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Dear Mr Cleary,

In Confidence: Housing Green Paper – Proposals for Eco-towns
Thank you for your letter dated 14th January 2008 inviting the views of the County Council on the proposed Eco-town in Leicestershire.  The County Council’s Cabinet has not formally considered the proposal.  This letter, therefore, sets out the views of officers, but following consultation with the Leader and Deputy Leader.  You will be aware from meetings and press coverage that the County Council’s leadership has publicly expressed serious concerns about the proposal. 
The views of County Council officers were expressed to you at the meeting held at the Three Swans Hotel in Market Harborough on Friday 25th January.  The presentation my colleagues gave at that meeting is attached for your assistance.  I do not plan to repeat in this letter the detail of what was said at the meeting, but will quickly summarise the key points, and also point you in the direction of the key evidence which underpins our views. 

The views of County Council officers can be briefly summarised as follows:

· Further growth can be accommodated in Leicestershire building on our existing New Growth Point-related work which demonstrates our commitment to delivering housing growth in new sustainable communities;
· We have, through the new planning process established by Government, taken an evidence-based approach to identifying major growth locations – in particular in our capacity as a section 4(4) authority;

· We have already proposed 25,000 new dwellings in the County on sustainable urban extensions to meet the housing provision figures set in the Draft Regional Plan and are considering with partners where growth over and above this might best be accommodated;   

· Our evidence, links to which are provided below, indicates that the area to the south and south-east of Leicester where Pennbury is proposed is not an appropriate location for large-scale development.   The area lacks appropriate transport infrastructure and the opportunities to provide it are severely constrained.  There would need to be very substantial investment in roads and public transport infrastructure to accommodate the movements which would be generated by a significant new settlement in this particular location.  We consider that there would be serious difficulties in accommodating a new rail station at Great Glen, which would have a detrimental impact on rail services to existing stations both within Leicestershire and beyond.   There are also major heritage and landscape constraints to development; 

· Large scale development at Pennbury could have a serious impact on regeneration in Leicester and we know that is a matter of considerable concern to the City Council and the Leicester Regeneration Company.  Future house-building targets in the City are dependent on successful regeneration within the inner urban area and require new homes being built in Leicester between 2006 and 2026 at a rate 73% higher than was achieved between 1996 and 2006.  The City and County Councils have worked closely over a long period of time to ensure that the distribution of housing across the City and County secures a realistic and achievable balance between new homes within the City, adjoining the City and at the other main towns, such as Loughborough, Hinckley and Coalville, in the County.  Large scale development at Pennbury would undermine this strategy;
· The approach adopted to date by the County Council was supported by the Independent Panel which examined the Draft Regional Plan in summer 2007.  In terms of growth adjoining Leicester, the Panel recommended locations to the north and west of the City in preference to alternatives put forward by various development interests, including the Co-operative Group. (see para 14.36 p139);
· There is an alternative location for further major growth in Leicestershire – at Coalville which lies within the Leicester to Burton corridor. The RSS Panel referred to the possible need for regional housing provision to be increased by a further 11%, and indicated that in accommodating this future growth particular consideration should be given to the Leicester to Burton corridor.  The Panel suggests: 

consideration of a major expanded settlement of this Burton-Leicester corridor…..A major expansion of the corridor, possibly based on the resuscitation of the National Forest rail line and taking advantage of the development of the National Forest would be well located for economic development, encourage necessary regeneration and bring together the present separate towns as a principal urban area in its own right, adding to the overall strength of the three cities. (paras 20.12 and 20.13 – also see para 14.59). 
· Even without the 11% extra homes referred to by the Panel significant growth in the Leicester-Burton corridor is already proposed – in inner Leicester, west of Leicester in Blaby, at Coalville (an SUE of 5k homes) and at Burton (itself a new growth point).   The further development of the corridor by way of major growth at Coalville could be supported by the reintroduction of passenger rail services between Leicester and Burton – the feasibility of this is about to be investigated.  Partner aspirations to transform Coalville town centre and address deprivation in the several priority neighbourhoods within and close to the town (and which are identified in the Local Area Agreement) would be supported by large-scale growth.  Coalville is located within the National Forest and the National Forest Company, which was set up to secure social and economic as well as environmental regeneration in the area, would be a key partner in delivering sustainable housing growth. Furthermore, growth at Coalville will secure the regeneration of the town and surrounding areas, and it would not undermine regeneration in Leicester; 
· Whether growth takes place at Pennbury or in other NGP-supported developments elsewhere we will wish to ensure it meets the high design and environmental standards described in the Eco-town prospectus;
· The advantages which are associated with having a single large land-owner are unlikely to be sufficient, in our view, to overcome the fundamental weaknesses of the Pennbury location in creating a new large sustainable community;

· My colleagues have already drawn to your attention that the submission of a Coalville Eco-town was considered by County Council officers, but that this was not pursued following advice from Government Office officials that such a bid would not meet strict Eco-town criteria requiring proposals to be physically freestanding.        

To summarise, it is our view that the Government’s aspirations for housing growth can be accommodated in Leicestershire but that the proposed Eco-town at Pennbury is not the right location for this growth.  The evidence points to other better locations in the County, in particular Coalville, and we would welcome the opportunity for these to be examined further through the Regional Planning and LDF processes.              

The attached appendix provides information on (and links to) the evidence which has supported the County Council’s approach to housing provision in the County, and which questions the suitability of development to the south and east of the City.  
If you need any further information or have any queries on the content of this letter please do not hesitate to contact me, or my colleagues Andy Robinson (0116 305 7017) and Tom Purnell (0116 305 7019). 

Yours sincerely 

John Sinnott
Chief Executive
cc: 
Sheila Lock, Chief Executive, Leicester City Council

Sue Smith, Chief Executive, Harborough District Council

Mark Hall, Chief Executive, Oadby and Wigston Borough Council

Dave Tantum, Government Office

Andy Robinson 

Tom Purnell

Appendix – Evidence relating to Pennbury Eco-town and 

alternative locations for housing growth
The evidence-based approach taken by the County Council to developing its section 4(4) advice to the Regional Assembly on the location of Sustainable Urban Extensions to Leicester of about 5,000 houses is set out in the following reports considered by the Cabinet.    

Cabinet report - The Regional Plan Review - September 5th 2006 (supporting appendices can be found here   Appendices 2, 2A and 2B include discussion of constraints and opportunities at various broad locations adjoining Leicester and the sub-regional centres). The Pennbury site falls within Zone 3 and part of Zone 4 adjoining Leicester. Reference is made to the transport infrastructure required to support development at this location, including (depending on the scale of the development) a full eastern bypass to provide connections to the strategic road network including a new junction to the M1.  Such a link northwards to the A 46 or southwards to the M1 would, it is stated, be extremely expensive and could only be justified by a very substantial amount of new development. [Advice from the Highways Agency has indicated that a new M1 junction is not a realistic option.]   
Cabinet report - The East Midlands Regional Plan - December 19th 2006 – which involved further consideration of the best broad locations for SUEs and which informed the County Council’s representations on the Draft Regional Plan.
The County Council’s advice to the East Midlands Regional Assembly for the Draft Regional Plan is supported by detailed supporting evidence.   This evidence includes:

· An Assessment of Highways and Transport Implications of Sustainable Urban Extensions at Selected Broad Locations in Leicestershire    
· A Further Assessment of Highways and Transport Implications of Sustainable Urban Extensions at Selected Broad Locations in Leicestershire 
· A Leicestershire Sustainable Urban Extensions Sustainability Appraisal (see pages 40 and 42 for summaries of the assessment for the areas of search which includes Pennbury (PUA 3 and part of PUA 4), Appendix C for sustainability issues and opportunities, and Appendix D for Assessment Matrices). Major constraints are identified, including it being an important area for archaeology and historic landscape. The lack of orbital capacity and limited opportunities for public transport improvement are highlighted. Provision of a full or partial eastern bypass to Leicester would be likely to result in significant environmental impacts.
Consultants have also been commissioned to carry out District Employment Land Studies The Harborough study considered possible employment land at Stoughton Airfield (210ha) – which lies within the area covered by the Pennbury proposal.  The Report concluded that poor access and remoteness limit its scope for general employment use. Its suitability for a Strategic Employment site was also assessed in the Study. As Stoughton Airfield does not lie within or adjoin an existing settlement, is distant from the A6, does not have good access to the wider road network (particularly strategic links), and on general sustainability grounds ranks low, it was not considered appropriate as a Strategic Employment Site either. 
There are several documents relating to the New Growth Point Programme in Leicestershire. The appendix which sets out the indicative programme for Leicestershire includes information about planned studies to further strengthen evidence relating to new SUEs in the County.  A detailed programme for investment in 2008/9 is currently in preparation.    
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