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Matter 8Dii Ashford.
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8Dii.1  Does the level of Housing provision proposed for Ashford post 2016 take appropriate account of its growth area status, local constraints and opportunities and current build rates (Policy EKA1)?

 As a rural parish on the edge of Ashford just outside the area of the GADF,  we are very concerned to ensure that the very high level of growth planned for the Ashford urban area should respect and protect the rural environment that provides the basis of the vision expressed in the GADF: “the town in the garden” – the garden being the Garden of England that is Kent .   That garden is already heavily challenged by the transport  of the channel corridor  which produces 24/7 noise , air pollution and has totally insufficient provision for rest areas for road transport vehicles under the drivers rest period regulations.  It is therefore an uphill struggle already to maintain the quality of that garden  as an attractive context in which the connectivity of Ashford can become a significant advantage. 
  The plan envisages that  by 2016  10,400  housing units  will have been completed of which approximately 750 will be in rural parts of the borough; i.e approx  9,650 in the urban area of Ashford.
 On this basis it is estimated a further 11250 are planned to be  built post 2016 to 2026.  [ note it is extremely complicated to fine tune these numbers when the RSS is 2006-26; the LDF is 2006-2021 and the GADF was based on 2001- 2031].
   There is no possible way this level of growth to 2016, or after 2016 would be contemplated without Growth area status since it is way outside the natural growth of a small town like Ashford. It is important to note that good rail connections are a  necessary but not sufficient condition for growth, and many aspects of Ashford’s growth need to come together to make the further growth after 2016 viable. There  are the well discussed constraints of flood plain, water supply and sewerage treatment. The transport infrastructure plan assumes a significant willingness to use bus transport and provision of buses at sufficient frequency to encourage this [ noting that Ashford can never be a metropolitan style low car ownership place because there would then be no point in being in the ‘garden ’] 

  The main constraints on the next level of growth after 2016 will be this that directly affects quality of life.

· Choking congestion on the roads ( already congested at peak times) if busses do not offer the right alternative .

· Very heavily congested commuter trains to Maidstone, London if local employment does not begin to grow faster than at present.

· Reluctance for businesses to locate in Ashford if the town has not reached the  critical size to attract mid size and larger  businesses and Ashford has lost its one strong advantage of HS rail links to Brussels and Paris  [ if Eurostar continue their present proposal to down grade Ashford in favour of Ebbsfleet .

· Compromised quality and attractiveness if the surrounding highly accessible  villages and countryside suffer  urban fringe decay .

In  these circumstances developers would begin to find it  more difficult to sell housing in Ashford and be reluctant to embark on the projects required deliver higher numbers. 

It must be emphasised that the local planning authority, through its LDF process, is taking a robust and thorough approach to addressing the  scale of the task, but  nevertheless the risk of not achieving some critical parts of the plan must be high given the scale of what is being attempted.; and there are already significant setbacks , such as government funding at a lower level than originally hoped to kick start the growth ; a  highly adverse proposal by Eurostar to close Brussels services from Ashford and reduce those to Paris , and increasing dependence on strategic tariff to fund  major infrastructure.

8Dii.2  Is the level of 30% affordable housing justified and capable of being implemented     (Policy EKA3)?

As a rural parish we are more concerned  to ensure there is support when needed for rural affordable housing  when local need is demonstrated . This is essential for the village to maintain the vibrancy of the existing strong village community, and be able to be attractive  adjacent countryside for the new residents of urban Ashford, even though the parish now has neither a school nor a shop, but  does support 2 good pubs, and very attractive AONB walks and bridleways .
Within the Ashford urban area we think there is a difficult design and quality balance to be struck in the provision of affordable housing judging by some of the proposals  tabled recently , but thankfully not yet approved. If the level of infrastructure tariff, 106 agreements and site requirements is set at a level that is commercially unworkable for developments  designed to  contribute to the housing targets it will be very difficult to deliver the affordable housing levels at acceptable quality.   
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?

As we understand it government funding related to Ashford’s Growth status is already conditional on phases being achieved . Combined with the conditionality  agreed in the partial review of RPG9 when the growth plan was confirmed  the mechanism of annual review should be used to monitor progress. However it may be necessary to add a criterion to trigger review of the plan if after 5 years housing is significantly ahead of jobs and infrastructure growth .

It was always envisaged that the early growth of Ashford would be dependent on out commuting until the town demonstrated its regeneration [this now starting to happen in the town centre].  The next significant  phase of this will be when  high speed domestic rail services  start in 2009/10. It would be sensible to review the status of the town in 2012, when the first effects of this service will be visible and the regeneration of the town centre will have started to take effect.  If housing , infrastructure and jobs and property demand are out of line a revised plan should be drawn up to prevent growth that later becomes getto ( as happening with the growth in the 60’s and 70’s ).  The LDF process should be sufficient for this review but it should have  RSS support.

