CPRE Bicester/Ploughley District’s response to CDC’s consultation on Phase One North-West Bicester Eco-town.  Planning Application 10/01780/HYBRID

1. Special circumstances. As a leading campaigner for the protection of Oxfordshire’s countryside, our starting point for considering this application is concern over the potential loss of 850 acres of “greenfield” land, which is currently productively farmed, should the whole eco-town plan go ahead. Demonstration of special circumstances prevailing, and appropriate mitigating features applicable to such a development are therefore of prime importance. With this in mind we offer the following observations.

2. Planning process. We, and we sense Barton Willmore, are uncomfortable about the desire to push for the Exemplar site to get approval prior to the overall Master Plan being adopted within the Core Strategy and Local Development Scheme. We can understand the excitement of winning the previous Government’s accolade of being nominated as one of the first four eco-towns in the country, and indeed the grant that went with it. However, it seems the process is being driven by a PPA based on a desire by Councillors to proceed with all haste rather than in a methodical step by step manner.  Surely an overall strategy needs to be approved before attempting what is a very piecemeal start, which itself appears merely a function of opportunistic land acquisition? Before embarking on the Exemplar we believe there should be far more certainty about the financial viability and deliverability of the whole eco-town. At the same time the overall need and timing for building 5,000 additional dwellings at Bicester should be scrutinised and justified in the context of the changing national scene with the expected abolition of RSS 9, the removal of the Government diktat on housing targets and a much less buoyant housing sector. 

3. Alternatives. The specific question of alternative sites needs to be reviewed in light of the possibility of development in the MOD Graven Hill area. Having attended your workshop on “how Bicester might grow in future”, on balance we are of the opinion that the development envisaged to the North West is the most appropriate given the assumed housing pressures (see above) and the other alternatives. Whether this has been altered by the possibility of at the MOD’s Graven Hill “previously developed” site becoming available is hard to judge at this stage. Certainly initial proposals from the MOD do not appear to carry any eco credentials.

4. Eco aims. We should like to applaud in general Dominion group/P3ECO’s commitment to making this extension as eco friendly as possible. If Bicester has to grow, let it be in as eco friendly way as possible, and, if at all feasible, let such development influence the rest of the town so that Bicester can be held up as an example of what in future towns can achieve in their sensitivity to the local environment.

5. The Exemplar. Further to the general points made above, specifically as far as the application for the initial 400 odd buildings are concerned, we have the following comments:

5.1 It all strikes us as very piecemeal, strung out and detached – which may be a function of opportunistic land acquisition.


5.2  It is not at all clear how the local job formation will occur, and therefore  how  the new development’s residents will be prevented from joining the vast majority of existing Bicester inhabitants in commuting by car to their work.

5.3 We concur with OCC’s view that the transport plan needs tightening up if sustainable travel from, to and within the site is to be the norm. In addition the overall effect of the new development on Bicester’s existing traffic patterns remains unclear. We are reminded of Councillor Barry Wood’s insistence that the long term problems at Junction 9 of the M40 need to be solved to make the NW Bicester eco-town viable. It is unclear what progress is being made with the Highway Agency on this major project.

5.4 We are particularly concerned that given its overall eco-credentials that the proposed development does not appear to have made a full survey of the existing biodiversity on the site, and more importantly does not spell out how, under the terms of PPS 1 and 9, the developers intend to meet their statutory duty to enhance that biodiversity. 

5.5 Is there any sound reason why the Exemplar site should not achieve the Council’s proposed policy (NWB1) of Level 6 of the Code for Sustainable Homes? Surely by definition an “Exemplar” should set the highest standard aspired to?

5.6 During a recent visit by CPRE to the new eco village at Milton Keynes, it struck us that, though the dwellings and gardens were sympathetic, the community had no pivotal point or fulcrum. This may be a function of scale or timing, but we would echo OCC’s concerns that there is no certainty as to when the proposed community building will be delivered. Somehow the outcome of a soulless, piecemeal estate must be avoided even at this embryo stage.

6. Conclusion. In conclusion therefore:


6.1 We remain to be convinced of the apparent urgent need to promote the growth of Bicester beyond its currently envisaged limits, in the absence of an agreed strategy and plan for the whole of Bicester.


6.2 We remain to be convinced that the Exemplar scheme should proceed before a Master Plan for NW Bicester has been agreed in the context of a plan for all of Bicester.


6.3 We support the aspiration that if Bicester is to grow significantly, it should be achieved in a more innovative and eco-friendly way so that any new development truly minimises its impact on the natural environment, and indeed can be demonstrated to enhance that environment.
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