in many respects this contradicts the overall spirit of an eco-town namely that it be carbon neutral. 
4.6: The climate change adaptation standard, alongside existing planning guidance, aims to ensure that eco-towns will be more future-proof. Is it sufficiently clear & workable?

The group considers the Climate change adaptation as clear and workable, without being overly prescriptive. It is hoped that any guidance produced for the final PPS would emphasise that local authorities need to maintain a long term view with regard the sustainability of eco-towns and their resilience to an unknown climate condition. 
4.7: Should the PPS be more prescriptive than set out in paragraph 4.9 (e) in relation to energy efficiency? Do you agree that 70 per cent is an appropriate level of carbon mitigation through on-site means?
The group feels that 4.9 (e) should not be anymore prescriptive than set out, however it should focus on an accelerated target and move away from the increased standards as established in Building Regulations. 
Setting a minimum 70 per cent target is supported by the group, and is considered workable. However it is hoped that an ambition is set as a target that encourages developers to move away from 70 per cent with a stretched target of 85% within 10 years. 
4.8: Is this employment standard sufficiently clear and workable?

In assessing the employment potential of an eco-town the group believes that the natural evolution of local markets has been forgotten in the draft PPS. It appears that broadly the eco-town is expected to create artificial employment markets that could (in theory) effectively leeched off of already established regeneration efforts. 

The group believes that considering the importance of employment markets for the long term sustainability of any housing development, the draft PPS would have produced a more comprehensive section on the matter. Although the members stress the need for markets to evolve to accommodate demand, it is felt that the draft PPS could have provided guidance on areas such as the compatibility of developer’s proposals with already established regeneration efforts, the need to master plan if job creation is not successful etc. 

The notion that employment will simply be established in eco-towns is also very presumptive of economic conditions. Bearing in mind the current strengths and weaknesses of the UK economic model (according to assessments by the IMF and OECD) – the reliance upon the service sector provides a potential issue for the positioning of eco-towns near developed urban areas. 

It is a concern that eco-towns will struggle to establish either a dependable connection to the local economy, and/or establish one internal to the settlement itself. On the one hand it is felt that the production of commercial and industrial units could provide an opportunity for small and medium sized enterprises (SME), however the group is concerned that the higher costs associated with specialist or high end units (which an eco-towns would have to be to comply with standards) could undermine start ups. At the same time, there is a concern that the SME’s do not have the robustness or business models to accommodate working within a zero Carbon environment – and this could limit the selection of business opportunities.   

In addition, the group feels that in many cases the lack of detail on how eco-towns will develop poses serious questions about the preservation of jobs and establishing long term economic cycles. In addition the variety of employment opportunities needed could present a challenge to new start ups to compete with long established trading hubs and routes, as well as the archetypical ‘large local employer’. It is felt that in some cases the size of an eco-town could limit its economic potential as an employment hub, which in turn could undermine its commercial strength as a means to supply and resource its own population.  

Put simply the group is worried that an eco-town could be either too small to attract the significant investment to establish long term economic progress, and too big to not undermine already established local markets and causing unemployment. 

4.9: the transport standard attempts to support people’s desire for mobility whilst enabling low carbon living. Is it sufficiently clear and workable?
The group recommends that the draft PPS considers a section detailing the need to undertake assessments and modelling in conjunction with all relevant public authorities to assess the real impact of the proposals. It should be highlighted that this is a precursor to identify solutions to deal with the traffic implications of eco-towns. Draft PPS should require developers to produce transport models in conjunction with Local Authorities for assessment later. 
A key consideration as part of this is the emerging evidence on the need to provide transport that people will use. There is some suggestion that the lack of established links to the national rail network would undermine efforts to reduced car dependency. At the same time more should be done to look at the impact of commercial vehicle use, as the commercial needs of the eco-towns will still be primarily serviced by Heavy Goods Vehicles. The most pressing example is the Cambourne in Cambridgeshire which although has well established bus connections still finds that car dependency is higher than the national average. A study last year found that when just over half of its projected 4,250 dwellings had been built 95% of households owned a car (compared to the national average 75%), 56% owned two or more vehicles and 81% of the working population drove to work.
4.10: The local services standard allows flexibility to reflect existing local provision and the size of the development. Does it cover the essential services which will be needed in eco-towns?

Largely, the standard presented covers the essential services needed. However on the point of social care the following issue was identified. 

If an eco-town is going to remain static in terms of it proportions and size (i.e. it is not going to increase in size significantly to meet population demands) there is an issue with the accommodation of the elderly and economically inactive population. The standards for overall sustainability seem to have been established on the idea of continual economic activity per house (with at least one job within the town per household), however this is at odds with the long-term viability of eco-towns as eventually households will move away from economic activity to inactivity either as a consequence of retirement, illness or unemployment. It is felt that no consideration is given to how these specific details are dealt with from a sustainability view. 

In addition it appears that little consideration has been given to the long term needs of families. Again it is an issue that the children of eco-town families may actually have to away once they become adults. The practicalities of affordability transport and employment could make the eco-town unviable fro starting out. Although the provision of affordable housing is accepted as a possible response, it is believed that eco-towns will have filled these properties in order to meet local housing need as currently established. 
All in all, the group believes that the eco-town administrative companies and service providers may have an issue dealing with the natural evolution of households. It is hoped that eco-towns won’t become social engineering projects that remove the economically inactive (pensioners) and force young adults to move away. But it is hard to see how this can be avoided. 

Whilst it is accepted that PPS’s do not normally form considerations on areas of social policy – it is felt that the in terms of local services, that the draft PPS requires developers to adequately assess demographic change within an eco-town and provide separate and financially detailed plans for the required support arrangements including a consideration of the possible impact upon local authority budgets. 
4.11: The standards proposed on green infrastructure and biodiversity aim to ensure that development is undertaken in such a way that it protects   and enhances the best features of local landscapes for the benefit of both people and wildlife. Are these standards reasonable and deliverable? 
The standards are considered reasonable, and in many cases compliment wider effort to protect the habitat. It is considered important that the draft PPS outlines what agency/authority will be responsible for monitoring the development of green infrastructure to ensure compliance, as this process will nominally out run the jurisdiction of a local planning authority. 
4.12: The water and flood risk standards aim to ensure that eco-town developments are planned so that they will minimise water use and flood risk, and raise quality. Are the standards proposed clear and deliverable?

No comment to make about the specific standards. However it should be noted that agriculture and commercial activity broadly use more water than domestic use. Although 4.26 outlines the need for domestic and non-domestic high standards a specific reference to the need to undertake water assessments for proposed agricultural projects would be considered necessary by the group. 
4.13: The waste standard aims to ensure that eco-towns manage their waste effectively, from their construction onwards. Is the proposed waste standard a clear and workable of doing this? 
The group in responding to the waste element of the draft PPS have considered directly to previous research undertaken by the group in this field. 
The group feels that the need for a plan to cover domestic and non-domestic waste is important and is generally welcomed. It is felt however that any guidance provides some degree of context by demonstrating the relevant proportions of waste as produced by differing sectors. 

The group feels that the mention of Combined Heat and Power (CHP) should be contextualised with pragmatic examples in the text. Broadly evidence suggests that CHP is primarily associated with Incineration, and not necessarily with bio-gas, anaerobic digestion or gasification. It would be welcomed that separate mention of incinerations outlines that these should be used as a last resort due to the potential scale needed to ensure they are economically viable. 

The group also feels that more could be done to encourage the integration of an eco-town’s waste system with within the context of the wider area. It is suggested that the draft PPS finds a way to include this concept, possibly through the use of partnership efforts. Local Authorities have to consider future methods of waste disposal and eco-towns should not be developed in a vacuum. 
4.14: The transition and development standard should ensure that initial residents will not live in un-serviced and isolating building sites. Does it get the balance right between supporting initial residents and enabling developers the flexibility they need to build and grow the town?
The groups feels it does not have the authority to comments on this section, however there is a concern between what a developer considers necessary for initial residents and what pressure this may place on local services in outside communities. It maybe necessary to allow Local Authorities a say in this regard and looking at developer contributions (non-section 106) to support the added costs to local services not provided by the early eco-town.
4.15: The community and governance standard attempts to ensure that eco-towns will be successful communities, that residents will have a say in how their town is run, and that standards are maintained. Is this standard clear and workable? 
Further to the group’s response to question 4.10, the governance of eco-towns has to be established in such a way that it does not move towards social engineering. It cannot be assumed that the eco-town will be a utopia and avoid social ills such as unemployment, inequality and other social ills. At it should be accepted that in some cases the eco-town will have to divert away from glossy sustainability appraisals and master plan documents to assess what the residents actually need. 
The group are genuinely concerned that those that are economically inactive will radically alter the sustainability of eco-towns and could force governance arrangements that seek to remove them for this reason. 
Question 5: Do you have any comments on the accompanying Sustainability Appraisal/Habitats Regulations Assessments or the Impact Assessment? 
The group has looked into the issue of the formal assessments undertaken by the Government in the assessment of eco-towns and specific developer proposals. 
The group believes that the various assessments conducted by government have ultimately failed to assess the actual impact the developments will have. In many cases assessments seem to have been conducted in a bubble without adequate reference to current housing allocations in neither the regions nor the current state of the economy. 

Specifically the group is concerned at the lack of follow up to the assessments as new evidence comes to light. The production of counter assessments by opposition campaigns or local authorities has highlighted the omission of key issues being assessed. 

Leicestershire County Council’s scrutiny panel on eco-towns received evidence from Scott Wilson which suggested that the assessments they were commissioned to undertake where done within a very tight framework limiting the options to gather evidence from established research and local policies. 

It seems that the assessment of eco-towns has been undertaken utilising hypothetical views about delivery and not about the realistic prospects of eco-towns and there infrastructure.  

The group believes that in many cases the draft PPS is measured against developers by both the assessments of government and the separately by the planning authorities. If there is no confidence in the standards from central government then it becomes an added pressure and cost on the local authority to undertake separate assessments to ensure the decision arrived at is grounded and evidenced appropriately. 
Liberal Democrat Group Leicestershire County Council
Written by Ben Odams (Political Assistant) on behalf of the Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat Group.
� Taken from “Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat Group contribution to Government Public consultation on Eco Towns” 2008 
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