John Prescott's 'Sustainable Communities' Plan

(the document that applies locally is the Milton Keynes and South Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy)

by David Oakley-Hill   

This paper was prepared on behalf of Luton Assembly, but has failed to achieve consensus.  

It represents the concerns of some members, but cannot represent all the Assembly, which represents a very wide cross-section of the community.

The paper is for debating purposes and does not include a conclusion.

It includes statements by others, and principles of democracy.

It expresses concerns, and asks many questions on behalf of the community.  

It also puts forward some suggestions to help resolve problems in the Luton area.

____________________________________________________________________________
1  Consultation


The Assembly believes in a planning process that is democratic, open and fair, and that tries hard to reach everyone who might be affected by decision-making.  This brings goodwill and respect.  

Recently a 2-day exhibition was held in Luton Arndale Centre asking for ideas on a pavement maze in a small part of the town centre.  Yet no such exhibition has taken place to consult the town's citizens about a 30 year building plan, which for many who have heard about it and realised the implications, has caused considerable upset.  A poorly publicised and one sided technical document was available for two months, which you had to go out of your way to obtain.  Is it reasonable and fair that people of Luton have been asked for their opinions about a maze, but not about a major plan that will affect us all for several generations?  Proportionately, should this not be a consultation open to all, with an exhibition and opportunities for site visits and public discussion lasting six months or a year?  What we got was an A4 leaflet from the council, unseen by most, which expressed support for the plan, with no reservations, and asked no questions.  

South Beds DC produced a leaflet and newsletter expressing some concerns, held several public meetings, and urged people to respond to the plans.  

There are democratic concerns about the increasing importance of the role of the Regional Planning Bodies which are currently unelected.  If policy-making is open only to a limited number of stakeholders, this damages the public legitimacy of planning, and the resultant policy may be perceived as being imposed on local communities against their will. 

Luton BC paid £5000 to join the Steering Group for the MK & S Midlands Strategy.  There was no consultation with South Beds DC - they were excluded from this process. (1)  Tony Blair said on 30 Sep 03: "I know the old top-down approach won't work anymore".  Yet it is in the South Beds authority area that most of the proposed houses in this sub-region would be built, and Luton would not necessarily have any say in what happens beyond its borders.  South Beds believes 6000-8000 homes is a reasonable target, rather than the 43,000 proposed by 2030, and its residents' needs should not be undermined - more may need to be done to help the poor, but human rights are universal.  

Bearing in mind that most other local authorities oppose the scale, and many principles, of the plan, we should question its scale and principles as a central part of the debate, and consider alternatives.  Do residents think it acceptable to suffer this enormous loss of GreenBelt and damage to an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty?  Green Belt policy has been highly successful in urban containment, and popular with the public.  

Luton BC says it supports the proposal subject to satisfactorily addressing environmental concerns and provision of funding for essential infrastructure.  We should ask ourselves, can the wide range of serious environmental concerns be satisfactorily addressed?  And would the infrastructure being proposed be deliverable, efficient or sustainable?
Future planning consultations must be fully participative, and place the views of local people at the heart of the planning system.
The Local Delivery Vehicle to oversee the plan (and all the related proposals which Luton BC was party to planning and assumes are to go ahead, objections notwithstanding) is to be identified by the end of 2003, which is rapidly approaching.  We are told that the Government Office prefers an Urban or New Town Development Corporation, that would include all the local authorities affected as well as other partners.  The LDV would produce the Local Development Framework, replacing the Local Plan.  It is vital that this process is democratic.  The Forum should ensure that the composition of the LDV is balanced, representative and accountable.  "Public examination" of the Strategy is to start in March.

2  Quality of life for residents at or near proposed sites

An issue that seems to have been completely sidelined is the quality of life and aspirations of many thousands of people.  This is particularly true for those living around the fringes of Luton, who have views across open countryside - and peace and quiet.  They feel that these views and access to the footpaths along field margins of this open land is part of their right - it is why they bought their houses.  Green Belt is protected for very good reason.  It may not necessarily be public land, but the open views provide a tranquil quality of life, essential for many in today's stressful world.  Indeed, the fact that the small bits designated for public use may be the only remnants preserved out of this wide open countryside brings home the sheer scale of what is intended.  All the plants surrounding Luton provide oxygen for the town, and help to clean up its pollution.  Yet these residents, in a modern democracy, have scarcely been asked or given an opportunity by their government or their own council to express their views about a plan that will have enormous impacts on their future.  

And what of communities in nearby villages?  How sustainable is it for them?  People choose to live in a village because they want a certain lifestyle, a certain quality of life, they want to live in the countryside, with a view across open spaces, not in an 'urban conurbation'.  This is not about rich and poor - many people in the countryside struggle too. They may have been born there, or they may have worked very hard to achieve it.  They had no reason to think that any of this could be in jeopardy. There are farms, hedgerows, lanes, rolling fields - all with their 'sense of place' (a key requirement for sustainable communities, which villages possess already, but could be lost) and history.  The Prescott plan would trample over all this.  Villages such as Sundon and Streatley would no longer be villages - they would be swamped and surrounded by new housing, becoming like Stopsley and Wigmore - part of the 'Luton-Dunstable conglomeration'.  There would be concrete as far as the eye could see.  For those living in and enjoying these areas of countryside, this would be a tragedy.  Many of their pleasures of life would be gone, and their health would suffer.  For those unable to move away, this could bring their lives to an early end.

3  Sustainability criteria  (source: Friends of the Earth)
It should be the principle objective of the study to ensure sustainable patterns of development which improve the quality of life of all people whilst respecting environmental limits and the ability of future generations to enjoy a similar quality of life.  In order to uphold this objective all land use decisions must enshrine the principles of:
· social justice: - putting people at the heart of decision making, reducing social inequality and upholding environmental justice in the outcomes of decisions;

· inter-generational equity: - ensuring current development does not prevent future generations from meeting their own needs;
· environmental limits: - ensuring that resources are not irrevocably exhausted or the environment irreversibly damaged. This means, for example, supporting Climate Protection, protecting and enhancing biodiversity, reducing harmful emissions, and promoting the sustainable use of natural resources;

· resource conservation: - ensuring that planning decisions assist in the prudent and sustainable use of finite natural resources;

· the precautionary approach: - where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent environmental degradation;

· the polluter pays: - ensuring that that those who produce damaging pollution meet the full environmental, social and economic costs;

· the proximity principle: - seeking to resolve problems in the present and locally, rather than passing them on to other communities or future generations.

These objectives must be secured through democratic, transparent and fair processes. The duty to promote sustainable development should be expressed through all policy and through all tiers of the planning process (based upon 1999 UK Sustainability Strategy/ Welsh Spatial Strategy).

We should consider whether the plan's recommendations adhere to these criteria.

4  Need, scale, and a proportionate response?

The question as to whether this type of growth is necessary, or what kind of growth is actually needed has neither been addressed nor answered.  There is no evidence to show that there is a social need for the level of population suggested within the study area, and it has not been made clear where this additional population will come from.  We should question and scrutinise the philosophy of predict and provide in relation to new-build, and whether it provides an effective or sustainable solution to housing problems.

On 5 Feb 03 John Prescott said "I am giving a guarantee to maintain or increase greenbelt land in every region of England."   It is hard to reconcile this statement with the proposal in the "Sustainable Communities Plan" to build houses on about 45 square miles of English countryside, with far more consumed by roads, workplaces, shops, car parks etc.  We are told that north of Luton and Dunstable, in the five years between 2016 and 2021, 520 hectares of land is "required" for residential and employment uses, which would include the building of 11,993 dwellings.  8,550 would already have been built before 2011.  
At a recent housing conference Luton's Chief Planning Officer described the Prescott plan as the most exciting in his 28 years there.  He said he is "passionate" about it.  The questions might be asked, "What is the role of Development Control?"  "What is your position on protecting the environment?" and "Isn't a council officer supposed to present a neutral and balanced position?"   Particularly as he acknowledged it was largely to deal with 'key workers' as well as 'affordable housing' - which he defined as 'needing subsidy, shared or housing for rent'.  But he made no comment on the astonishing scale of the Prescott proposals, or whether there were any figures that could justify such plans.  

In a new review of sustainable communities (2) this definition is proposed:

'Sustainable communities are settlements which meet diverse needs of all existing and future residents; contribute to a high quality of life; and offer appropriate ladders of opportunity for household advancement, either locally or through external connections.  They also limit the adverse effects on the environment, society and economy.'

Yet there is little attempt in Prescott's plan to show how such adverse effects could be limited.  There has been no Strategic Environmental Appraisal to inform the plans.  Sustainable development should promote social equity over private gain, and the sustainable and wise use of limited resources to protect the interests of future generations.  

However, clearly fuelled by vested interests, the plan has an obvious bias, focusing on economic growth and building houses and roads at the expense of all else.  Astonishingly, poverty, inequity, the north-south rich-poor divide, environmental limits governing sustainable practice, heritage, energy efficiency and generation, water availability and sewage, effect on existing pollution levels, transport (and whether the bursting existing capacity has the capability to be stretched further), emergency services, unsustainable delivery systems (airport, trunk road, warehouse, which require rapid and unequal consumption of resources including land), greenspace, landscape, biodiversity issues, impacts on and competition with other communities - all these factors vital to quality of life - and source of building materials for all this - are scarcely mentioned, if at all.  

One might imagine from the plan that the environment has been perceived as a hindrance to development rather than being regarded as inherently interlinked with the aim of creating truly “sustainable communities”. There is no strategy for the countryside around towns once Green Belt has gone.  We should question the depletion of regional soil and water resources.

Disparities between house and job numbers go unexplained. There is no suggestion as to how all these jobs would be created, and whether they would be within urban areas or on the periphery with high car parking.

The new review (2) states that 'A cursory glance at any set of principles and criteria for sustainable communities immediately reveals that it requires joined-up policy, and this is one of the biggest challenges facing government.'  This is a euphemism for 'this policy is NOT joined up, and there isn't much hope of it becoming so'.  Given that the plan has begun on entirely the wrong premise, with totally inadequate consultation, and omitting vital and elementary considerations, should the community therefore be filled with hope that the plan is achievable without causing more damage than positive benefit?   

5  Landscape and biodiversity 

Key objectives in the Sustainable Development Framework for the East of England include: "to minimise adverse environmental impacts, recognise and support environmental limits, and provide the highest level of protection for irreplaceable natural features (eg traditional species rich grassland, ancient woodlands, tranquil areas), aiming for no net environmental loss". The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution is emphatic on the value of biodiversity and the natural environment.  The wisdom should be questioned of trading off the natural environment with its irreplaceable resources against short term economic objectives.  We should highlight the duty to improve and enhance sites that are vital for maintaining and improving regional biodiversity.  This includes wildlife corridors that link otherwise isolated colonies and habitats.

Sustainable development objectives must be met, not merely sidelined by a narrow approach to housing provision and presumptions about ways to achieve economic growth.  We should consider whether the desire to build so many houses to 'serve' the South East in so brief a timescale without due regard to the sustainability principles set out above is intrinsically unsustainable.

6  The sequential approach  

In order to achieve sustainable development and travel patterns, and to protect and conserve areas of recognised environmental and amenity importance, the following sequential approach towards the identification of locations for development should be adopted:

· re-use, conversion and expansion of existing buildings

· re-use of previously developed land and remaining buildings (genuine brown field sites) 

· other previously developed land well connected to public transport links

· new locations within urban areas subject to the need to protect and conserve areas of recognised environmental and amenity interests

· on other sites well located to achieving sustainable development and reducing the need to travel. 

If the type of development proposed in this study is to take place, even on a considerably lesser scale, it should not do so without first adopting the sequential approach; without a clear Green Belt strategy to avoid urban coalescence; without demonstrating that no adverse impact will occur to the water environment as a result of over abstraction or declines in water quality; and then without cast iron guarantees showing how the full infrastructure costs identified in the Tym report will be funded, as well as the environmental infrastructure costs not considered by Tym, and no work should commence until a Strategic Environmental Assessment is produced.  

Housing targets should be subject to full democratic scrutiny before being implemented.  Stringent guidelines should be set regarding urban design, resource-efficient, low-impact housing design, access to services, localised retail opportunities, very low impact housing, accessibility, protection of biodiversity, and public transport provision (prioritisation must be guaranteed of services which facilitate travel within urban areas rather than encouraging long distance commuting).  Emphasis should shift from merely building houses to regenerating deprived communities, providing jobs and social facilities. Communities need local character, and must be given the chance to develop their own surroundings.  Sustainability constraints must also be applied to retail, to avoid an overall increase in travel; provide access to essential shopping for those without a car; and encourage vibrant and diverse neighbourhood retail centres.  A clear commitment should be made to develop good practice in every aspect of development.

7  Achievability

This is a grand and very, very expensive plan which, from a land-use point of view, starts again, infrastructure and all - the theory is that it would include schools, hospitals, GPs, local shops, employment, community and leisure facilities.  And a great many new roads, several of trunk road scale (bringing the usual disadvantages including constant noise and pollution).  And that the houses would not be built before everything else.  Realistically, how likely is that?  Can sufficient worthwhile employment just be 'created', when it is normally a more evolutionary process?  And if it could be achieved, would the effect be beneficial for residents of long-established neighbouring towns and villages?  Who is being idealist and out of touch with reality borne of experience - long-suffering residents in both towns and villages, those who care about the environment, the Parliamentary Housing Committee and many others who have severe doubts about the wisdom of the plan - or its supporters? 

The Parliamentary Housing Committee produced a critical report of the Prescott Plan:  Andrew Bennett MP warned that "We are far from convinced the government's plan will be sustainable... The impact on the environment does not seem to have been considered.  Even basic issues like how water can be supplied to all the new homes in one of the most arid regions in the UK have yet to be resolved.  The costs of the infrastructure for the new housing, including major new rail links, schools and hospitals will be enormous.  This must all cast doubt on the value for money of packing all these new homes into the south-east.  Funds must not be diverted from the north for the infrastructure needed for the new housing.  The government's objective to bring down house prices is unlikely to be achieved." (3)
The Plan doubles housing (was 2501, now 5136) between 2001 and 2006 previously proposed by draft regional planning guidance. (1)  Where has this supposed 'need' suddenly come from?  The study talks of 'trend' growth'.  Who is leading the trend?  If roads or houses are built, demand is being created.  This does not mean it is desirable that this happens.  We are continually told that families are fragmenting, getting smaller, fuelling demand for more dwellings. But how long can this continue before it hits a plateau?   Beds CC's own graphs show housing need going down.  The number of households in Luton are actually getting fewer.  And we have seen no growth forecast in the UK population to justify the overall proposals in the Prescott plan.

The opportunities, or wisdom, of addressing national inequalities by creating a balance of sustainable urban regeneration throughout the UK, rather than the intention to concentrate building in the already 'top-heavy' south-east, with particular motives outweighing all other issues are, extraordinarily, not discussed or put before the public as issues to consider.

Instead, "economic prosperity" dominates.  The aspirations of housebuilders and the construction industry are present for all to see.  Developers own all land or options on it north of Luton (1).  They have had maps for many years showing vast green areas where they would like to build.  Hitherto, policy to protect the nation's much-loved and valued Green Belt has prevented this.  And although not flagged in the consultation as a major driving factor, ministers have admitted that housing key workers for London is a major underlying reason for this plan.  We should ask if incoming workers taking up accommodation in order to commute to London - many by car, as it is cheaper, adding to congestion - would outweigh local need.  Can taking these few desires almost in isolation, without planning holistically and taking into account either the effects on the local environment or the effects across the UK, be anything other than a recipe for disaster?

8  Key workers

At a recent Town Hall meeting, the Prescott Plan was being discussed.  The question was raised by an officer: "Are we being kidded by government to provide London's key workers?"  Well, the Roger Tym study of the conurbation, which fed into the strategy, said we were to "meet some need from the wider region".  There used to be many blocks of special affordable housing in London dedicated to 'key workers' such as nurses.  Presumably some of this accommodation still exists.  Given that there is a recruitment problem, it would seem sensible for the government to demonstrate its respect for people in these professions by extending this housing within the London area for nurses and teachers, who have to endure tiring and stressful work, rather than encouraging them to undertake long commuting journeys as well.  For this reason alone, housing should not be provided for them in the Green Belt around Luton. 

This is 'top-down', and we should question the logic behind building houses in Bedfordshire for key workers with jobs in London.

9  Local issues, local solutions

If they were built, who would really occupy all these houses?   Would Luton's needs really get priority?  If we have urgent local need for housing, why are we supporting a plan which is more about housing key workers for London in ten or twenty years' time?  Planning gain, perhaps, in case we get a few scraps of the lower-grade housing for ourselves in the process?  Is it wise to support this plan which would cause vast irreversible destruction of the countryside and reduce quality of life for many thousands of existing residents in the process?  Isn't this fiddling in the green fields while Rome burns?  Why do we not identify local solutions and ask that government money is directed towards these?

The density planned (50 dwellings per hectare) is greater than any new build taking place in the UK, and would make a good quality of life - happy people - that much harder to achieve.  The ends will suffer if the means are compromised.  Who would want to see further densely packed ghettoes appear north of Marsh Farm?  Rather than risk creating a duplicate of the same problems next door for the next generation, which combined, would pile problems on problems, wouldn't it be better to address directly the core problems of a town which already has pressing needs among significant disadvantaged communities?   

The tightly drawn boundary of which the Chief of Planning complains is actually good for sustainability.  It means we are forced to take responsibility and sort out our own problems, rather than allow 'characterless urban sprawl serving commuters into London, rather than vibrant communities with affordable homes, jobs and leisure facilities.' (3)  

10  Addressing the problems locally - challenges and opportunities

For instance, we are told Luton has 500 households in B&B; 7,315 on the waiting list; and 1500 awaiting transfers.  Not enough is being done to improve the well-being of existing communities.  Many people are living in unacceptably poor conditions, and this must be addressed urgently. But not at the expense of the quality of life of others. 

Luton needs all its green and open spaces.  It is true that there is little room to build new houses within the town.  But it is a big leap to say "we need to build new houses" to accommodate all these people.  There are other solutions.

To keep 500 in B&B is costly and absurd.  It's far cheaper to reoccupy empty housing. "Local authorities can lease empty properties on a voluntary basis, and we intend that councils should be able to bring empty properties back into use through compulsory leasing, and to end council tax discounts on empty homes" (John Prescott, 5 Feb 03).  We are told there are 1500 empty houses in Luton, of which 60 are brought back into use each year. Wouldn't it be better to focus resources on raising that number to 250 or even 500 a year?  More also needs to be done to bring 'unfit housing' up to a better standard - although bricks, mortar and decoration may not be enough: in some cases, such as those who are particularly disempowered, this could be combined with offering other forms of support.

When new housing is built, Luton BC gives priority to local people for a month.  Although this period may not be long enough, this is a policy to be supported.  But amazingly, this is not followed through.  No one is counting what proportion of new housing is actually taken up by Lutonians.  And no one is counting what proportion of  private housing turnover via estate agents is moving towards local people or towards those from outside.  On this basis, how can we assess whether or not our existing housing stock is being snatched by those coming into the town from local people whose need is greater?  

Perhaps funding, instead of being allocated for speculative development outside the town in a neighbouring borough, causing great concern and upset, should be channelled into building up the housing base owned by both local authorities to house those on the waiting list or awaiting transfers?

Many town centre buildings have vacant offices on upper floors.  A vibrant town centre needs people living in it, and the council's policy of changing these spaces to residential use is quite right.  But it could go much further.  Many buildings in the town centre present such opportunities, and there is much potential for conversions.  Adding extra floors could considerably boost the capacity for dwelling places.  People in their teens and twenties are natural urban dwellers.  Such accommodation would be particularly suitable for young people, individuals, couples, students, homeless people or those on welfare who live in cramped accommodation with their parents and need to move out.  

However, another, important, growing sector could be catered for: with a caretaker and lifts, dwellings could be provided for older and less mobile people, who cannot manage a garden, but would enjoy a view from several storeys up.  Indeed, roof gardens could be created for some of them.  Many thousands more people could be accommodated in the town in this way, taking a big bite out of the 'need' to build on the countryside.  It is locating housing in areas of housing need. 

We often hear of the need for policies to reduce the need for travel, and to cut vehicles on the road.  Here we have simple ideas that would truly be effective. It is sustainable to house people in a town centre, as people can walk or cycle to work.  Fewer people need private cars as they have easy access to bus and train links.  Many will not need parking spaces.  The more people live close to their work, the fewer workplace car spaces are required, and the fitter the workforce.   Fearful people are less nervous with more people around.  It is an opportunity to create new pocket parks and green spaces in the town centre - such as the historic area occupied by an NCP car park at the corner of Bute Street and Silver Street, where the river could be brought to the surface, as it has by the Galaxy.

There is also considerable potential throughout the town for new dwellings through building extensions, often to the rear or over garages, and converting a house to two or three maisonettes, suitable for rented accommodation or first time buyers.  This can provide an ongoing source of housing without destroying the history or significantly altering the character of a neighbourhood.  

The BME Housing strategy, particularly for smaller households, could be accommodated within the above scenario.  Four or five bedroom properties for larger families would fit within South Beds DC's expectations of the need for up to 8000 properties over the next 30 years, changes in existing stock, and perhaps through some rooftop extensions within the town centre.  

11  Sustainability…

…means making sure life is not worse for your children.   Children, of course, should be brought up understanding and being stimulated by nature, and how food and plants grow; they need gardens and green space to play in, and the countryside around Luton to walk in, where they can breathe healthy air, and see wildlife and attractive landscape; and this need should be prioritised.  

64 per cent of new homes in England were built on previously developed "brownfield" sites in 2002. (4)   So 36% were built elsewhere, such as green fields.  Do we think it reasonable to continue to cover the green fields of our small and overpopulated island with further concrete, often depriving our children of nature and countryside, which they should grow up feeling part of?  

Regarding cramped schooling, the government is supposedly putting large sums of money into this sector: many Luton schools have potential to expand within large existing grounds - some could build upwards.  Teachers, of course, have to be found too.  There is also much potential to reduce car traffic to schools to benefit the wider community, through funding to start up walking bus and cycle training schemes.

12  National issues

The plan does not appear to have taken into account the UK's need to be an integrated whole. Rather than adopting a balanced national approach, could these plans not increase inequity?  The UK has 750,000 empty houses - enough for everyone.  In London and the South East 70,000 privately owned homes have been empty for over 6 months (John Prescott, 5 Feb 03).  The Campaign to Protect Rural England says 'a shortage of building land' is a myth - housebuilders have enough land already to build 279,000 new homes, an increase of 17.6% since 1998.  

'Postcode lotteries' come in for regular criticism.  By deliberately making available such a large amount of new dwellings in the already overcrowded south-east, when the majority of England's empty housing and poverty is in the north, would this not increase inequity - would it not dangerously polarise the country, dividing north and south, rich and poor?  Would it not be better to redress the balance?  Could greater benefits be derived for less by targeting deprived northern areas: to put resources into developing new employment there, and renovating shabby housing? 

Luton has a greater overcrowding problem than many towns in the south east.  It is beneficial for people to travel and explore when they are young.  In a town near its capacity, people cannot all expect to be housed in or near their home town, when there are hundreds of thousands of empty houses elsewhere.  The UK offers many pleasant places to live!  We use demand management to restrain traffic; should we really be trying to meet general housing demand in all regions?  While social housing needs must be delivered everywhere, there is a serious question as to whether continued expansion of housing in the south east is sustainable.

The Chair of the Health & Social Care theme group was worried that the Plan "could widen the gap in inequalities."  The Select Committee Report  Reducing Disparities in Prosperity is critical of concentrating development in the south-east: "Sustainability needs to be at the heart of, not an afterthought to, regional policy".  The government must help to rectify social injustice by developing jobs to attract people to the 'unequal' areas.  If "the housing market has collapsed" (Prescott, 5 Feb 03) in the north and midlands, that is probably where the greatest help is needed.  'Twinning' and support for employment could be explored with towns in the north which have many empty houses.  With trains taking only two hours or so between Luton and Leeds, Nottingham, Sheffield or Manchester, families and friends could be visited at reasonable intervals.

Debt is a major national issue - in the UK personal debt is higher than anywhere in Europe.  The New Economics Foundation is so concerned about this that it recommends that not more than 80% of the cost of a property should be loaned - it is currently 95%.  Will a growing number of people no longer be able to afford to climb on the housing bandwagon?  And should they be encouraged to anyway? Will housing experience another 'boom and bust', leaving many in negative equity?  Will future falls in the financial markets compound the problems?

13  International issues

The UK is a rich country with an international language and enormous skills base - a resource which allows us to help others throughout the world.  Should we be encouraging enterprising people from countries with a poorer social structure to come, live and work for us, perhaps further depriving socially disadvantaged people in their home country?   How does it benefit, say, the Philippines, desperate for skills and better delivery of healthcare, if half the nurses who come here for training stay in the UK when they are qualified?  Should we be trying to move to greater self-sufficiency by doing more to recruit and train our own key workers?

In the last census there were 800,000 fewer than expected, due to emigration.  Net immigration makes a tiny contribution to the country as a whole.  Why would we consider ruining England's countryside to accommodate skilled workers from Europe, the US, China etc?  

14  Waste reduction and recycling

Of the 26 million tonnes of waste collected by local authorities from households in England during 2001/2, over 12 per cent was recycled or composted - ie 88% was not recycled.  Although there are now signs of hope, improvements in recycling are being matched by an increase in consumption, packaging etc.  Our wasteful and inefficient lifestyles, and our inadequate procedures for dealing with it, unlike most of  Europe and the world's other rich countries, is storing up an enormous 'sustainability' problem regarding finite resources/land use/transport/pollution and health.  

85% of the waste landfilled in Beds is imported, much to serve London, and we are trying to lower this figure dramatically through the Minerals & Waste Plan.   An EU Directive has not given us long to exclude all organic waste from landfill.  Is it wise to propose an enormous escalation of new housing in our county and the south-east, which will accelerate these problems (more households=more waste) ?

15  Climate and water

Total EU emissions of greenhouse gases fell by 2.5 per cent between 1990 and 2001 against a target set under the Kyoto Protocol of a reduction of 8 per cent by 2008-2012.  (4)  An overwhelming international consensus of scientists on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change say that the Kyoto protocol does not go nearly far enough.  2002 was the second warmest year since global records began in 1860, and 9 of the 10 warmest years recorded have been since 1990  (4)  


The climate of England and Wales in the last 30 years shows a tendency for milder, wetter winters and warmer, drier summers - but these extremes could mean a less stable future - the Environment Agency states that there is likely to be a serious water shortage next summer.  Can safe, clean water - and sewage facilities - be provided for another half million homes in the driest region of the UK, which is progressively getting drier?  It is very costly to pipe water from the wetter north (which contains different chemical make-up).  Is it wise or sustainable to try to do so?

Given the government's commitment to CO2 reduction, this should be treated as priority (Energy White Paper 2003).  Transport and renewable energy targets must be ambitious, and they must be met.

16  Transport and infrastructure

The government admits that the area it has most failed on is transport. Social exclusion and poor health is often transport-related.  Between 1990 and 2001 road traffic increased by 16 per cent and CO2 emissions from road transport increased by 11 per cent.  An estimated £3.9 billion was spent by UK industry to reduce environmental pollution in 2001. (4)  

Alistair Darling, Transport Secretary, 1 Oct 03: "Roadbuilding is not the solution to improving Britain's transport network. It is impossible to build ourselves out of the problems we face."  Building more roads and encouraging millions more car and lorry journeys will wipe out any gains from cleaner emissions, and exacerbate problems of health, noise, congestion, and cost to the economy of more jams and longer journeys.  Yet the plan is heavily reliant on road transport as the primary mode of travel.  Roger Tym study lists 10 roadbuilding schemes and only makes one mention of rail, the most sustainable and reliable form of public transport (new station at Sundon).

The impact of this plan on the road system would be enormous.  For instance, those living in north Luton have limited roads giving them access to the town centre.  These already seize up in the morning rush hour.  Park and ride has been needed for years, but has not been acted upon by the council.  Now these residents would have to contend with thousands more vehicles on the same few roads. Gridlock would be inevitable.  Adding to road capacity can only lead to greater use of finite resources and a regressive spiral of falling accessibility and social exclusion.  We might conclude that new or wider roads should only be considered when all other options have been fully explored.

Off-road public transport is the only hope of speeding up commuting and other journeys, and offering a real - as well as environment-friendly - alternative to the car.  There is an assumption that Translink will happen, despite damning reports by government consultants on its likely cost-effectiveness and ability to deliver.  It would also cause enormous environmental damage - 7 sq km of wildlife corridor would be destroyed.  While public transport should normally be supported, should this be at any environmental cost? 

We are told that "Translink would be extended to serve all growth areas." (1)  But whether it is capable of suitable extensions should be questioned.  If approved by government, it would run mainly on road, and be an all-bus system rather than integrated transport, appealing mainly to existing bus passengers rather than car drivers.  Roadspace through existing areas is at capacity, and many routes would be diverted well out of their way to reach the guided track.  Travel problems in the Luton-Dunstable area, particularly east-west, are already acute, partly due to scores of thousands commuting daily to Luton and the airport, who know that a bus cannot help them.  The longer no public transport is able to use the rail corridor, the worse things will get.  How could Translink not continue to make road conditions worse, as it would not be built for at least 7 years, whereas a train could be running within 2 years?  Wouldn't focusing on a northern bypass across an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty delay the chance of a train or light rail system benefiting commuters by running on existing track through the natural east-west industrial corridor?
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