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4 Eco-towns

pr eface and summar y

The Town and Country Planning Association
(TCPA) and Professor David Lock CBE MRTPI
were recently commissioned b y Communities
and Local Government (CLG) to provide
practical advice to help potential bidders, local
authorities and others on how the eco-to wns
initiative can be taken forward. This is part of
the drive to create more affordable homes set
in communities that are sust ainable in
environmental, social and economic terms. 

This scoping report is the first publication b y
TCPA and David Lock on eco-towns. It is
distinct from CLG’s Eco-towns Prospectus,
published 23 July 2007; this report provides
more in-depth preliminary ideas on criteria and
other independent practitioner advice on the
first st age of the eco-towns programme.
Further w ork will be carried out in due course
to provide advice on different aspects of
development, criteria and good practice.

Drawing on  practical experience, the TCPA
recently carried out, on behalf of CLG, a review
of emerging good practice in urban extensions
and new set tlements. This drew a number of
conclusions:
• the need for regional and sub-regional

planning;

• longer-term time horizons;

• linked new set tlements;

• comprehensive land assembly;

• the need for a specialised team;

• the need for consensus; and

• the import ance of upfront investment.

Applying these lessons to eco-towns, this
report starts with an understanding of
sustainability as a ‘three legged stool’
encompassing environmental, social and
economic criteria.

• Envir onmental. Consideration must be be
given to energy and CO2, water, materials,
waste, transport and access, health and well-
being, ecology and green infrastructure, food
and urban form and land use.

• Economic. As much employment as
possible should be within, or accessible
from, the communit y. Consideration will
need to be given to how the communit y is
networked, and how emplo yment w ill be
supported and sustained.

• Social. Sustainable communities should be
of a scale and mix to at least be able to
support a secondary school (at least 4,000 to
5,000 homes) and should form clusters of
places that together can support a higher
order of social and economic activity.

About the author s

TCPA is an independent charity that campaigns
for more integrated planning based on the
principles of accessibility, sustainability,
diversity and communit y cohesion. The TCPA
puts social justice and the environment at the
heart of the debate about planning policy,
housing and energy supply. We inspire
government, industr y and campaigners to take
a fresh perspective on major issues including
climate change and regeneration.

David Lock is a professional town planner w ith
experience in the public, private and voluntary
sectors, and within a new to wn development
corporation. He was Chief Planning Advisor, a
half-time civil service post, to the then
Department of the Environment from 1 993 to
1997. He is an experienced masterplanner of a
wide variety of new set tlements and urban
regeneration schemes; this is the core
business of his independent international town
planning and urban design consultancy, David
Lock Associates, based in Milton Keynes. With
the late Professor Michael Breheny and Tim
Gent, he wrote the go vernment research report
Alternative Development Patterns: New
Settlements (HMSO 1994). More recently, he
contributed w ith Professor Sir Peter Hall to the
TCPA research report for CLG, Emerging Best
Practice in Sustainable Urban Extensions and
New Settlements (CLG 2007). He is currently
the Chair of the TCPA and has been a trustee
of the charity for 29 years.
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1 
the cont ext f or the eco -towns
ini tia tiv e

The economist Kate Barker summarised the
seriously harmful effect of our present housing
problems on national economic
competitiv eness in her first Treasury review on
housing supply: ‘a weak supply of housing
contributes to macro economic inst ability, and
hinders labour market flexibility’.1 Her review
also summarised the unacceptable social costs
of inadequate housing, such as people being
forced to live in situations that cause deep
unhappiness and social stress. 

The 2003 Sustainable Communities Plan2

initiated a fresh strategic planning approach by
the Government, in whic h major Growth Areas
were designated in south east England where
housing pressures were strongest (see
diagram on page 6), and Housing Market
Renewal Pathfinder Areas designated in the
northern and midlands regions where some
housing markets had collapsed and people
were moving away. The plan made clear that
the Government w ished to see the
development of durable communities, in whic h
people could take pride and civic ownership,
not just housing est ates: 
‘Investing in housing alone, paying no attention
to the other needs of communities risks
wasting money – as past experience has
shown… the w ay our communities de velop
economically, socially and environmentally must
respect the needs of fut ure generations, as well
as succeeding now. This is the key to lasting,
rather than temporary, solutions; to creating
communities that can st and on their own t wo
feet and adapt to the changing demands of
modern life. Places where people want to live and
will continue to w ant to live.’3

It is evident that the achievement of the
Sustainable Communities Plan, and the
delivery of its 200,000 extra homes above
‘business as usual’ numbers, w ill require

sustained hard work. The further increase to
240,000 additional homes per year set out in
the green paper Homes for the Future: More
Affordable, More Sustainable4 underlinesthe
scale of the challenge we face. 

Kate Barker’s second review 5 probed more
deeply into the planning system to see if it
might be made more responsiv e to the need to
achieve a step change in activity to address our
housing problems.

In opening her second report, Kate Barker said:
‘In part planning policy is a set of regulations
aimed at correcting market failure – in which
context climate change is becoming increasingly
important. But planning should play a central
role in delivering the vision that regional and
local government has for its area, and it should
enable development to fulfil that vision. ’

Pursuing the themes of the Sust ainable
Communities Plan, the Government launched
the Gif for arowth Points initiative in December
2005 (see diagram on page 6). Local
authorities w ere invited to bid f or funding
against specified criteria, and 29 Growth Points
covering 45 towns and cities w ere announced
in October 2006. In return for local authorities
making a commitment to secure a step
change in the quality and quantity of housing
provided in their areas, Government
commit ted itself to pro vide some start-up
financial support and to achieve a supportive
approach in central government funding
streams generally over the medium term. 

The urgent need to address environmental
concerns connects to w ider sustainable
development strategies. The Government now
sees the built environment as a key sector in
helping us adapt to climate change. In
December 2006 the Government launched the

1 Barker Review Housing Supply: Delivering Stability – Securing Our Future Housing Needs. Final Report – Recommendations.
HM Treasury, 2004, p 1

2 Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future. ODPM, 2003
3 See Note 2, p 5
4 Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable. Communities and Local Government, 2007
5 Barker Review Land Use Planning Final Report – Recommendations. HM Treasury, 2006
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Code for Sustainable Homes and a draft
Planning Policy Statement on Climate Change,
which together cont ain a package of measures
aimed at reducing carbon emissions and
bringing innovation to planning and the
building industry. Following on from this in
April 2007 Minister of St ate for Housing Yvette
Cooper said:
‘Nearly half of our carbon emissions come
from buildings. A quarter from our homes. To
deliver the changes we need means
substantial changes to the w ay we heat and
power our buildings. We need a new approach
to designing places and buildings that are
environmentally sustainable. Whether using
lighter coloured finishes to help combat the
urban heat island effect, or careful use of
materials that have lower embodied energy.

… We want to ensure that all new homes are
built to a zero carbon standard by 2016 at the
latest. This will cut our carbon emissions by
around seven million tonnes a year by 2050.
That’s equivalent to more than the annual tot al
emissions from the eight largest English cities
outside London. This shift towards zero carbon
homes w ill be supported by a long term
strategy which combines changes to the
regulations with fiscal incentives, and by
demonstrating how it can be done.’6

Abo ve

Growth Areas and Ne w Growth Points in so uth eas t England

Successful urban development w ill offer people
a decent home of their o wn, built to high
environmental standards, in an attractive and
welcoming communit y and within easy range
of schools and workplaces. 

Faced with large-scale housing problems in the
1950s, 1960s and into the 1970s, government
efforts w ere focused on huge programmes of
mass housing built for rent. The lessons
learned from those years include the need to:
• locate new housing close to schools,

workplaces and public transport services;

• ensure family homes have gardens;

• build in independent and responsive long-
term qualit y management; and

• mix the t ypes and tenures of housing to
assist social integration and mobility. 

In the 1980s and 1990s the private sector built
some very good quality housing estates and,
exceptionally, small-scale communities that
appear to be growing healthily. But the overall
lesson to be learned is that the private
housebuilding sector cannot deliver sustainable
communities on its o wn.

6 Speech given by Yvette Cooper MP to The Home Builders Federation Annual General Meeting and Lunch, 25 April 2007
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2
wha t ar e eco -towns?

Eco-towns are part of the continuing
programme to help achieve the step change in
the quantit y and quality of housing that
England needs. The eco-towns prospectus,
launched by CLG on 23 July 2007, describes
eco-towns as:
‘small new to wns of at least 5-20,000 homes.
They are intended to exploit the potential to
create a complete new set tlement to achieve
zero carbon development and more
sustainable living using the best new design
and architecture.’7

They will be created through better coupling
the resources and skills of the private sector
with the regulator y powers of the st ate. The
opportunity is being created to encourage a
new compact b y which each sector plays to its
strength – housebuilders focus on their core
business of building the houses w e need,
where and when w e need them, while the
public sector mobilises its po wers and
resources to enable communities to flourish.

The creation of eco-towns has strong political
support. On 23 July 2007, Prime Minister
Gordon Brown said:
‘The new homes w ill include 240,000
environmentally sustainable "eco-houses in
environmentally friendly situations like eco-
villages and eco-towns.” ’8

In its first phase, this new initiativ e will provide
an opportunity for local planning authorities
with planned new set tlements in their area to
submit proposals against specified criteria for
their scheme to gain eco-town st atus. The
criteria are to be designed to secure
commitment to the creation of real sust ainable
communities, in whic h the aim w ill be to attain
the highest possible environmental and energy-
saving standards, along with ambitious social
and economic development goals. In return the
Government w ill provide resources to increase
the speed of the planning system, contribute
financially to up-front expenditure on

comprehensive and contextual planning and
infrastructure, and commit to steer all publicly -
funded programmes in the area to support the
delivery of the scheme. 

It may be that eco-town bids could be invited
from dif ferent t ypes of partnership formed
between landowners/developers and local
authorities or other public agencies. Again, the
schemes w ould be for major new set tlement
projects brought f orward through the
mainstream planning system.

The Government prospectus indicates that
resources will be made available to facilitate
any reviews of Regional Spatial Strategies
necessary to identify the broad locations of
eco-towns. However, while some schemes are
expected to proceed via the usual planning
powers, the prospectus makes it clear that
Government is prepared to use powers in the
New Towns Act 1981 where appropriate.

No one need be surprised or caught unawares
by an eco-town being built in their local area:
each proposal will need to have been assessed
under the relevant regulations, and fully
publicised and consulted on, although they
may be subject to accelerated planning
processes. The assumption must be that a
well-considered and viable scheme, fully and
demonstrably consulted on, properly assessed
technically and worthy of eco-town st atus, will
be more likely to be approved than not.
Encouragement will need to be given to
innovative and creative ideas, and to serious
thinking about long-term management,
maintenance and governance of these new
communities.

7 Eco-Towns Prospectus. Communities and Local Government, July 2007
8 First-Time Buyers to be Helped on to Property Ladder. Downing Street press conf erence, 23 July 2007
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The ground is well prepared. Drawing on
past and present practical experience, the
TCPA recently carried out a review on behalf
of CLG of emerging good practice in urban
extensions and new set tlements. 9 This
produced a number of conclusions:

• The need f or regional and sub-r egional
planning r ather than national
specification. The lesson from our
modern histor y is that the choice of new
town or major urban extension is one that
should be made through strategic design
at the regional or sub-regional level, not by
application of fixed theory or sequence set
at national level. 

• Long er-term time hor izons. There needs
to be a long lead time. It is not possible f or
a major urban extension or new to wn to
yield completed homes or other
development f or a number of years, and
implement ation is almost certain to
continue beyond current statutory
development plan periods.

• The link ed new set tlement. A cluster of
linked new set tlements should be the ne w
and appropriate form of the ne w to wn
model. Previous goals of ‘self-
containment’ need to be tempered b y an
understanding of the benefits of
interoperability of places to their mut ual
advantage. Excellent public transport is
essential to the operation of a net worked
cluster.

• The need f or compr ehensiv e land
assembly . The new to wn or urban
extension is best achieved by
comprehensive assembly of the land, and
by capture of a major proportion of the
land values created by the grant of
planning permission. Reinvestment of land
value gains in green infrastructure is key to
achieving pressing carbon emission
reductions and other sustainability gains.

• The need f or a specialised t eam.
Implement ation of the project is a serious
and distinctive task requiring a highly-
focused and motivated team. It cannot be
undertaken in the margins of another t ask
or occupation.

• The need f or consensus. The project
needs cross-party support. The
implement ation period will last longer than
several electoral cycles.

• The need f or upfr ont in vestment. The
lesson from histor y is that, properly
managed and underwrit ten by the capture
of land values, major comprehensively
planned urban development can be good
business. Unfortunately, this takes time.
Whether the source of bor rowing is public
or private, significant investment is needed
early on to prepare and plan the location
and to create the infrastructure, even
though excellent commercial returns will
follow f or the investor in due course.

This material provides a good foundation for
the eco-towns initiativ e. CLG has
commissioned further w ork from us to
provide helpful practical guidance for those
interested in bringing f orward and delivering
such proposals. Our work will draw on
experience from w ithin the UK and abroad
which, in whole or in part, provides clues for
future eco-town developments. Our w ork will
also provide some advice on the type of
criteria that would lead to eco-town st atus. 

9 Best Practice in Urban Extensions and New Settlements: Report on Emerging Best Practice. TCPA, 2007

Ne w set tlements: lessons fr om modern histor y
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3 
assessing eco -town st a tus:
pr eliminar y ideas on cr iter ia

In scoping this part of the project, it is
appropriate to start with an understanding of
sustainability as a ‘three legged stool’: in
addition to environmental considerations – about
which there has been growing interest and good
practice – developments also need to address
the no less import ant social and economic
factors. New set tlement projects w ill struggle to
succeed if they overlook any one of these three
aspects of sustainable development.

Potential scope of en vir onmental
criteria

The Government has now set out the headline
criteria in its prospectus by which the eco-
towns w ill be assessed. Importantly, it points
to the Code for Sustainable Homes as a guide
on sustainability issues. Experience by
practitioners shows the f ollowing to be useful:

• Energy/CO 2. Individual homes should be
required to meet Code f or Sustainable
Homes Level 6 for energy. A parallel code for
sustainable buildings is likely to be available
in the relatively early stages of the eco-
towns programme and buildings w ill then be
expected to meet similarly high st andards. In
the meantime buildings should be e xpected
to meet a BREEAM or similar standard. 

An advantage of eco-towns is that buildings
do not need to be looked at in isolation.
Energy strategies should aim to minimise
energy consumption throughout the y ear,
supply energy efficiently and promote the
use of renewable energy across the
development and beyond, as well as in
individual buildings. Adopting such a strategy
will ensure significant reductions in while
helping to insulate communities from high
energy prices. however, the viability of
sustainable supply systems depends on a
critical mass of development. Since the
supply infrastructure will need to be put in
place before some buildings are completed,
site-wide zero carbon may not be achieved

until later in the development. A clear
timet able for zero carbon should be included
in the energy strategy.

Achieving zero or low carbon development is
of course a key feature of an eco-town,
which will bring additional costs with its
development. In f act, the Government’s
target for zero carbon homes goes wider
than eco-towns and w ill apply to all new
homes by 2016. On 23 July 2007 it published
a policy statement set ting out a timet able for
introducing sustainability standards into the
statutory building regulations and presenting
the findings of recent research into costs
and implications for housing supply.10 The
TCPA has been working with local planning
authorities and developers to identify
practical ways in which planning can help to
achieve this objective in a viable way (see
Annex for a supplementary paper on current
thinking for achieving zero carbon homes).

• Water. As with energy, individual homes
should be required to meet Code f or
Sustainable Homes Level 6. Until a similar
national standard exists, all other buildings
should be expected to meet a BREEAM or
similar standard. The Government has also
published a policy statement set ting out the
next steps it w ill take relating to w ater.11 It
will be important to ensure sustainable
access to and management of water, both
for human consumption and for use by
businesses and for irrigation as necessary.
Climate change is expected to bring more
frequent periods of drought, particularly in
southern parts of the countr y, but also more
intense rainfall. High standards of water
efficiency w ithin buildings, and in the
surrounding neighbourhood, combined w ith
water management strategies to prevent
localised flooding, will be crucial. Eco-towns
should aim to ensure that demand f or water
is no higher than the level of w ater
availability both now and in the fut ure as the
climate changes.

10 Building a Greener Future: Policy Statement. Communities and Local Government, 2007
11 Water Efficiency in New Buildings: A Joint Defra and CLG Policy Statement. Communities and Local Government, 2007
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• Mat erials. Where possible, eco-towns
should use locally sourced and recycled
materials in the construction of new
communities. Where this is not possible,
materials should come from sust ainably
managed sources. A further study could look
at what constit utes a reasonable catchment
for locally sourced materials.

• Waste. Provision needs to be made for
storage, collection, sorting and recycling of
waste from homes and businesses. Waste
strategies should be locally specific and take
into account potential links w ith energy
generation, transport, health and well-being.

• Transpor t and access. There needs to be
high-quality transport both w ithin and
between communities. Emplo yment, shops
and services should be easily accessible by
all. Infrastructure should be provided that
supports w alking and cycling, while public
transport should provide the mode of choice
for most other journe ys. Ensuring easy
access to a bus or other public transport stop
is very important. The size, layout and density
of the neighbourhood w ill help to determine
the viability of services, but the elements
need to be considered together. For
example, rigid adherence to the requirement
that no one should live more than 400
metres from a bus stop ma y create indirect
routes that are not attractive to bus
operators. Variable densities will be important
across the communit y. These should be
determined according to f actors that include
access to public transport nodes.

• Ecolog y and gr een infr astruct ure. Towns
and cities are not just for people: they can
also be an important home for wildlife.
Sustainable communities w ill enable humans
to coexist w ith w ildlife. Tree cover and green
infrastructure, from private gardens through
to large parks, contribute to health and well-
being and biodiversity, and are increasingly
being used to reduce the urban heat island
effect and reduce flash flooding. Research
has shown that small areas of open space,
such as private gardens and allotments,
rather than large parks have the biggest
impact on reducing the urban heat island
effect and flash flooding at the micro scale.

• Food. The impact our food has on climate
change is increasingly being recognised.
Experience suggests that using locally
sourced food schemes w ithin the

communit y can have a very significant
impact on CO2 emissions. But consideration
also needs to be given to how energy
intensive the farming process is (in other
words, ‘food miles’ is only one factor in
reducing CO2 emissions). Strong
communities are needed to ensure the long-
term viabilit y of such schemes.

• Urban f orm and land use. Urban form and
land use have an important influence over all
the other f actors. Appropriate mixed-use
development can help ensure sustainable
movement, accessibilit y, the effectiveness of
recycling schemes, energy performance and
adaptability to climate change.

• Health and w ell-being. Eco-towns should
be attractive places that help to foster
healthy communities.

Detailed planning and design strategies at
different scales can help to bring these
elements together in order to address the of ten
seemingly conflicting aims of economic gro wth,
housing need and affordability, communit y
cohesion and environmental sustainability.
Avoiding dangerous climate change (mitigation)
and adapting to its inevitable impacts has
emerged as a central part of achieving
sustainable development (the Government’s
zero carbon development agenda demonstrates
the import ance attached to it).12 While climate
change is only one element of sust ainable
development, it does ser ve as a useful way of
organising policy responses and place-making
since it is beginning, and will continue, to
impact on all other indicators including quality
of life and economic viability.

Potential scope of social criteria

Earlier work has drawn attention to lessons
about the need for a real community to be of a
scale and mix to at least be able to
accommodate and support its own schools: 
‘A place needs to be large enough to support a
secondary school. This means the number of
homes w ill be in the range 4000–5000 at
least... a community that cannot provide for its
children through to adulthood is not sust ainable,
and the quality of communit y life is
impoverished if older children do not participate
because they are sent elsewhere each day.
Growing up in a sustainable community also
provides a sound foundation for citizenship.
Secondary school catchments can be used as
the basic building block when designing the size
of a new town.’ 13

10

12 Building a Greener Future: Consultation. Communities and Local Government, 2006
13 See Note 9, p 42
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This is one way to distinguish a housing estate
from a communit y. 

Communities are not and cannot be closed
systems. They typically form part of clusters or
networks of places that together can support a
higher order of social and economic activity.
These networked or clustered communities
demand investment in means of tra vel other
than by car. 

The social development of sust ainable
communities needs to be considered if the y
are to be successful and durable. Social

development programmes can w elcome new
residents and promote social integration and
social cohesion. Investment of this t ype can
accelerate the rate at which local social
institutions and organisations can develop,
which in ordinary towns are likely to have taken
many decades to evolve. Cultivation of
citizenship and the creation of communit y are
important aspects of social development.

The governance arrangements envisaged for
sustainable communities might also provide
some appropriate criteria. How might a
communit y organise itself to secure a good
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quality of life? How w ill the power to choose
local spending priorities be best applied to
ensure clean safe streets, yet an interactive
social life? What is the relationship to be
achieved in every sense between different age
groups, ethnic groups and faith groups? Where
does the communal life begin and end, and
what are the responsibilities w e each must
share in return for the freedoms w e enjoy? 

Potential scope of economic
criteria

Experience suggests the need for a clear
strategy to ensure there is as much
employment as possible actually within the
communit y, or easily accessible from the
communit y. To achieve this it w ill be necessary
to appreciate how the communit y is networked
within itself and to its act ual, sectoral and
virtual clusters. 

Encouragement will be needed for the
development of support ser vices and facilities,
enabling working from home or in sociable
local resource centres. Innovation will need to
be encouraged through urban design for social
interaction, and through creating the social and
institutional infrastructure locally for business
networking. It w ill be necessary to connect
with regional economic development strategies
and local economic development programmes
to ensure the approach is well founded.

In providing land for economic development,
there may be the opportunity for including
sector development reflecting past economic
activity in the area, such as health-related
research on former hospital sites. Business
support and development could reflect local
heritage and the opportunities created by
redundant buildings, which can be particularly
suited to the creative industries. 

Education and training facilities and initiatives
can help ensure sustainability of local
employment, and an education campus at the
heart of the communit y demonstrating lifetime
commitment to learning can at tract research
and development tenants and investors. 
Eco-town proposals w ill need to be deliverable.
As trailed in our earlier work for CLG (see
above), it is essential that the necessary land is
either in single ownership, or properly pooled if
in multiple ownership. Any minorit y land
interests held by unsympathetic parties and
obstructing delivery will need to be capable of
compulsory acquisition by the local authority or

a public agency. Basic viability studies will be
needed to show, on an open book basis, that
the scheme is viable overall. 

The delivery body – whether an established
company or specially-created vehicle – will
need credible management, access to
adequate resources, and the support of a
professional technical team including people
with experience of design and implement ation
of successful large-scale community
developments.

Long-term management and maintenance
arrangements could also form the appropriate
basis for eco-town criteria. The quality of the
public domain and of communit y facilities
needs to be secured, perhaps by endowment
with capital sums or commercial property
entrusted to not-f or-profit enterprises. 

The vigour of social institutions is also essential
to the concept of a sust ainable community, and
long-term financial support and accountability
needs to be arranged.

The provision of eco-towns could generate
economies of scale to bring about zero carbon
development and affordable homes more
quickly and easily. The settlements w ould need
to be big enough to obt ain these economies
and would crucially need to be developed on a
different economic basis than ordinary
commercial developments. The objective
should be to capture more of the land value
uplift gained through the granting of planning
permission, and to use this extra resource to
secure truly sustainable development. The
lessons of the new to wns are significant
here.14 Clearly, the terms on whic h surplus
public land is made available for development
will be important if a fair share of the uplift in
value is to be retained for the development
itself – transfer of public land at aggressive
commercial valuations will handicap the
development of sust ainable communities. 

14 See F.J. Osborn  and A. Whittick: New Towns: Their Origins, Achievements and Progress. Third Edition. Leonard Hill, 1977
and Transferable Lessons from the Ne w Towns. DCLG, 2006
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4
eco -towns: wher e t o fr om
her e?

In our forthcoming w ork programme through to
early 2008 we propose to consider a number of
examples from the UK and overseas from
which experience may be gained to assist in
the design and implement ation of eco-towns,
including: 
• Vauban, Freiburg, Germany

• Hammarby Sjöstad, Stockholm, Sweden

• Northstowe, Cambridgeshire, UK

• BedZed, Sutton, UK

• Malmö, Sweden

• Kronsberg, Germany

• Upton, UK 

• Great Linford and the Energy Park, Milton
Keynes, UK

• Letchworth Garden City, UK.

Our purpose is to seek the environmental,
economic and social factors that make these
places successful, understand the lessons to be
learned and assess their transferability. In some
cases the case studies will be completed
schemes; others w ill be work in progress. No

doubt all will exhibit features that are less than
perfect, or not yet proven. We would be pleased
to hear of possible case studies both complete
and in preparation that might be examined as
part of our work over the next few months.

This project w ill conclude early in 2008. In the
‘discovery stage’ of the w ork – autumn 2007 –
expert groups and individuals will be invited to
group discussions, seminars and workshops. It
is not proposed to issue a general open
invitation or call for papers because of the
limited timescale and resources available, but
wider conference arrangements may also be
designed.

For more information regarding this scoping
report or future work please contact:

Alex House
17 Carlt on House Terrace
London
SW16 5GY

Telephone: 020 7930 8903
E-mail: alex.house@tcpa.or g.uk

Abo ve

Sustaina ble dr ainag e incor por a ted as par t of a sus taina ble
comm uni ty a t Upton in Nor thamptonshir e.
Credi t: David Waterho use, TCPA 

Right

CHP plant in Woking to wn centr e w hic h po wers the dis trict
hea t and po wer netw ork.
Credi t: Woking Bor ough C ounci l 



14 Eco-towns 

anne x
ac hie ving zer o car bon homes
thr ough p lanning

This annex f orms par t of the TCPA’s input
int o the Go vernment’ s 2016 Task Force, of
whic h TCPA Chief Ex ecutiv e Gideon Amos is
a member . It is int ended f or w ider r eference
and is not a cor e part of this scoping r epor t.

The Government’s commitment to z ero carbon
homes – that is, homes whic h contribute zero
net emissions of carbon dioxide from all energy
uses – extends beyond the eco-towns
programme. All new homes must ac hieve zero
carbon status by 2016. The government has
established a 2016 Taskforce, chaired by the
Housing Minister Yvette Cooper MP and
involving house builders, the TCPA and other
key stakeholders to help meet this t arget.

As part of its w ork in response to climate
change, the TCPA has published Tackling
Climate Change Through Planning: The
Government’s Objectives. Discussion
Document. Subsequently, CLG published a
consultation on Draft Planning Policy Statement:
Planning and Climate Change. Both documents
highlight how development, if w ell planned, can
reduce its carbon footprint through both its
inherent qualities and its influence on the
existing urban environment. For example,
carbon emissions can be reduced by locating
homes closer to jobs or through retrofit ting low
and renewable energy networks.

There are several challenges to achieving zero
carbon development, all of which ha ve a
bearing on the costs of development:
• the need for a relatively level playing field to

allow the house building industr y to adapt to
new st andards across the country;

• the need for local energy supply solutions
appropriate to different sites;

• the unit costs and the costs of planning
obligations; and

• the capacity of the industr y to deliver.

Both good plan-making and the planning
system can assist in this process and the w ork
of the TCPA Zero Carbon Development Task
Team suggests the f ollowing ways forward to
meet the 2016 Taskforce’s objective.

Maintain a r elativ ely lev el pla ying
field/appr opr iat e local solutions thr ough
building r egulations and enf orce a str ict
planning policy cr it eria for any variations.

Getting the balance right between ensuring a
single set of national standards – as provided by
the building regulations (into which parts of the
Code for Sustainable Homes are due to be
integrated) – and appropriate local solutions
demands clear criteria for any departure from
national standards. National planning policy and
the forthcoming supplement to Planning Policy
Statement (PPS) 1 on Climate Change provide
opportunities to set out the right frame work for
local authority decision-making beyond the
building regulations. The TCPA recommends
that the overall approach should include the
same set of building regulations st andards
across the country. The case for going ‘further,
faster’ by a particular local authority should only
be justified:
• in relation to a particular site (for example one

already provided with a readily available
source of low or zero carbon emitting energy);

• in advance through inclusion of policies
within and justification through the
development plan document; or

• in relation to developments that the authorit y
has agreed to subsidise, for example,
through providing the land at low cost. 

These criteria should be reflected in the new
PPS on Climate Change and should be clearly
enforced through decision-making by planning
inspectors on behalf of the Secret ary of State.
The TCPA recommends that local authorities
must be able to demonstrate that housing
delivery will not be affected by any site-specific
policy of this kind.

However, developers have expressed concerns
that local authorities may request such
standards in the course of planning
negotiations, at which point it w ould be difficult
for them to challenge the policy. Therefore, the
TCPA recommends that the Secret ary of State
should proactively implement the ne w planning
policy through decision-making on plans and
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through development approval by planning
inspectors. Occasionally the government may
call in applications to ensure the criteria are
adhered to even where the developer had not
intended to appeal. 

Recognise costs in Section 1 06 planning
oblig ations

Two of the major variables of the cost of
housing development are planning obligations
(Section 106 agreements) and the price of
land.13 The additional construction costs, at least
initially, of achieving zero carbon developments
risks slowing the rate of provision of new
homes at a time when this needs to be
increased. A recent study by Arup for the
Greater London Authority suggests that the
costs of building zero carbon homes could be
between £5,000 and £30,000 per unit.14

However, set against this is the potential f or the
costs of meeting ne w building regulations to
decline over time. The TCPA is seeking costs
data (with help from Swan Housing Association)
to understand the declining costs of achieving
an EcoHomes ‘Very Good’ rating since this
standard became mandatory for all publicly-
funded buildings in April 2006. 

Ultimately, land prices will need to adjust to the
new st andards and costs of development
(which should reduce over time), but the v alue
of many sites has already been agreed and
increasing costs in the short term could be
problematic. Logic suggests that if one aspect
of development costs more then other aspects
will suffer. One of the biggest calls on planning
obligations is the provision of social or
affordable housing. It may be justifiable, if more
directly funded affordable housing is to be
provided, to reserve more planning obligation
funds to achieve zero carbon development in
the period 2012 to 2016 (the years when it is
likely to be the most e xpensive time to achieve
zero carbon development). Locally elected
planning authorities are best placed to decide
priorities for their communit y and should be
encouraged to set out the w ays in which they
will prioritise zero carbon development through
their planning obligations discussions in
advance of this period. 

Model planning oblig ations that
demonstr ate how funds can be r eserved for
zero carbon dev elopment should be dr awn
up and disseminat ed by CLG 

Non-housing capacity solutions through
planning 
Development plans can create the framework
for a renewable or low carbon energy
generation network and planning obligations
can and should support the development of the
necessary infrastructure. Ensuring that
developments are connected to a local
combined heat and power (CHP) network,
operated by a local renewable energy public
interest company or Energy Service Company
(ESCO), has been a major obstacle to the
effective functioning of such companies and
networks where the y have been set up. It
should be recognised that some authorities w ill
want to require connection and use of the
service as a condition of development. The
TCPA recommends that any requirement to
connect be negotiated bet ween the authorit y
and applicant. However, this connection to the
service should be temporary so that
companies and individuals can choose their
own supplier in due course. 

If eco-towns are taken forward by public
agencies then the possibilit y for infrastructure
provision that meets zero carbon standards
would be much greater. This could drive down
the marginal costs of zero carbon homes
progressively and more quickly than set out in
the costs research reported above. 

National incentives
Above and beyond local planning the national
influences on energy use need to be aligned
wherever possible with the objectiv es set out
in the Code for Sustainable Homes. The
German ‘feed in tariff’ has ensured that
consumers benefit from the v alue of electricit y
returned to the grid from domestic micro-
renewable generation (the rate is as much as
30 times the usual value). The Danish Heat Law
requiring all power generation over a certain
size (one megawatt) to be CHP is also worth
encouraging, although it should be recognised
that most major CHP plants in Denmark have
been municipal-led and their constitutional and
financial structure promotes such investment.

These measures have made the respective
nations’ industries w orld leaders, competitively
speaking, in these fields. The UK should strive
to be in this position. The TCPA recommends
national incentives such as a ‘feed in tariff’ for
consumers to use renewable energy.

15 Securing Community Benefits Through The Planning Process: Improving Performance On The Section 106 Agreements. Audit
Commission, 2006

16 For more information go to www .communities.go v.uk/
17 This is provided that estimates of the shortf all in affordable housing that might result from planning obligations do not cancel

out the extra necessary increase in affordable units to be provided through direct government funding .
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