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EAST KENT & ASHFORD

SUB MATTER 8DII 
ASHFORD
8Dii.1
Does the level of housing provision proposed at Ashford post 2016 take appropriate account of its growth area status, local constraints and opportunities, and current build rates (Policy EKA1)?  

1
Ashford is playing its full part in delivering national policy for new housing.  Housing provision at Ashford 2001-2016 has been recently considered through an alteration to RPG9 (Chapter 12). This followed a detailed sub regional capacity study of the growth potential at Ashford over the medium and longer term carried out for the ‘Ashford’s Future’ partnership. Reflecting this work the Sustainable Communities Plan recognised potential for 31,000 dwellings over a thirty year period at Ashford. RPG9 (Chapter 12) and the Kent and Medway  Structure Plan 2006 provide for a progressive acceleration in the average rate of housing development beyond 2006 rising to c. 1040 dwellings per annum post 2011.
 Ashford is the smallest of the Growth Areas in the Sustainable Communities Plan with its growth wholly focused at a single (medium sized) urban area.      
2
Policy EKA1 of the draft South East Plan provides for an increase in the rate of development in the Ashford part of the East Kent sub region from 1040 dwellings per annum 2006-2016 to 1200 dwellings per annum 2016-2026. This increase would be concentrated at the Ashford growth area. RPG9 recognised the interdependency between growth at Ashford and the phased and coordinated provision of a wide range of physical and social infrastructure. The need to address some key infrastructure thresholds and constraints influenced the approach to the level and timing of growth at Ashford. 
3
The Ashford’s Future Study, the Structure Plan and the current preparation of the Local Development Framework for Ashford have all been subject to wide consultation.  There is a high degree of consensus for the development of a sustainable urban community at Ashford, providing employment and services to match the scale of growth, and designed to minimise environmental impact.  Subject to the provision of necessary infrastructure and services, the pace of housing and employment growth are felt to be realistic.  The Borough Council, the County Council and the Assembly, all support the scale of development proposed.

4
Ashford has a relatively young age structure, the result of a long established growth point role, and the planned housing will give rise to a substantial increase in workforce.    The sub regional strategy recognises the need to underpin the economy of the Growth Area in a variety of ways.  Ashford is identified as a regional hub and a primary regional centre to assist its further development as a ‘central place’ serving a wider sub region.  Critically, access to London will be improved with the introduction of domestic rail services on the Channel Tunnel Rail Link.  This will stimulate the housing market and improve the prospects for attracting new business to Ashford.  
5
House building rates have increased steadily at Ashford in response to its role as a growth point in successive structure plans.  Average completions in Ashford Borough averaged 718 dwellings per annum 1996-2006 and 788 dwellings per annum 2001-2006. The growth area is broadly fulfilling the role defined for it to date  but will need to achieve and sustain further increases in completion rates to meet its planned role for the medium and longer term  based on an completion rate of more than 1000 homes per annum.  
6
Ashford is a medium sized freestanding urban area within a largely rural catchment.  The urban form has largely followed the radial pattern of the original market town and Victorian rail centre.  Major thresholds in transport and other infrastructure now need to be crossed in order to support major growth.  Similarly the economy of the town needs to be transformed if it is to evolve as a sustainable growth area.  No purpose would be served by seeking to raise the growth target or accelerate the pace of development beyond that already planned and agreed by the partners in the delivery of growth.

7
Although the Ashford urban area is relatively unconstrained by important landscape and nature conservation designations, there are other important constraints to the pace and scale of development.  Substantial investment will be required for transport, notably improvements to the M20 Junction 10, a new Junction 10A and the Smartlink dedicated bus network.  Investment will be necessary to manage flood surge on the River Stour.  A new trunk main from Bewl Reservoir is under construction to provide water supply, and in the longer term an additional main will be required, probably from a new reservoir in East Kent at Broad Oak.  The integrated water strategy for Ashford has examined alternative means to maintain and improve the quality of water in the River Stour.  This will require a major upgrade of the Bybrook waste treatment works, and over the longer term additional plant in the southern part of the urban area where provision for growth is concentrated.
8
Although substantial land has been made available for business and other uses at Ashford, the pace of development has been restrained by Ashford’s location in the east of the region, long journey times by rail to central London, the small size of the town and junction capacity constraints at M20 Junction 10.  Even so the pace of employment growth at Ashford has been above the average for Kent, but below the pace and scale of key centres in the successful sub regions.  
9
There are now opportunities to consolidate employment growth on a scale to match the planned housing numbers.  Employment change will be monitored to observe the impact of imminent investment in the town centre, renewed marketing of key business parks, investment in Further and Higher Education and the promise of renewed interest from office occupiers with much improved London rail services from 2009.

10
A step change is required in employment performance alongside planned dwelling numbers.  RPG9 Chapter 12 envisages an increase of 5,900 jobs 2001-2011, and indications are that in the period 2001-2004 the area was on course to achieve this.

11
Overall, the consensus reached for the scale and mix of development at Ashford and the considerable efforts and investment required to bring this about should be confirmed by the South East Plan.

8Dii.2
Is the level of 30% affordable housing justified and capable of being implemented 
(Policy EAK2)?

12
The Steering Group for the sub region considered at some length the appropriate proportion of total housing that should be affordable.  They were mindful of:

· variations in circumstances between District housing authorities 
· a relatively high proportion of social housing stock in some areas 
· a wish to align the emphasis of housing provision with policies to expand and diversify the local economy, including the attraction of new occupations and skills.
· the practicality of funding and delivering the scale of increase in the rate of affordable completions given recently achieved levels

13. RPG9 (Chapter 12) adopts a 30% target for affordable housing provision at the Ashford Growth Area.
  This target, and those within SE Plan Policies H4 and KTG2 are indicative and relate to the proportion of all new housing proposed. Ashford,  contributes a large part of the total new housing proposed in the sub region (46%) and this provision is well in excess of locally generated household growth from which the bulk of the requirement for affordable housing will be derived. In the Ashford context other considerations include:   
· The claims upon land value of other planning obligations taking account of the scale and range of other social and physical infrastructure requirements associated with the implementation of the growth area
· That the proportion of affordable housing should take account of the overall high rate of housing provision being made at the Ashford growth area  

14. Policies H4 and KTG2 provide for local flexibility based on local need assessments as to the appropriate overall target for affordable housing. At Ashford a recent housing needs assessment (2005) has recommended that 35% of new housing ‘on all suitable qualifying sites’, should be affordable homes and this is adopted in Ashford’s submitted Core Strategy.
 However this is not felt to be inconsistent with the sub regional indicative target given that the latter relates to all new development whilst the Ashford LDF target applies to sites above a specified size threshold.
     

8Dii.3
How valid is the concept of reducing housing numbers particularly at Ashford in the event of delays in the provision of infrastructure, services and employment (Policy EKA1) and how would this be applied? 

15.  The strategy for Ashford provides for very substantive change with a projected increase in housing stock of almost 50%  and population growth of 35% over 20 years - both heavily concentrated at the Ashford growth area. This scale of growth will place substantial demands on both physical and social and community infrastructure.
16
Policy EKA1 states that delay in infrastructure services and employment may reduce the number of dwellings that can be achieved, particularly at Ashford where a downward adjustment would be required. Policy CC5 (iii) provides the framework in stipulating that development should not proceed until the planning authorities are satisfied that necessary infrastructure is available or will be provided in time. The interdependency between housing growth and infrastructure provision has been strongly demonstrated at Ashford and is explicitly reflected in RPG9 Chapter 12 Policies 1-3. This relationship is especially important where an accelerating pace of development is planned for which gives rise to strategic infrastructure needs arising off site. Critical infrastructure investments are needed including:

· Investment in waste water treatment to ensure that water quality standards in the River Stour can be maintained and, indeed, improved in conjunction with increased waste water treatment capacity at Bybrook and in the southern sector of the town; 

· new trunk main for water supply;
· improvements to Junction 10 and a new Junction 10A on M20 to overcome Highways Agency objections that have hitherto delayed development;

· provision of public transport improvements including delivery of the ‘Smartlink’ network 
17
More widely investment in waste water treatment is necessary so that statutory standards required in future by River Basin planning can be achieved in the River Stour.  Elsewhere in the sub region the Highways Agency will be mindful of capacity on the A2, and at junctions on the A2 when considering development proposals at Dover and Canterbury.   In the second period of the South East Plan continued housing and population growth will require new water supply, probably through the construction of a new reservoir at Broad Oak near Canterbury.
18
Policy EKA1 indicates housing provision phased in two periods. The emerging Ashford’s Future Delivery Plan will provide a context for the phased package of measures needed through to 2031. Local Development Frameworks will introduce greater detail and include sequencing of major sites in the light of local planning and infrastructure circumstances.  In the event that critical infrastructure is not forthcoming objections can be anticipated to major new development proposals from the Highways Agency or Environment Agency.  This could take place either in the preparation of LDD’s, or in determining planning applications.  The local planning authorities will themselves be mindful of critical constraints upon development proceeding when they come to determine planning applications.  Consents may be conditional on the provision of such infrastructure, and delay in its provision will have a direct impact on the pace of development. 
� RPG9 Chapter 12 Policy 1 : Scale of Growth


� RPG9 Chapter 12 Policy 1


� Ashford LDF : Core Strategy : Submission Document November 2006 Policy CS12


� 15 units or more at the Ashford urban area and 3 dwellings or more  elsewhere in the Borough
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