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East Kent and Ashford

Strategy and Economy
________________________________________________________________
8Di.1
Does the proposed strategy appropriately identify and respond to the differing circumstances within this sub-region, within the context of its environmental attributes?

1.
SEEDA is generally supportive of the dispersed pattern of housing growth proposed for East Kent dependent on provision of appropriate infrastructure needed to service economic growth. It is our view the plan does identify the key economic opportunities whilst valuing the areas environmental quality as a competitive advantage, in keeping with the RES.

2.
The area is recognised in the RES as an international gateway linking mainland Europe with London and the rest of the UK, containing the M20 and M2/A2 arterial link roads, CTRL/Channel Tunnel and the Dover ports which are of critical importance to SE, the GSE and UK economies. 

3.
Since the opening of the Channel Tunnel, the port of Dover has had to adapt with considerable success (from 1994 to 2004 Dover increased its freight unit carriage by 68% outstripping growth at Felixstowe to make it the largest UK port by this measure). However this growth is already at levels predicted by Dover Harbour Board for 2014 and is now constrained by existing infrastructure weaknesses of the A2/M2 and town centre. These problems are exacerbated when Operation Stack is deployed. As Dover Harbour Board look to bring forward additional investment in port terminal 2 it is SEEDA’s view that a higher priority should be given to bring forward consideration and delivery of the proposed A2 Lydden – Dover scheme and Town Wall Street schemes (see Dover Transport submission). These combine to form a weak leak in the international gateway infrastructure of East Kent and a restriction to sustaining growth. The implications of the A2/M2 weaknesses for added congestion on M20/ Ashford growth also need to be considered. 

4.
East Kent has suffered from isolation and structural decline for some years.  The decline of traditional industries including the coalfields with accompanying socio-economic legacy of coastal underperformance is set against recent trends of growing investment opportunities in the Ashford Growth Area, renaissance of the coastal towns and potential catalytic effects of CTRL domestic services from 2009. SEEDA is working with partners to build on these strategic assets to capture inward investment and drive coastal regeneration. The Channel Corridor and East Kent Partnerships are supported by SEEDA with a remit to identify and support strategic economic priorities in the sub area and redress economic disparity.  
5. Maximising the impact of the CTRL international and new domestic services (from 2009) will be of critical importance to inward investment and must be closely monitored. Apart from Ashford, SEEDA is also making significant direct investments to stimulate urban renewal in Margate Town Centre, Folkestone and Dover, consistent with the plan.  This supports the aim in the Regional Economic Strategy to create cities and towns in the Coastal South East where people choose to live by investing in an urban renaissance, redeveloping and regenerating key town centres to stimulate development of the local economies.  This will have a beneficial effect on the economic performance of the coastal towns and support the overall strategy for the sub region.
6. Building on the key sectors is also important.  These include air freight from Kent International Airport, pharmaceuticals at Sandwich, marine and leisure industries at Dover and Ramsgate the emerging renewable energy sector also at Ramsgate and the tourism and cultural offer of Canterbury, the coastal towns and the AONB.  These will have the potential to bring considerable investment and job growth.  Reference to these key sectors could usefully be added, probably most effectively to the policy or supporting text to Policy EKA3.

7.
Ashford was the subject of a study in 2002 (Ashford’s Future) which considered that the town had the potential for considerable growth over a 30 year period.  The Sustainable Communities Plan subsequently recommended that there should be a rate of growth of 31,000 new homes and 28,000 new jobs.  The majority of these are to be delivered after 2016 when strategic infrastructure and commercial ‘product’ will be in place, with initial growth being concentrated on the town centre. The proposed strategy for Ashford is in line with the alteration to RPG9 and the Greater Ashford Development Framework (GADF) which promotes a carefully planned balance of housing and employment growth in phases.  

8.
The strategy does not specifically make the link that growth in Ashford will benefit the rest of the sub-region but this is an intrinsic assumption given Ashford’s role as both a transport Gateway and Hub servicing a large rural hinterland. Planned investments in the town centre, commercial and mixed-use regeneration and development of an Ashford Learning Campus will further enhance this role. 

9.
The scale of growth at Ashford and, to a more limited extent, the coastal towns, can be expected to generate positive impacts on the surrounding countryside including significant areas of AONB.  For example there may be bigger markets for rural food producers or opportunities for small rural businesses to service visitors, linked to the conservation of the high quality environment.  This opportunity could usefully be referenced in the sub-regional strategy.

10.
The major concern is to make sure that the conditions are in place to maintain and encourage growth in Ashford in its own right and as a catalyst for economic development across East Kent.  The recent decision to reduce the number of Eurostar services stopping at Ashford International was of particular concern to SEEDA given the potential impact on market confidence. The introduction of high-speed domestic services may yet prove to have a greater impact on economic growth in Ashford and the rest of East Kent. 
8Di.2
Does draft RSS make appropriate provision for significant growth in 
economic activity (Policies EKA3-7, RE5)?  

11.
As an area seeking to reverse deep-seated historic trends of economic underperformance it is SEEDA’s view the Plan should make adequate provision for economic growth.  Delivering 50,000 new jobs in the area is well above trend.  For example Experian trend projections for the period 2006-2020 give employment growth of around 27,000 to 2020 for those Districts wholly or mainly in the sub region.  Achieving the increase will be heavily dependent on the success of Ashford and in particular the transformational effect of CTRL, other infrastructure and the provision of a significantly increased well qualified local labour supply, particularly in the post 2016 period.  This will be supported by sustainable growth of existing towns and sectors important to the East Kent economy, set out in our response to question 1 above.
12.
The GADF and other local economic strategies will increase employment capacity with the realisation of long-term investment at previously identified sites such as Kent coalfields and Ashford Town Centre. Policy EKA7 allows for additional employment provision to be considered if required to keep housing and employment in balance at Dover and Ashford.

13.
While ambitious, SEEDA considers the 50,000 figure a suitable employment target given the level of investment in infrastructure and good quality housing in the sub region, particularly at Ashford.

14.
One additional area worth referring to is the emphasis on improving skills. The RES, Ashford GADF, East Kent and Channel Corridor Area Investment Frameworks all recognise the importance of enhancing workforce skills to attract inward investment and value-added indigenous growth. A number of transformational activities are already in development (including SEEDA investments in the Folkestone Academy and Ashford Learning Campus) in recognition that land-use planning alone is not enough to achieve sustainable growth.
