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Leicestershire County Council Group
Introduction
Leicestershire Liberal Democrats have a wide selection of concerns regarding the Government’s policy to build Eco Towns. The publication of the short list in April 2008 has created an opportunity to raise these concerns directly to government and express a stance that may not be represented by the County Council should it take a definitive stance.

This paper has been produced solely by the Liberal Democrat Group without assistance of the Parliamentary Liberal Democrat Party. The paper is not intended to be partisan, but a constructive appraisal of the selection process and the decision making systems that the Government has utilised in the Eco Town experiment. 

The government’s consultation paper seeks views on:

· The way in which the eco-towns concept is being developed;

· The different potential benefits that an eco-town could offer;

· How eco-towns can act as a test-bed for implementing whole-town scale sustainable design features;

· The fifteen short listed eco-town locations that will be subject to detailed assessment.

Summary

The principle concerns of the Liberal Democrat Group are to do with the process the Government has utilised. The Liberal Democrat group believe that the unprecedented use of Planning Policy Statements (PPS) to label proposed sites undermines the traditional roles of the ‘Planning-Led’ system. 

The group’s concerns are broadly based around the following:

· The RSS and Affordable housing

· The lack of public information about the selection process has created an atmosphere of mistrust of government,

· The proposed planning process could present a serious challenge to local planning committees and set a dangerous precedent for future developments of this nature,
· The nature of an ‘Eco-Town’ has wide implications in terms of local services and infrastructure – the issue of ‘ who’ pays is very unclear,
· The current economic situation raises some questions about the long term viability of the ‘towns’ 

The Liberal Democrat group is not necessarily opposed to the concept of an ‘Eco Town’; the Liberal Democrats nationally have a commitment to combating climate change and housing issues. However the positive effects of these settlements should not preclude the traditional planning process in local areas, nor focus upon the housing benefits when in comparison to vacant stock (which includes 587,000 empty private homes
) the housing contribution is minimal.
Additionally the Liberal Democrat group is very concerned that the allocated timescales to this process are very short and do not necessarily allow all interested stakeholders (notably Local Authorities) the time needed to properly assess the impact of these proposals in relation to key services such as Highways and transport, and then make the necessary representations to the government. 

Eco- Towns as an Experiment

By and large the concept of the eco-town is one that many people will look upon as an opportunity to research alternatives to the way in which the United Kingdom supplies housing to its population. It is well know that housing contributes a large portion of the CO2 emissions in the country (around 30%) and this is largely due to inefficiencies in heat retention and energy use. 

However the sheer scale of these developments can be viewed as almost unnecessary in comparison to practical steps that could be applied now. The current practice of building homes to high efficiency standards is proven with expertise across Europe and Sweden (as given in examples within the Governments own prospectus). In an age of global communications and intelligence the need to produce 200,000 homes of un-standardised experimentation can seem wasteful when a directed study of how the process has been undertaken in other countries could open up opportunities to import the necessary expertise and technology. Alongside this the period of time that these developments entail offers little reassurance that the government will actually achieve any great reduction of carbon emissions. The continual delay to offer a clear practical alternative is frustrating to say the least, and offers little comfort that the lessons learnt from these experiments would actually be integrated with future planning regulations.

In addition the Eco-town experiment is an attempt to rectify deficiencies within house building. Yet it makes little headway regarding the impact of the current housing stock. Current housing will need major improvements to conform to higher standards – a solution could be found in a new period of modernising vacant stock to acquire new properties.  These ideas have been identified within a Liberal Democrat Policy briefing written April 2007 by Chris Huhne MP and Andrew Stunell MP entitled ‘Climate Change Starts at home’. The briefing states:
“New house-building accounts for less than 1 per cent of the housing stock in any given year. At the current rate of demolition and building, some 75 per cent of existing housing stock of 25 million homes will still be in use by 2050. This will probably include the 4.4 million homes currently in use that were built before 1914.”

In summary the Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat group believes that the selection of eco towns detracts from a wider appraisal of the practical steps that can be achieved to improve the energy efficiency of housing stock. That said the eco – town experiment is not necessarily a negative project but more an experimental sideline in comparison to the real needs of the country.

The Regional Spatial Strategy and Affordable Housing

The contribution of the eco-towns to the current housing situation is very much a central theme of the governments backing of these sites. A recent full page article in the local Leicester Mercury paper (Friday June 20th 2008 pg 23) clearly highlighted the need for more housing, yet there is a degree of scepticism as to the actual contribution of the proposed eco-town sites in comparison to the overall impact of the developments outlined in the draft Regional Spatial Strategy. Additionally the Liberal Democrat group has some concern over the role of these sites within the wider regional spatial strategy. 
In terms of affordable housing, the fact that we have such a shortage now is as much the responsibility of previous government policy as the market. Successive governments from the 1970’s have reduced the available investment for local authorities to develop council housing (a traditional route into property). The situation has become more acute recently with the historical changes to the world economy and the increased migration of people placing increasing pressure upon housing stock; however the present government has allowed the status quo to prevail.  The Communities and Local Government publication ‘Housing Statistics 2007’ on page 10 shows that between 1998 and 2007, a total of 1,512 Local authority houses where built compared to 150,217 Register Social Landlords for the whole of England and Wales. However in the same period 1,162,010 private homes were built
.  It is clear that the situation requires changes but the group beleives this has already been identified in the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS). 
The RSS has identified the need for housing; however the specific point that eco-towns will contribute a minimum of 30% affordable housing is awkward in comparison to the fact that the Regional plan requires the same 30% rate. The regional plan for Leicestershire already includes provision for 79,490 homes to be built every year, of this 30% is 23,847 which represents a significant increase to the number of affordable homes in comparison to the 4,500 affordable homes proposed in Leicestershire eco-town specifically. 
At its meeting on the 5th June the East Midlands Regional Assembly considered its response to the government’s consultation on eco-towns which states: “The draft RSS is evidence-based, taking account of and planning for regional population, household and migration trends.  It supports the regeneration of existing urban areas, including the re-use of Brownfield and previously developed land, and facilitates a more co-ordinated approach to providing the appropriate physical and community infrastructure that is required to make growth viable.  The strategy was prepared in consultation with a broad range of stakeholders and was endorsed by the independent Panel that examined the draft RSS in summer 2007.”
 The fact that the draft RSS has been developed in this way makes it more credible, the determine factor is need. More importantly the assessment criteria are based upon the key areas of the plan led system that allow for the testing of alternative sites. 
The Liberal Democrat group believe that the government should give reassurances that the possible development of an Eco Town will be based upon a rugged assessment of need not just a simple conglomeration of public, private interests over available land. In addition the group wishes the government to conduct an impact assessment of the sites in relation to the Draft RSS and existing local plans in every area. The group is specifically concerned that the allocation of sites will dissuade developers from building in urban areas for fear of the competition from Eco-Towns. 

The selection process

The Liberal Democrat Group has some strong reservations regarding the highly secretive selection process of the sites. Although undoubtedly the term ‘commercial sensitivity’ will be used to justify the prevention of attempts to discover the exact selection process – the group feels that the government has avoided public scrutiny in order to position the development of eco towns. The group believes that the entire process of choosing sites should be taken locally to ensure that there is enough public support, planning and political will to ensure sustainability. 
The four stage process outlined in the ‘Eco-Towns: Living a Greener Future’ are very broad and provides little description of how the individual locations will be scrutinised – indeed it only suggests that ‘a more detailed assessment of locations’ will be required. Although the economic, environmental and social impacts of the locations will be assessed for sustainability – the group feels there is an overall ambiguity over how these new projects can be assessed considering that many promoters have not presented defined projects to the public, and in a couple of cases appear to be looking for information from the public about how to proceed. 
The group is also very concerned by the government’s assertion that the Sustainability Appraisals will be conducted against ‘reasonable alternatives’
. The fact that reasonable alternatives is not defined needs to be rectified with a clear description of how, utilising which methodologies on which cases. If this is not done the long term credibility of the assessment would be questionable. 
Additionally the group hopes that the economic assessment will take into account the current developments in the international economy and the likely impact of inflation and interest rates on the ability to finance these projects, and encourage populations to move into them. Alongside this the group hopes the government will not be blinded by current obsessions over the cost of crude oil as a way of assigning extra points. The overall economic sustainability will be related to a stringent analysis of macroeconomic trends, matched against relevant local microeconomic information. The ability of a local area to sustain economic growth has wide implications in terms of investment and support. The group specifically hopes that local authorities will be able to advise directly upon the necessary micro-economic information and analysis.
In terms of social sustainability, the group welcomes the overall aim to create more sustainable communities, but questions whether such projects are capable of delivering them. To establish a community can take many years, and the overall production time of the sites (listed as being up to 15 years), the simple prospect of creating a community out of a continually expanding settlement is hard to justify in light of recent experience in urban planning. However if the proposed sites produce a sensible long term plan that factors in the necessary infrastructure and support this could be averted. Yet the notion of simply building a community needs to be explored to assess the full requirements of the community in relation to matters of community cohesion. The simple fact of building a community needs to be readdressed in light of recent historical experiences of urban planning and appreciate the complexities of bringing individual communities (defined through socio-economic class, ethnicity, age and cultural experience) together in a manor that is sustainable.  The sustainability appraisal therefore needs to assess the needs of the community in terms of infrastructure that affects cohesion (aside from schools and shops already mentioned), and include mosques/churches, job centres, police stations, fire stations, community hospitals etc. In essence these will need to be developed early but planned in accordance with expected population and its demography. The sustainability of these communities will also need to address the expected capital costs and how these will be met on a location-by-location basis. A careful appraisal of cohesion processes and issues should also be included as this essential to the long term viability of a settlement. However the group still doubts the success of committees being established through construction and planning
In addition the Group hopes that the governments assessment will give clear details by what is meant in terms of ‘affordable housing’, members of group feel there is too much ambiguity about the term and questions whether affordable is intended to carter for those in need due to socio-economic position or those to be assisted to become home owners. The feasibility of ‘community land trusts’ is something that should be pursued as a means of providing homes to large cross section of society. In addition the group would like to see a more defined appraisal of the houses to be built with a clear assessment of their environmental credentials, size and materials including an understanding of approximate costs to build, purchase/rent. 
Environmental sustainability is one the main objectives these projects have, and the governments commitment to utilising the experimental and practical efforts to reduce a settlements carbon footprint are welcomed as an opportunity (with reservations mentioned earlier). However the ability of government to make a comprehensive assessment of the long term viability of these sights is difficult to appreciate. Yet again the lack of information regarding the actual methods of meeting these challenges is an issue but the group is concerned that the experimentation with new technologies renders the long term assessments of costs and impact difficult to measure. In addition, there is a lack of commitment to post development assessments by government in order to ensure that original sustainability predictions are met. This poses a question of whether the government will enforce projected environmental technology use to prevent them being used as a glossy selling point forgotten about due to end point costing. In addition the group has some concern over the lack of standardisation regarding the available technologies and questions how these sites can be adequately assessed concerning the wide variation in technologies being utilised. In addition the group hopes the government will look for examples of best practice internationally to ensure that technologies utilised are not repeating past mistakes. 
It is essential that Sustainability Appraisals be of sufficient quality, detail and transparency in order to fulfil gaps in the information which exist. Alongside this the Group hopes the government will provide additional guidance on how these locations will impact upon local and regional regeneration efforts. It is a concern of members that eco-towns could significantly drain resources assigned for regeneration in urban and city areas and may even eclipses them altogether. 
Planning Policy Statement
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 the 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. Essentially this will prevent the necessary scrutiny of the sites planning applications and result in the local planning boards being little more than a ‘rubber stamp’ on the government’s decision. 
In addition if a local authority is brave enough to oppose the development- there is considerable worry that the government may use its powers to force the developments through. Members of the group are concerned that current legislation passing through Parliament will assist the government in this. Specifically the Housing & Regeneration Bill will establish the Homes & Communities Agency (HCA). This unelected body will be delegated the power to acquire land for development purposes, in doing so the Secretary of State will be able to designate the HCA as a planning authority for the purposes of development. The group is concerned that the HCA could be made the planning authority for eco-towns and avoids the local planning process and regional spatial strategy. In addition the Planning Bill currently going to the House of Lords will see the establishment of another Non-governmental organisation: the Infrastructure Planning Commission. The purpose of this body is to streamline the planning process for large/specialist projects such as harbours and Nuclear Power stations. Yet there is the possibility that this body could be utilised in conjunction with the HCA in order to support the applications of Eco-Town providers to develop large scale projects such as waste treatment sites and road extensions road extensions, without significant input from local development boards. 

The ongoing concern with the PPS aside from the hypothetical situation listed above, 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. 
Taken together the nature of the proposed draft PPS, it will also be important for the government to re-establish faith in the planning system by confirming that the PPS will not set precedent for future developments. Ideally the government will amend statue to ensure that all planning decisions are taken locally utilising broad planning statements to ensure the developments meet local need not national criteria.

Despite ministerial reassurances that eco-towns will bec subject to local planning procedures, the given understanding of the draft PPS, and proposed agencies in current government legislation represent areas of grave concern for the Liberal Democrat group.

Conclusion 

The Leicestershire Liberal Democrat group has been concerned by the actions of the government over the proposed eco-towns. The process has remained hidden and secretive, information difficult to obtain and, consequently, made contributions to the consultation very difficult. 

The group appreciates that there is ongoing concern about housing provision, and the impact of climate change. Yet this should not excuse government of its responsibility to conform to established rules, principles and laws in terms of planning. The details of the selection process create a dangerous picture of government acting in an arbitrary way which, perversely, will have very little effect upon climate change or housing provision within the United Kingdom. 

Furthermore, members of the group believe that the government’s use of a descriptive planning policy statement could potentially erode further the powers and sovereignty of local government in developing and supporting local communities. This seems to run contrary to government overtures to the Central/Local Concordant, and once again undermines the efforts of local elected representatives to demonstrate clearly to the electorate their role and purpose as an integral stage within the democratic process of the United Kingdom. Although government has made limited concessions in order to obtain public views – these consultation contributions are themselves an example of a government paranoid and incapable to allowing local people to determine their own futures. We hope that the government will take some our suggestions on hand, and attempt to redress the damage they have wrought. 
Liberal Democrat Group Leicestershire County Council
Written by Ben Odams (Political Assistant) on behalf of the Leicestershire County Council Liberal Democrat Group.
� Figures for April 2007 taken from:  Housing Live Tables on the Communities website at:


http://www.communities.gov.uk/housing/housingresearch/housingstatistics/livetables/


Published by Communities and Local Government © Crown copyright 2008.


� Pg 5 Section ‘Wasteful homes: the problem’ Climate Change Starts at Home: Liberal Democrat proposals to improve the energy efficiency of new and existing homes. Available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.libdems.org.uk" ��www.libdems.org.uk�





� Taken form the ‘Housing Statistics 2007’ from � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk" ��www.communities.gov.uk� 


� Taken from the East Midlands Regional Assembly – Regional Housing, Planning and Transport Joint Board Eco-Towns Consultation report Pg 17 point 3.4 


� Taken from ‘Eco-towns-living a greener future’ pg 42
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