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13 June 2008

Ramblers’ Association response to Communities and Local Government consultation - ‘Eco-towns living a greener future’

Dear sir/madam

The Ramblers’ Association (RA) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the above consultation. The RA is Britain’s biggest organisation representing walkers in Britain. The RA is a registered charity and voluntary organisation founded in 1935 whose aims include the promotion of walking for health, leisure and transport in both urban and rural areas, the protection of the outdoor environment and maintenance of its long-term health and sustainability.  We have around 137,000 individual members as well as the members of affiliated clubs and societies.  We work for everyone who walks, from those undertaking short walks for health or transport in urban areas to experienced countryside walkers, including the promotion of local everyday walking to insufficiently active people, particularly those from socially excluded groups in inner cities, through activities such as our Lottery-funded Get Walking Keep Walking project.  We campaign to protect and improve both urban and rural walking infrastructure and to protect the beauty and attractiveness of the outdoor environment, including the countryside and green spaces.
Overarching statement on Eco-towns
Facilitating and encouraging walking must be at the heart of transport, land use and green infrastructure planning and development of eco-towns. Sustainable travel and promoting healthy and sustainable environments should help ecotowns to achieve empowered and prosperous communities.
Walking infrastructure should be of the highest standards, with residential streets designed, built and maintained to encourage walking and other active travel rather than car use, forming an integrated network with attractive off-road routes through extensive and high quality green infrastructure, linking homes, workplaces, schools, shops, transport interchanges and other local facilities as well as green spaces, existing rights of way and the surrounding countryside. Land use planning should favour high density mixed development, ensuring that workplaces, key facilities and green spaces are within easy walking distance of people’s homes. Planners must avoid adverse impacts on the local countryside and should take every opportunity to increase opportunities for public enjoyment and understanding of the natural environment through walking.
General Comments

The RA has signed up to a joint Policy Position on Eco-towns through the Wildlife and Countryside Link (WCL). The comments in this response should be considered as additional to this WCL position paper and viewed in the context of our overarching statement on eco-towns
.
The RA welcomes the emphasis in this document of the important role eco-towns will have in guiding other housing development across the country.  The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) Sustainable Development Action Plan 07-08
 refers to the Departmental Strategic Objective (DSO) to

“provide a more efficient, effective and transparent planning system that supports and facilitates sustainable development, including the Government’s objectives in relation to housing growth, infrastructure delivery, economic development and climate change”.

In order to help DCLG to meet this DSO, we recommend that DCLG sets out with greater clarity the steps that it will take to ensure that eco-town development principles positively influence housing development generally.

The role of Best Practice Worksheets

The RA, along with a number of other organisations, has been actively involved in the preparation of the Best Practice Worksheet on Green Infrastructure and we would welcome the opportunity to continue to offer advice to shape these documents. However, we are uncertain of the role that these worksheets will play in guiding eco-town development given that the short-listing of potential eco-town locations has taken place without the benefit of this guidance in advance. Considering the potential that this guidance will have in shaping important planning decisions, we recommend that a clear statement of the purpose of these worksheets is made immediately.
Sustainable transport as a key criterion for Eco-towns

Given the opportunity that sustainable transport measures have to deliver on two of the three challenges for eco-towns, namely ‘climate change’ and ‘sustainable living’, the RA is concerned that transport is identified as only one of a number of ‘broad outcomes’.  This document notes (page 15) the successes of the Department for Transport – led Sustainable Travel Towns initiative in achieving a rapid and significant change in transport modes, from private car use to walking, cycling and public transport.  We strongly advise that the importance of sustainable transport, including walking, be recognised by setting it as a key criterion, incorporating existing best practice guidance including for example the Manual for Streets.
Access to community facilities
The RA welcomes the principles set out in paragraphs 17 and 18. In order to meet these aspirations and those set out in paragraph 24 on ‘zero carbon schools’, school journeys should be made on foot or bicycle, or if absolutely necessary, on public or special school transport.  We consider that every effort should be made to avoid the need for private car use to access all types of community facility.
Integrating green Infrastructure as a transport resource
Whilst the RA is encouraged by the recognition in this document of the important role that ‘green space’ has in delivering the outcomes of eco-towns, we recommend that a better connection is made between green infrastructure and transport opportunities through walking and cycling. As demonstrated by our Get Walking Keep Walking project (see below), properly managed green space plays a key role in creating an attractive walking environment, especially when access is integrated with surrounding walking infrastructure. There is also evidence to suggest that walking and otherwise exercising in green space has particular benefits to health and well-being, including mental health.
 
Making use of the rights of way network

The RA is concerned that there is no mention of the rights of way network in this document. The rights of way network will provide eco-towns with ready made links to the surrounding countryside. In our view, integrating existing rights of way into the planning and development of the overall network of walking infrastructure, including walker-friendly streets, off-road routes and green spaces, and considering ways to enhance it through green infrastructure planning, should ensure that it remains a valuable resource for health, recreation and sustainable transport.
High quality public space

As outlined in paragraph 21, the RA welcomes the emphasis on the development of high quality public space.  However, based on our experience of the recent measures to gate alleyways in urban areas for security purposes and to address anti-social behaviour, we advise avoiding the creation of poor quality alleyways, and cul-de-sacs which residents might later seek to close on safety, privacy or security grounds.  We strongly believe that good quality routes for the sole use of walkers, and cyclists where appropriate, should be part of the eco-towns ethos, and that the provision of good sight-lines, lighting and appropriate surfaces for such routes should be integral to the planning of the built environment from the outset.

Health as a key criterion for eco-towns

As with transport, we are concerned that a healthy environment is only a broad outcome of the eco-towns criteria. In our view, good public health is core to sustainability, but health-promoting design is not only about giving access to health facilities. Lack of physical activity, and resulting health problems such as obesity, is increasingly recognised by government as one of the key public health challenges of the early 21st century – currently 70% of the adult population do not achieve even the Chief Medical Officer’s minimum recommendation of at least 30 minutes of moderate activity on at least five days a week
  and the Department of Health has predicted that if present trends continue, obesity alone may be costing the NHS £50billion a year by 2050
.
The RA considers that the outdoor environment itself is our most important health facility, and walking is the cheapest, easiest, most convenient and most accessible physical activity for everyone; the closest thing to ‘perfect exercise’. Eco-towns give us an unprecedented opportunity to place walking and other forms of active travel at the heart of urban design at a time when this is urgently needed. We urge that stronger links are made with the health agenda and active design through integrating the project with policy such as the government’s obesity strategy Healthy Weight, Healthy Lives 
 and best practice as outlined by the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) on physical activity and the environment, and the National Health Forum’s Building Health
.
Promotion and maintenance
The RA’s experience of investment in walking infrastructure suggests that while capital funding is available to deliver positive intervention in the first instance, it is less easy to secure ongoing funds for continued promotion and maintenance of the new infrastructure. For example, a new path or green space may begin life as a high quality feature but may soon decline into a neglected space perhaps associated with crime or anti-social behaviour. We advise that DCLG puts in place safeguards during the eco-town development process to incorporate not only the building of high quality walking and green infrastructure, but robust and sustainable provision for actively promoting and maintaining it on a long term basis.
Walking in urban environments – the Get Walking Keep Walking programme
The RA’s Get Walking Keep Walking 
 project (funded by the Big Lottery Fund through the Active Travel Consortium) illustrates the importance of green infrastructure and the role walking plays in urban environments. Get Walking Keep Walking is a project that helps people in urban areas to do more physical activity through regular local walking in order to improve their health and well-being.  It also promotes short trips on foot to access local goods and services. The project provides free based 12-week walking programmes combining information and motivation with led walks and other activities, and a DIY pack based on the same programmes. Programmes are locally based, normally with community organisations and the local health service in the inner city areas where we work: the principle is that people should be able to walk from their doorstep.
In Birmingham, where the project was piloted in June 2007, Get Walking Keep Walking has delivered 26 12-week programmes with 400 active participants.  The project has worked with a wide range of community groups including black and minority ethnic communities, refugees & asylum seekers, carers, parents & children, older people and adults with mental health issues, learning disabilities and individuals at risk of domestic abuse. The full-scale project is now rolling out in Birmingham, Manchester, Sheffield and five London boroughs.
One aspect of the programme is researching and writing up short, local, safe and attractive walking routes using existing infrastructure, linking green spaces, local services and other features along streets and off-road routes. These routes are used on programmes and will eventually be publicised more widely, with the aim of overcoming one of the barriers to walking we have identified – a low level of knowledge of the walking environment and ‘good places to walk’. To facilitate this we have developed a training package and best practice guidance for specialist volunteers known as route developers and route checkers.
From our experience through this and similar initiatives, the RA considers that the Get Walking Keep Walking principles would help DCLG, local authorities and developers to deliver the key criteria and outcomes for eco-towns including zero carbon communities; travel planning which favours walking, cycling and public transport; community empowerment and cohesion; healthy and sustainable environments and innovative use of brown field and surplus public sector land.
We would be happy to feed in our experiences to DCLG to assist in the delivery of active design, sustainable travel planning and sustainable communities.  We hope that these comments are useful.  Please do not hesitate to contact me if you would like clarification of any of the above.
Yours sincerely
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� Wildlife and Countryside Link (2008). Eco-towns Position Paper by Wlidlife and Countryside Link � HYPERLINK "http://www.wcl.org.uk/downloads/2008/Link_position_paper_on_ecotowns_23_Apr08.pdf" ��http://www.wcl.org.uk/downloads/2008/Link_position_paper_on_ecotowns_23_Apr08.pdf�


The RA also endorses and commends a number of other relevant documents including:


The Association of Directors of Public Health & Sustrans  (2008). Take action on active travel � HYPERLINK "http://www.eauc.org.uk/file_uploads/take_action_on_active_travel_policy_call_final.pdf" ��http://www.eauc.org.uk/file_uploads/take_action_on_active_travel_policy_call_final.pdf� 


National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (2008). Promoting and creating built or natural environments that encourage and support physical activity � HYPERLINK "http://www.nice.org.uk/nicemedia/pdf/PH008Guidancev2.pdf" ��http://www.nice.org.uk/nicemedia/pdf/PH008Guidancev2.pdf� 


Department for Transport (2007). Manual for Streets � HYPERLINK "http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/sustainable/manforstreets/pdfmanforstreets.pdf" ��http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/sustainable/manforstreets/pdfmanforstreets.pdf� 


Walk21 (2006). The International Charter for Walking, � HYPERLINK "http://www.walk21.com/papers/International%20Charter%20for%20Walking.pdf" ��http://www.walk21.com/papers/International%20Charter%20for%20Walking.pdf�


� Communities and Local Government (January, 2008). Sustainable Development Action Plan 2007-08


� For an example see Countryside Recreation Network (2005). A Countryside for Health and Wellbeing: The physical and mental health benefits of Green Exercise. � HYPERLINK "http://www.countrysiderecreation.org.uk/pdf/CRN%20exec%20summary.pdf" ��http://www.countrysiderecreation.org.uk/pdf/CRN%20exec%20summary.pdf� 


� Chief Medical Officer (2004) At least five a week � HYPERLINK "http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4080994" ��http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4080994� 


� Government Office for Science (2007). Foresight. Tackling Obesities: Future Choices  � HYPERLINK "http://www.foresight.gov.uk/Obesity/obesity_final/20.pdf" ��http://www.foresight.gov.uk/Obesity/obesity_final/20.pdf� 


� Department of Health (2008) Healthy Weight, Healthy Lives: A Cross Government Strategy for England � HYPERLINK "http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_082378" ��http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_082378� 


� National Health Forum (2007). Building Health � HYPERLINK "http://www.heartforum.org.uk/downloads/BuildingHealth_Main.pdf" ��http://www.heartforum.org.uk/downloads/BuildingHealth_Main.pdf� 


� Further information on the Get Walking Keep Walking project is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.getwalking.org.uk" ��www.getwalking.org.uk� 






