Heslington East

The proposals for a sustainable, environmentally friendly development are unconvincing

If there is one aspect of the university’s PR policy that is emphasised in all its documents and proposals concerning Heslington East, it is the emphasis on “sustainability”. Clearly conscious of the justifiable criticism that building on farmland is harder to justify now than when the university was founded, “sustainability” is placed at the heart of the document. This is a tacit acknowledgement that simply because that farmland was earmarked as a site for possible future development 40 years ago hardly makes it justifiable in the current context. Given this emphasis on “sustainability” it is surprising and disappointing that the environmental impact assessment for the proposals is so weak and unconvincing. 

Throughout Document 4, Environmental Impact Assessment, care has to be taken to separate statements about “sustainability” (which the University defines as including social and economic factors of little relevence to environmental impacts) and meaningful discussions of environmental impacts. 

The University has a poor record of environmental performance - will it change?

1. The annual Business in the Community Environment Index for Yorkshire and Humberside ranks the regions universities in terms of their environmental practices and policies. The University of York has slowly risen up the table of 8 and is now third from the bottom (above Brdford and York St Johns).

2. While the University makes claims to reducing car use in recent years, a senior member of the university recently admitted that this was due to the fact that York City Council would only agreed to new major building projects on the main campus if the number of car parking spaces was capped. As was made clear by Mr MacDonald at a recent meeting about the infamous Heslington Lane bollard, the university reserves the right to ask for permits for all its members of staff and all employees on the Science Park. That is not a signal that a reduction in car use is planned.

3. The most recent major building project on campus, the £21m Bioscience Building is already a cause of concernbecause of its poor energy efficiency. That project would seem to be a fine example of the economic dimension of the “sustainable development” overwhelming any environmental dimension. 

The footprint of the proposal

A fundamental concept in enviromental assessment should be a clear argument that the area of land to be disturbed must be shown to be appropriate for the intended outcomes. It is easy to draw lines on maps to enclose areas of land but one should start with a justification of the area of land that is needed. Why is a site of 116 ha needed, of which 65 ha will be developed?

[ Why is the campus seeking to increase its student numbers by 50%, its academic staff by 60% yet its commercial office development by 370%. Should not the proposed development not be called a business park with a small attached campus?]

The overall concept - lake and parkland?

The Lake

The whole concept is designed around a large artificial lake. The lake occupies about 10% of the footprint of the site. The description makes this sound like an environmentally sensitive idyll ...” Stocked with aquatic plants and fish to create a habitat for invertebrates, birds and other wildlife”. However, what is given little emphasis is the fact that this will have to be a highly managed lake because it has an inadequate inflow of existing water sources. The proposal to pump groundwater to maintain adequate water flows is hardly an example of environmental thoughtfulness. The Environmental Impact Assessment never discusses the high probability that rainfall patterns are expected to change significantly during the lifetime of the proposed development and drier summers are predicted. Why should the University be allowed to build a lake which places new demands on a commonly owned water supply in dry periods, a water supply that might have more important uses in the community? 

The failure of the submitted Environmental Impact Assessment to adequately address the fundamental issues on the main feature of the proposed development undermines much of its credibility. It is not as if the lake is essential for the development hence there are even greater grounds to question the commitment to sustainability. There are numerous examples of attractive campus developments in Europe and North America which are planned with sustainable water use in mind. It is quite shocking that the sustainability issues concerning water use efficiency are treated in such a cavalier manner.

The managed grasslands

Very little is said about the area of grassland to be created or how it will be managed. Monoculture mown ryegress would be no better than rotational agricultural crops. 

Trees

A very large number of quite large trees have been removed in recent years on the existing campus partly because of the policy to create clear lines of sight to aid campus security. Will there be a change of policy or will the extensive tree planting suggested on the Illustrative Master Plan be implemented by the sparse planting of small, non-native species?

Biodiversity

It is maybe a little sad, and also revealing, that a university that has internationally-known experts in biodiversity should make such a thin claim that developing farmland is a good way of increasing biodiversity. Simply increasing the number of species in an area by creating managed diverse habitats is hardly a major contribution to preserving biodiversity - there will be more biodiversity in the gardens of Heslington and Badger Hill than will be found on the new campus. One could create many new habitats in a fraction of the footprint of the proposed development hence the argument being advanced that the development will give an environmental gain because it increases biodiversity is specious. 

The environmental effect of transport

Section 4.10 is supposed to discuss the environmental effect of transport but the majority of the subsections cover issues that are not addressing environmental issues. This is hardly surprising because there can be no environmental gains from building a large development well away from available housing stock and in a city with no integrated transport plan. It is accepted (4.10.4) that without measures to address the increased traffic flows locally the road system would be beyond capacity. What is not addressed is the environmental consequences of this fact. Thus when models are produced (4.10.5) with some optimistic changes in behavior of employees and students, there is once again no calculations to enable one to judge the environmental impact. The reassurance (4.10.6) that if everything works out perfectly (which some might think is not a high probability event) the impact would be “no worse than the current situation” would been more convincing if it had been supported by even a shred of evidence. To conclude (4.10.8) “that provided that the proposed wide range of innovative mitigation measures are implemented then the impact of the proposed development on traffic would not be significant” suggests a degree of complacency which once again undermines the credibility of the assessment. There are no innovative measures identified. There are no calculations of the predicted  CO2 , NOx, particulates or VOCs per journey or indeed any quantifiable measures or estimates of transport impacts on the environment. This omission is the more surprising because the Stockholm Environmental Institute (SEIY) at the University is regarded as a major authority on these matters. It has published reports on air pollution from transport (http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/sei/trans/trans.html). SEIY has also helped developed a methodology that can estimate the ecological footprint of consumption (http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/sei/IS/sustain.html). SEIY has conducted numerous studies which estimate the ecological footprint of various developments and the expertise exists on campus to properly evaluate environmental impact of all aspects of the proposed development and especially the transport. Such a report would provide the information that is so clearly lacking in the submitted “Environmental Impact Assessment”.
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