· Coltishall Eco Town Action Group

The alliance of parish councils* (listed below) in the Coltishall area wish to make the following response to the Eco Town proposals for the former RAF Coltishall Base. This information will be made available to local authorities, local stakeholders and in response to the Government Eco Town consultation due on the 30th June 2008.
Summary:

The alliance of parishes* appreciate and support the need for truly eco-neutral or friendly housing in appropriate areas of this country today.  However developed only in proportion and sensitive to rural areas; practical on infrastructure, transport and employment; truly sustainable.  And democratically delivered.
We question the poor, rapid and confused briefing to date (within an accelerated and short timetable), be it from the developer, or Government.  We have to say Government appears to have imposed new, late instructions on a developer who had, we understand, volunteered a scheme for up to 3,000 houses maximum and now appears to be reacting to Government demands for 8-10,000.

Therefore: This exercise, with a deadline of June 30, appears to be both undemocratic and impractical if the following aspects are to be considered:
1: Size: Proposals now appear to be for a minimum of 8,000-10,000 homes, three to four times the original brief.  With or without a proper infrastructure we oppose such a size both as inappropriate in this rural area, and particularly unsustainable in eco terms.  We understand reports by qualified sources may endorse that view. (Dr Chris Harrison of CRed said at the Caroline Flint presentation: ‘The studies are not robust enough and this is not ECO on this scale. It is a NEW TOWN not an ECO TOWN’ He also stated that the high tech jobs and a science park of which Mr Davies  spoke were ‘Pure fantasy’).

2: Spatial fit: With the apparent huge overspill from the original RAF site (south-wards and consuming considerable agricultural land, etc) to achieve 10,000 houses we suggest this is NOT the right AREA for such a large development.
3: Access/employment/sustainability:  Although FTB and social housing suggest lesser car usage in part, transport appears to be a major problem with funding unclear. We cannot see how employment can be created for 10-20,000 people in the area, nor sufficient community resources. Therefore we oppose the proposal on grounds that it could not be eco-viable/neutral and would be little more than a large, housing estate.  
EXPANSION:
Concept:

We support, in principle, the overall eco village or community concept, with aspirations and strategies to deal with 

· Zero carbon living
· Climate Change

· Water management 

· Waste management

· Air quality

· Green space and Biodiversity
but we have significant concerns over how these can be achieved in isolation from existing regional and local strategic policy priorities and strategies . With any ‘exemplar’ eco town development, there needs to be clear consequential benefits for the wider area and minimal negative impacts on surrounding communities. 
The expectation from government is that eco towns will be new settlements, separate and distinct from existing. However, they cannot exist in isolation and must properly relate to the existing hierarchy of settlements in the area, including Norwich. Any new settlement of up to 10,000 homes, however sustainable and self sufficient will have an impact on nearby communities whether in terms of housing investment, job creation or social care infrastructure. 
These negative impacts should be properly assessed. There is a real risk that any self sufficient ‘sustainable community’ could become an isolated community with hostile alienated neighbours.
We recognise the requirement for additional housing number targets, but any eco town development still needs to relate to existing regional and local policy priorities. Without such an approach the whole basis of the recently introduced LDF development plan process and the commitment to community planning and community engagement as part of the Government’s modernisation programme is seriously threatened.
While supporting the overall concept of eco homes and eco villages we can only oppose both the process being followed and specific issues with the Coltishall proposal as identified below.

Process
The CLG consultation is unusual in that as well as seeking views on overall policy issues it also seeks views on site specific issues for each of the short listed schemes. This confuses the consultation and requires consultees to provide views without the necessary understanding or appreciation of detailed schemes and local context. 
We have only recently found out that the proposal for Coltishall is up to 10,000 homes, when the CLG consultation states 5,000.  Details of the updated Coltishall scheme have only become available to local stakeholders 10 days before 30th June deadline. 
This overall approach to the consultation is not acceptable and fails to meet the CLG consultation code. 
We believe an extension to the consultation period should be considered to allow proper consideration of what is being proposed at Coltishall and ensure meaningful engagement with local communities and key stakeholders.   (0900 June 24 note:Yesterday’s short notice visit by the  Housing Minister gave a verbal assurance of an extension.  We look forward to confirmation in writing). 
The ECO town process is pressing ahead outside the LDF process and existing regional strategic planning via the RSS. Previous government commitment to meaningful stakeholder involvement in setting planning policy is being ignored. The proposed Eco Towns Policy Statement will be consulted on and agreed after the short listing process has been completed. The process is out of sync and should be reviewed.

Coltishall proposal - specific issues

Sustainability:
The proposed eco home designs may well be high enough to meet new standards and there are some environmental enhancements proposed for the site, but there remain serious concerns that the travel/transport proposals will in no way achieve a sustainable outcome with a significant switch from car use to public transport. A rural setting some distance from other main employment areas cannot easily access public transport. The travel proposals for Coltishall deal largely with links to Norwich, but make no attempt to deal with travel to the north or east of the site, whether for employment or leisure based travel.

For the community to be sustainable with the required infrastructure it will require 8,000 to 10,000 homes, yet the existing site will struggle to accommodate more than 3,500 and still retain the high percentage of green space shown on the original plans. Further land take outside the air base boundary will be required to accommodate the 10,000 homes and meet the ‘sustainable infrastructure’ threshold. 

The proposed employment creation strategy outlined by the developer cannot be entirely supported by the eco town settlement and the proposed housing mix. This will result in significant migration in and out of the development for access to work on and off site and not only towards / from the Norwich area.
We believe there are unrealistic expectations that public transport provision via bus and rail improvements will limit likely increase in use of the car. Highway improvements are limited and only relate to travel south towards Norwich. Provision of a viable rail link appears uncertain at this stage.
Limited community facilities in adjacent settlements will result in travel to the eco town for access to enhanced facilities / benefits. This inward migration of users for leisure/health care etc. will create traffic and negative environmental impact for existing settlements and threaten existing and planned infrastructure proposals/investment for those settlement areas. Existing economic and community infrastructure strategies need to be properly taken into account. The existing eco town process and the scheme proposals have yet to achieve this.
The water management proposals need to deal with the major challenge of waste disposal / treatment and surface water drainage that remains a problem in the wider area. Discharge to the River Bure could have significant implications for the broads/river water quality management plan

Overall there remains considerable doubt that this scheme is viable in many of the key sustainability criteria outlined in the Eco Town Prospectus.
Deliverability:
The infrastructure requirements for a sustainable community on this site will be significant with very considerable costs. Who will meet these costs is not yet clear or indeed if it is even viable to provided them within the complex development funding of a scheme with such a high percentage of affordable housing. The scheme is also dependant on linked provision such as the Northern Distributor Road for Norwich for which funding and timescales are still to be confirmed. 

The impact of the prison proposals will also affect the viability of the eco town proposals with potential barriers to investment in a difficult housing market, extra ‘unsustainable access’ by visitor traffic and land take from within the site.

Affordability:
Roads, rail links, education facilities and healthcare will all be required at very considerable costs. It is not clear who the funding bodies will be and/or whether funding will be or can be made available.

In conclusion:
We support the overall concept of eco homes / settlements and the benefits that could accrue, but have serious concerns that the concept is being driven at government level outside only recently established regional and local based processes for determining planning policies via the RSS and LDF. This approach threatens local democracy and the commitment to stakeholder engagement promoted by the Government’s recent modernisation programme
Very limited details of the Coltishall proposal have been made available and these conflict with the information provided in the government consultation, which questions the validity and adequate timescales of the consultation process. We believe a further extended period of examination of the proposals should be considered.
We have serious concerns over the sustainability of the proposals particularly concerning the overall size together with unrealistic transport and infrastructure requirements that will not reduce significantly levels of car use and unrealistic expectations for local employment. Achieving an adequate water management plan my also generate significant challenges.
The negative impact on adjoining communities will be significant in terms of increased traffic, redirected housing investment and conflicting economic development strategies /investment.
There remains significant uncertainty over the funding arrangements to deliver all the key infrastructure elements and the complex funding arrangements required to deliver 50% affordable housing.
On the basis of the information provided and our assessment of the local context we must oppose the scheme for RAF Coltishall and object to the way the Eco Town initiative is being taken forward by Government. We support the concept of eco homes / settlements but we believe the process is being mishandled and has resulted in an inappropriate and wrongly located scheme for Norfolk.
*Joint response on behalf of:-

Buxton and Lammas Parish Council

Coltishall Parish Council
Hainford Parish Council

North Walsham Town Council

Scottow Parish Council

Skeyton Parish Council

Sloley Parish Council
Swanton Abbott Parish Council

Tunstead Parish Council

Westwick Parish Council/Meeting
Worsted Parish Council

24th June 2008.

Prepared by representatives of the Action Group.
Contact Glyn Williams at chestnut999@btinternet.com
OR

Paul Thomas at paul@paulgwynthomas.co.uk, 01603 738582.
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