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1. The Government finally announced its provisional shortlist of 15 eco-town locations on 3 April.  CPRE is very disappointed with the shortlist since we believe many of the schemes are in the wrong place, ie. in remote and unsustainable locations. At the same time, better locations, such as Carrington in the North West, failed to make it onto the shortlist.  
2. Contrary to what many believe CPRE is not anti-development. We support development for which there is an identified need, provided it is carried out in the right way in the right place. CPRE backs the Rural Affordable Housing Commission’s call for 11,000 homes a year in rural settlements. While we support the Government’s aspirations for more sustainable, affordable housing, we have several concerns about the eco-towns initiative. These include an unwarranted level of secrecy surrounding the initiative so far, the fact that it appears to lie outside the planning system and a lack of evidence demonstrating that these schemes will offer truly sustainable models of living and working.
3. Many commentators, notably CABE and the Sustainable Development Commission have highlighted the poor quality of much new development in terms of aesthetic design, functionality and environmental performance.   Moreover, too few of the homes built actually meet needs and we face a chronic shortage of affordable housing. There is therefore a role for exemplar development to lead the way forward.  But rather than automatically assume we need new settlements, we need a more sophisticated approach which considers a range of options for meeting housing and other needs.
4. CPRE has long been a supporter of the plan-led system.  Local and regional plans provide a way of achieving consensus over the scale, nature and location of new development. They are a basis for transparent decision making providing certainty to developers, investors and communities alike. 
5. It is therefore worrying that the eco-towns initiative appears lie largely outside the planning system.  This poses a challenge for anyone working to ensure development is properly planned and co-ordinated to achieve sustainable outcomes.   CPRE believes that eco-towns proposals should be consistent with agreed levels of development set out in regional and local plans – indeed they should be a means of delivering these plans - not of undermining them. 
6. The Government maintains that all eco-town proposals will be subject to a planning application, but appears reluctant to show how, or even if, they will fit with existing plans and strategies.   For settlements to be genuinely "eco" they must be based around walking, cycling and public transport and offer a range of local facilities. They should enhance, not spoil, the surrounding area and landscape, and win the support of the local community. For this to happen, schemes must be agreed via the local planning process rather than attempt to circumvent this.

7. In pursuing the eco-towns initiative in the manner which it has done so far, the Government would appear to be tearing up its own planning system. This approach is short-sighted since it can only lead to uncertainty and risks losing public trust and confidence in the planning system.
8. The Government is currently seeking views on the 15 shortlisted locations. There is a lack of information available on many of the proposals.  Apart from assessing the merits or otherwise of the location, for many schemes there is little on which to base a response.

9. There is a danger that eco towns will distract from the urgent task of urban regeneration, given current market conditions, limited resources and developers’ preference for green fields.   A number of bodies have voiced concerns, including those charged with delivering housing growth, about the proposed schemes. Cambridgeshire Horizons, the organisation responsible for housing growth in the Cambridge Sub-region, has warned that a new settlement at Hanley Grange could hamper its ability to deliver on existing planned sites, including Northstowe, by diverting resources away from these areas.   Similar fears have been expressed by the Leicester Regeneration Company and City Council and in West Sussex by Arun District Council concerned that the proposal could harm regeneration plans for Bognor Regis. 

10. Eco-towns represent at most 7 per cent of the 3 million new homes the Government is seeking to build by 2020. To keep the impacts of climate change within manageable parameters, we need to achieve an 80% reduction in carbon emissions (on 1990 levels) by 2050.  Urgent consideration therefore should be given to improving the environmental performance of all development. Since 70% of today’s homes will still be with us in 2050 gains to be achieved from raising environmental standards in existing homes are arguably greater. 

11. CPRE believes that decisions on eco-towns should take into account the wider development ‘shadow’. This extends far beyond the developed footprint of the site and can be minimised where building occurs on urban brownfield sites where infrastructure and public transport are already in place or can be provided relatively easily. The Government’s criteria for eco-towns currently requires them to be stand-alone new settlements, yet this may not be the most sustainable option for accommodating housing growth.  It is vital, therefore, that eco-towns are subject to the same tests as any other new settlement proposal. For the initiative have credibility, schemes will need to achieve higher environmental standards and create conditions for sustainable ways of living and working.  Rejected development proposals, ie. those that failed to win planning approval in the past, should only be considered where concerns that led to their being rejected in the first place have been satisfactorily addressed.
12. Lessons from eco-towns will be of limited relevance elsewhere unless they address seemingly intractable challenges, such as land remediation and car dependency. This is one of the reasons why it is so disappointing that the bid at Carrington in Cheshire was not shortlisted. Regenerating derelict land and bringing back into use empty buildings should arguably take priority over creating new settlements from scratch. Most new development will, or should continue to take place within and around existing settlements, while the greatest environmental gains can be made by measures to ‘green’ existing property. It is in these areas that we urgently need exemplar schemes not in remote rural locations.  Criteria for eco-towns currently requires them to be stand-alone settlements, yet there is a compelling case for schemes to be based around urban renaissance, such as ‘eco extensions’ or ‘eco-quarters’. 
13. CPRE will be scrutinising proposals against ten tests, as follows

· the public and affected communities should be fully consulted on schemes, including the principle of whether or not to have an eco-town in their area;  

· schemes should be tested through regional spatial strategies and local development framework reviews to ensure that decisions take full account of evidence on environmental effects, housing need and alternatives for meeting this; 

· decisions on eco-towns should be accompanied by evidence that demonstrates a new settlement to be the most sustainable option for accommodating housing growth compared with other options, such as redeveloping an existing urban brownfield site or an urban extension;

· schemes should demonstrate efficient use of land, with densities capable of supporting public transport and a high priority given to recycling brownfield land and buildings;

· they should be genuinely carbon neutral, taking into account potential emissions from transport (domestic, public and commercial) and buildings (in construction and use); 

· they should foster a strong sense of place and community, achieve CABE gold Building for Life Standards, with high quality public spaces, architecture and street layouts that give priority to pedestrians and non-motorised transport, including substantial car free areas;

· they should be subject to an independent landscape character appraisal, be sympathetic to their setting and clearly enhance the local landscape, built and natural heritage, including through the designation of new Green Belt where appropriate;

· they should include measures designed to conserve water and other natural resources, minimise soil, air, noise and light pollution and achieve zero-waste;

· they should be complete communities with homes (with at least 50% affordable), schools, workplaces, shops, recreation, community and health facilities and open space within walking distance and foster active, sustainable lifestyles and civic participation;

· they should be well connected to surroundings with high quality public transport providing good access to nearby settlements and local supply networks, with sourcing of local produce, such as food, fuel and replenishable building materials.

