
 MACROBUTTON txt [add report title] 

[image: image1.png]BioRegional

solutions for sustainability




BioRegional’s response to Cherwell District Council’s consultation on AMENDED application for Phase One North West Bicester Eco-town (no: 10/01780/HYBRID)
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1 Introduction
Thank you for consulting BioRegional on this application. In January 2011, we commented on the previous submission of November 2010 and there have been ongoing discussions with the developers, Cherwell DC and Oxfordshire CC since then. 

BioRegional have been asked to comment on whether the application meets the aspirations for Eco-towns and the PPS1 supplement on Eco-towns. The Eco Bicester One Shared Vision document, adopted by the town, district and county council encapsulates much of the Eco-town PPS. We therefore also comment on whether the scheme meets local authority aspirations for Eco Bicester.

BioRegional have been committed to the whole Eco-town process throughout its development and we continue to work with all parties to help make it the best it can be. We support this application and subject to resolution of the outstanding concerns at the end of this document, we hope to see this scheme go forward.

2 Eco credentials

We have set out the eco credentials of the scheme in a separate document and compared them with those that would more typically be expected from a conventional new build scheme. The most notable credentials are:

1. zero carbon through on site solutions

2. best practice in water efficiency

3. we believe this to be the largest Code 5 application in the country
4. comprehensive Travel Plan which includes a commitment to one of the first semi rural car clubs in the country

5. possibly the largest residential PV array in the country. 
There has been much discussion about the approach to layout and density. This is discussed in detail below in section 6. BioRegional welcome further discussion on this, particularly with reference to the semi rural location of this scheme, but in summary we support the approach taken.
3 General comments

This scheme differs from many other large scale eco developments because of its location. It offers a semi-rural interpretation of sustainable living that is different from its urban equivalent. The green space for leisure, food growing, wildlife and natural drainage is more extensive. The ratio of roof area to people is much higher than an urban scheme and so solar technologies and rainwater harvesting become a meaningful resource as opposed to tokenistic references. Sustainable transport is more challenging on this sort of scheme. It is also more difficult to demonstrate net biodiversity gain when the ecology baseline is high.

The challenge of sustainable living in semi rural locations is one faced all around the world and BioRegional welcome this attempt to address it. There will be much to learn from this scheme as it goes forward over the coming years.
4 Overall Eco-town Aspirations 

With reference to objectives set out in the PPS, we have looked at whether the scheme will:

1. “achieve sustainability standards significantly above equivalent levels of development in existing towns and cities?”

The scheme will certainly achieve higher sustainability standards than any typical current developments and also most existing towns and cities. 

2. “ensure that households and individuals in eco-towns are able to reduce their carbon footprint to a low level and achieve a more sustainable way of living?”

Of a typical carbon footprint of 16tCO2, residents will reduce their carbon footprint by at least 2tCO2 because of the zero carbon homes. They can save a further 1tCO2 by taking advantage of the sustainable travel measures and reducing their car use. Beyond that, further reductions in carbon footprint will be dependent on personal choices. The ongoing governance plans for the scheme therefore need to make it as easy as possible for people to make the greener choices. This intention is stated in the governance strategy document.

3. be an “exemplar project that encourages and enables residents to live within managed environmental limits and in communities that are resilient to climate change?”

The application currently lacks any reference to or analysis of environmental limits or carbon footprint reduction. However, we believe the intention is to look at this comprehensively during the master planning process.

The developer team are working with Oxford Brookes University to develop a climate change adaptation strategy. The water strategy addresses adaptation to water stress. The potential for overheating in buildings due to increased heat waves still needs to be addressed through building physics modelling at detailed design stage.

5 Energy and Zero Carbon

The Eco-town PPS ET7 “Zero carbon in eco-towns” gives a definition that “over a year the net carbon dioxide emissions from all energy use within buildings on the development as a whole are zero or below.”

The submitted energy strategy, in combination with subsequent revisions to energy and carbon balance tables, delivers this definition of zero carbon. 

The strategy shows reduced demand through energy efficiency measures. It then meets the demand through on site renewable and low carbon technologies. All electricity demand is met through extensive provision of photovoltaic panels. Space heating and hot water are met through a district heating system supplied from a combination of gas CHP and biomass boiler. The strategy also allows for a small amount of solar thermal.

The strategy is set apart from other “carbon neutral” housing schemes around the country because it deals with all of its carbon emissions, both regulated and unregulated, through on site solutions. At a time when national policy is moving away from such ambitious zero carbon definitions, we are delighted that this scheme has made use of the assets of the site and is proposing to deliver the largest truly zero carbon scheme in the country.

Since the first submission in November 2010, there have been ongoing discussions and the strategy has been improved and developed: 
· the proposed energy services have been costed and quoted for by more than one utility provider so the developers can have cost certainty and confidence in its deliverability

· the provision of a substantially larger thermal store has been added at the energy centre which allows the gas CHP and the biomass boiler to be optimally sized and so to run at their optimum efficiency.

· The developers have committed to providing A and A+ rated fridges, freezers and washing machines, induction hobs and induction hob pans for all homes in order to secure the 25% reduction in electrical demand

· A good proportion of the roofs have been optimised for solar orientation and an impressive array of 17,500m2 of PV providing 2,192kWp has been accommodated. The strategy commits to each home being fitted with an average of 34.3m2 of PV. The Hyder solar access study has shown losses from shading at less than 4%. 

· Although no other technology options have been costed, a range of options have been explored and discussed and the case has been successfully made for this particular solution. All three of the chosen energy generation technologies are proven and well developed with a wide choice of suppliers. This gives the developer confidence in the deliverability. 
· Detailed quotes for the energy centre and district heating system have shown that costs are acceptable to the developer, despite the low density of homes. The high capital investment makes it possible to centralise the heat generation technologies and therefore bring it under the management of one utilities contractor. This is attractive to the developer. It also makes it possible for the scheme to switch technologies in the future, to plug in heat from biomass CHP, from anaerobic digestion or waste heat from off site. It makes it possible to design out the use of fossil fuel gas in the long term.

· The energy centre has been redesigned to allow for woodchip instead of wood pellet biomass boiler. This takes more space and so the energy centre is larger, but it means that local fuel supply from within the county can be secured, as opposed to imported wood pellet. Advice from the Carbon Trust suggests that this will be a more cost effective way to deliver heat.

· Through discussions with the utility providers, the developers have also been able to assure themselves that resident fuel bills will be lower than conventional homes.
Concerns

BioRegional believe the zero carbon electricity provision is designed right to the limit of the site’s generating capacity and there is no margin of error. The strategy relies on careful detailed design of the roofs and careful detailed PV design to avoid shading losses and maximise PV output. If the electricity provision were to fall short after detailed design is complete or if it consistently falls short in practice, then a mechanism for making up the difference should be agreed, installing additional PV on other roofs in Bicester.

The scheme relies on reasonably energy efficient behaviour of residents and so an energy efficiency programme of education should be included in long term governance plans with long term incentives for residents to continue to use A-rated appliances and induction hobs.

The costs of the non-residential PV arrays have not been assessed as these parts of the scheme are only submitted for outline planning permission. The school, for example, will not be eligible for the same Feed in Tariff as the residential. 

Summary: BioRegional support the proposed Energy Strategy and confirm that it is capable of delivering ET7 on Zero Carbon 

6 Fundamental design approach 

One quick look at the site location and the layout plan for this scheme shows that this development would by default be a very car dependent suburb. The location is semi rural on the outskirts of a medium sized market town. The site layout offers plenty of parking, either on plot or else in parking clusters close to the homes. Housing density is low, ranging from 25 to 40 dwellings per hectare across the site.

BioRegional came to this scheme hoping to see reduced parking provision, car free areas and higher housing density of 50dph. We would have been delighted to see new ideas for remote parking provision tested out along the lines of the Freiburg model where cars are parked in one secure area away from the homes. The scheme has no plans for charging for parking spaces and therefore has no mechanism for disincentivising car ownership.

Despite all this, BioRegional will be supporting this scheme for a quite a large number of reasons:

· We have failed to find a single example of a scheme in a comparable location and of comparable size that offers higher density or lower parking provision than that proposed in this application. Interestingly, we did find plenty of proposed schemes with these features that never got built.

· Early stage plans for the wider Masterplan show higher densities of 50dph around the village centres and along the suggested bus routes. We support this approach and can see that higher density areas with lower parking provision will be far more possible once the high street, school and services have started to be established. 

· The developers of this scheme are absolutely clear that for this first phase of homes situated fairly remotely from the town, they feel it would not be commercially possible to sell them without adequate parking provision

· There is a widely accepted view amongst transport practitioners that the first way to reduce car use is to restrict parking provision at the destination end of the journey rather than at the residential end. In this application, parking provision at the village centre is considerably lower than would normally be provided, therefore encouraging non-car modes of travel for journeys to the village centre

· Lowering the residential parking provision risks causing inappropriate parking in other places which in the case of this development, could ruin the delivery of the innovative home zone designs.

· For the site layout we have, the proposed draft travel plan is comprehensive and well thought out with all the best practice measures one could hope to see. In addition, the scheme commits to 4 car club cars, an excellent bus service and a generous welcome pack for new residents to encourage cycling. Real time information in the homes will make the bus service more attractive.

· The exceptional zero carbon credentials of this scheme are only possible because of the highly optimised solar access to all roofs. A higher density scheme might result in lower carbon emissions from transport but it might also mean building related carbon emissions have to be dealt with offsite.

· It is hoped that the bus only link, home zones and Manual for Streets approach to highway design will make the whole scheme attractive to cyclists and pedestrians and most short journeys within the site will be quicker and more pleasant without the car. (We understand that details of the highway design are still under development so this aspect will be subject to planning conditions.)

7 Biodiversity

At the time of writing, net biodiversity gain has not been agreed. Discussions are ongoing with ecology stakeholders. 
Baseline ecological surveys of this Phase One site show that although there are no nationally significant habitats on the site, there is a lot of biodiversity value. The farmers have looked after their land in a way that has enhanced wildlife and as a result of their good work, the site has:

· BAP priority hedgerows classified as “Important”, “High” and “Very High” ecological value

· Breeding birds include barn owls (schedule 1 and amber listed), yellowhammer, song thrush, whitethroat, dunnock and kestrel
· a number of badger setts
· 6 species of bats, 3 of which are BAP priority species

The biodiversity strategy and the design proposals work hard to retain, protect and enhance all of this and to introduce new habitats of value. A wide area along the watercourse has been left open with water features and a range of habitats proposed.

It would seem to be extremely challenging to introduce 400 homes, 1000 people with all their cats and dogs and 5 years worth of construction activity to a few fields and still deliver a net benefit to wildlife. Conflicting pressures on the different green spaces bring the net gain into question.
BioRegional are unhappy with any sense that we can “scrape through” on net gain. On a rural green field site like this, we would hope to see something exceptional and inspiring. The biodiversity proposals to date have not impressed or inspired, as can be seen in the responses of the ecology stakeholders. The developer team have been working hard to address these concerns and new information has only recently been submitted.

If it were to be decided that the proposals fall short on net gain, there are many opportunities for addressing residual impacts off site and we hope these will be agreed and secured. 

The developers have talked about the intention to provide a dedicated conservation area on the wider Masterplan, which we welcome. We would love to see some partnership work with a recognised conservation organisation going forward.

8 Town wide travel plan

In transport terms, this scheme cannot operate in a bubble. A town wide travel plan delivering town wide modal shift would be in keeping with the Eco Bicester Shared Vision and it would also make the travel plan for this scheme far more likely to succeed. This would need to be Council led and could build on the current Travel Behaviour programme and the existing Local Transport Plan, LTP3.

9 Outstanding Concerns

We still have concerns on the following matters:

1. At the time of writing, net gain in biodiversity has not been agreed. Discussions are ongoing. We suggest there are many opportunities for addressing any residual impacts off site and that these should be agreed and secured. 
2. In the event that the ambitious travel plan targets are not met, actions for assessing the shortfall, deciding on remedial actions and funding them are needed. These have not yet been fully developed. Whilst we acknowledge that remedial measures need to be flexible and responsive, we also need to be sure now that the options for would be sufficient and affordable. We suggest that a description or “menu” of potential remedial measures is needed.

3. If the zero carbon status were to fall short after detailed design is complete or if it consistently falls short in practice, then a mechanism for making up the difference should be agreed, installing additional PV on other roofs in Bicester.

4. There are a lot of design issues and issues of detail that have been highlighted in other responses. Many are resolvable and we would urge everyone to keep going and to resolve them because they do matter.

5. Given that this scheme is still likely to rely on significant car usage, a shift towards low emission vehicles will be needed in order to enable low carbon footprints in line with the PPS. The developers already have plans to use a low emission diesel bus and to provide free charging for electric cars. It is also their intention to develop more comprehensive plans for incentivising and informing residents. These measures will be necessary to deliver the carbon footprint savings. 
6. The current application lacks a stated overall vision on low carbon lifestyles, with a comprehensive approach to food, travel, goods and services. The developers have talked about tremendously innovative plans for looking at these issues comprehensively during the master planning process. BioRegional look forward to this work completing the picture of how Eco towns will really deliver low carbon living.
� PPS1 supplement on Eco-towns p2 item 7
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� PPS1 supplement on Eco-towns p2 item 5





6 of 7
BioRegional 

BioRegional
7 of 7

