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Response on behalf of Swindon Climate Action Network
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Andy Parsons, andy@swindonclimate.org.uk

Deb Joffe, deb@swindonclimate.org.uk

1. We welcome the spirit and the direction of the SPD which are essential as knowledge about climate change is changing rapidly and a flexible response is required. We support the Borough in its aim to make Swindon the most sustainable place in the UK. The SPD provides a golden opportunity to set ambitious targets en route to attaining this goal. We thank the committee and council officers for their hard work on this issue, and for this opportunity to comment.
2. We are particularly encouraged to see the demand that new buildings meet the BREEAM ‘Excellent’ standard (page 3, paragraph 3). However the hard realities of climate change require considerable tougher targets than are outlined in the SPD.
3. Swindon’s Climate Change Action Plan (CCAP) contains the targets for reducing carbon dioxide emissions from all sources in the Borough. These are 20% by 2010 and 60% by 2050 (from a 1992 baseline). However, since the CCAP was written, we now know that emissions need to be cut by 90% by 2050 to stabilise climate at a ‘safe’ average 2ºC global temperature increase
. This should be SBC’s target for CO2 emission reductions. Since energy efficiency is a highly tractable mechanism to deliver this, we should be aiming for zero carbon (carbon neutral) energy provision in new build homes. It is essential the estimated 35,000 new homes to be built in Swindon by 2026 are constructed to the highest available sustainability standards and the housing developments incorporate associated infrastructure and transport systems designed to minimise carbon emissions.
4. We are very concerned to ensure that this document leads to an actual overall reduction in carbon emissions. This is critical if we are to avert serious and irreversible climate change. It is total emissions which create climate change not percentages. We are likely to need to be reducing emissions from today’s levels at a far higher rate than the current SPD will enable. We therefore recommend strongly the substitution of page 5, paragraph 10, which states that “the purpose of the document is to set out clearly SBCs commitment to achieving sustainable development and to raise awareness of how development of land within Swindon can contribute to sustainability” to be replaced with:

‘The purpose of the document should be to set specific and measurable targets for sustainable developments, including CO2 emission targets.’

5. In April 2007, BREEAM EcoHomes will be replaced by the Code for Sustainable Homes. This builds on the Ecohomes standards, and importantly, it sets minimum standards for water and energy efficiency (CO2 emissions) at every level of the code, thereby requiring specific levels of performance in order to achieve a high overall rating. If the SPD is to deliver sustainability benefits above and beyond these emerging national regulations, it should: 

· include CO2 emission reduction targets for waste and materials (in addition to energy) 

· require higher level CO2 targets for waste and materials than the ‘entry-level only’ targets required in the new Code. 

· include CO2 emission targets for the whole lifecycle of a development, including construction and decommissioning, not just during the occupancy phase required by the Code. Credit should also be provided for the energy and CO2 efficiency that longevity of a building provides, in terms of avoided environmental costs of demolition and rebuilding.

Without more ambitious and specific standards, the SPD will not be considered ambitious for long, given the rapidly changing environmental, sociological and political context of climate change and sustainability.

6. With this in mind there is a need to assess how much actual carbon reduction might be achieved through the adoption of the BREEAM ‘Excellent’ standard or its equivalent, and through the setting of 15% renewables as a minimum (page 3, paragraph 3). The renewable energy requirement is too low. It has already effectively been superseded by the Government’s announcement in December 2006 that all new homes are to be carbon neutral by 2016. We would like Swindon to attain this goal before 2016. In order to do this, more ambitious targets must be adopted. We would like to see a target of 50% energy from renewable sources, rising by 12.5% per year. This would put us on track to have carbon neutral new homes four years after the implementation of the SPD. These are ambitious targets, but we believe they are attainable with the rapid pace of technological improvements, economies of scale and growing public support in this area. It will enable the Borough to demonstrate true leadership in sustainable new build. (page 9, paragraph 6)

7. We would like to emphasise the importance of built-in energy efficiency as a priority to the use of renewable energy, although both are essential environmentally and economically (section 2.1, starts on page 9, not specific to any paragraph). 

8. The whole lifecycle of a building should be taken into account when measuring energy efficiency, with primary and mandatory measures taken to maximise energy efficiency built into the fabric and layout. This includes longevity of buildings. Use of low carbon materials and methods of construction is also significant. Limits on the absolute energy per bedroom in residential buildings and the energy per squared metre in other use buildings might be useful in the long run (section 2.1, starts on page 9, not specific to any paragraph). 

9. Another major concern is enforceability. The current (inadequate) energy efficiency regulations for new homes were introduced in 1985. There has not been a single prosecution for non-compliance, yet 43% of new homes that had received a compliance certificate should have failed. It is essential that once implemented, the new regulations are enforced. We would like to see a commitment to enforcement contained in the SPD. (page 3, paragraph 4)

10. Of particular concern are the exemption of current land deals and the references to non-viability (page 3, paragraph 4). We accept the council is bound by the law in this respect, but it is vital that these standards are applied to the great majority of new buildings erected in Swindon from as early as possible a date. The SPD should state that all new homes must meet the best available sustainability standards available at the time the properties are built, not at the time planning consent is granted.
11. Energy efficiency standards should be extended to existing buildings that are seeking planning permission for renovations or extensions or are put up for sale. 84% of Swindon’s housing stock was built before 1976. The greatest, and most politically acceptable, impact on Swindon’s CO2 emissions is likely to be through ensuring that these houses are well insulated and energy efficient. A home energy audit and introduction of energy efficiency measures must be a requirement of obtaining planning permission for existing buildings for renovation, extension, change of use etc. – any time a planning application comes before the Planning Committee. The Energy Performance Certificate to be introduced for all home sales this year also provides an opportunity to introduce similar requirements when a house changes ownership. (page 3, paragraph 2)

12. We would like to see the definition of ‘major development’ revised downwards so that smaller developments are also included, since these add up to significant amounts of new build across Swindon. There seems no reason to exempt any new build. If it can’t be built sustainably, it should not be built at all. (page 3, paragraph 2).

13. Transport. Although the SPD does not deal directly with transport, wherever there is an opportunity to promote the ease of use of sustainable transport such as walking, cycling or using the bus, this should be encouraged. Non-sustainable transport should be discouraged. For instance, provision for bicycle storage that is secure, well lit and adjacent to dwellings should be encouraged, while provision for personal motor vehicles should be minimised and given a low priority. Parking spaces for shared vehicles such as those operated by car clubs should be in the most favourable and convenient locations in developments. 

14. The SPD should make specific and enforceable requirements – rather than providing advice and asking for consideration to be given. In each chapter, the “Summary” section includes the line: “Development proposals should consider the following issues”. This appears to be advice rather than an absolute requirement and should be strengthened to “Development proposals must address the following issues”. Most of the detail was contained in the sections “sustainable solutions” and “Checklist’. However, this appeared to provide only advice and recommendations, with phrases like “could do” , “may be ” and “Have you considered…..?” These all seem to make the solutions optional, and should be changed to words that make addressing the issues a requirement.
15. Windows should be made of FSC certified wood – this should be mandatory as the manufacture and disposal of PVCu windows is extremely damaging to the environment, releasing toxic compounds and being energy intensive to manufacture. The use of PVCu should be banned anywhere in the construction process. In answer to the question ‘can you triple glaze timber windows?’ (page 31, para 8), the answer is yes, the Swedes have been doing it for decades, www.swedishtimberproducts.co.uk. It should be mandatory that windows are double or triple glazed.
16. The use of natural paint should be a requirement. Solvent-based paints give off VOCs - potent greenhouse gases - and should not be permitted in any development. (page 32)

17. Fixtures and fittings that are responsible for specific energy inefficiencies should be prohibited e.g. recessed halogen lighting limits insulation in the roof space above due to fire hazard. All light fittings should be fitted with low energy lighting. (section 2.1, not specific to any paragraph)

Write to: itucker@swindon.gov or Planning Committee Civic Offices, Euclid Street, SN1 2JH
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