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MATTER 8 – SUB-REGIONAL STRATEGY 
SUB-MATTER 8D – EAST KENT AND ASHFORD 
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 EKAI)?
1.
The growth area status of Ashford is derived from “Sustainable Communities building for the future” – the Sustainable Communities Plan - which was published in 2003.  The plan, at           page 55, talks about:- 
“increasing the annual rate of new housing to provide at least 31,000 homes and 28,000 new jobs by 2031”.

2.
This level of growth is to be supported by essential infrastructure which is listed in the Plan.  To provide 31,000 dwellings in the 28 years between 2003 and 2031 requires an annual build rate of just over 1,100 dwellings per annum.  This is the minimum rate of growth envisaged in the Sustainable Communities Plan, the deliverability of which should be tested through the South East Plan.

3.
Current build rates at Ashford have varied between 586 dwellings (2005/6) and 962 dwellings 2004/5.  The total for the years 2001 – 2006 is recorded at 3939 dwellings, an average of 788 dwellings per annum. [Source: Housing Trajectory, Ashford Borough Local Development Framework: Core Strategy Submission DPD, Appendix 4, November 2006].
4.
Interestingly the 2001 - 2006 average of 788 dwellings per annum is very close to the build rate of 790 dwellings per annum set for Ashford for the years 2001 – 2011 in                        RPG9 Chapter 12 – Ashford Growth Area, July 2004.
5.
The Core Strategy Housing Trajectory envisages 19,007 dwellings being built over the             15 years between 2006 and 2021.  That represents an average annual build rate of             1,267 dwellings.
6.
The South East Plan envisages some 22,400 dwellings being built in the growth area part of Ashford over the years 2006 to 2026, an average annual rate of 1,120, increasing to 1,200 dwellings per annum for the years 2016 to 2026.
7.
What is clear from these figures is that the pace of growth at Ashford is planned to increase and that both SEP and the Core Strategy see a build rate of about 1,200 dwellings per annum being sustained in the later years of the plan period.
8.
What is interesting is that the housing trajectory of the Core Strategy sees annual completions peaking at 1,977 dwellings as early as 2011/12.  This raises the question as to whether it is appropriate to accelerate the trajectory of the growth area to plan for housing, and its associated infrastructure, being provided at the faster rate envisaged by the Borough Council.  In our view, it is entirely appropriate to plan for this accelerated growth at Ashford as envisaged by the Borough Council.
9.
The land to the south and east of Ashford, identified in Map 2.1 of RPG9 Chapter 12 – Ashford Growth Area as “area of search to 2016” is relatively free of physical constraints.  The key constraints at Ashford are infrastructure requirements and these are identified in Policy 3 of Chapter 12.  Major landowners at Ashford have formed an association called the Ashford Landowners Group.  ALG have commissioned Roger Tym and Partners (RTP) to undertake a study of the Funding and Implementation of the Ashford Growth Area.  The RTP Final Report is dated October 2006.
10.
At the conclusion of their report at paragraph 9.1 RTP identify the following three major problems:
“On starting this study we quickly saw that there were three issues that needed to be addressed.  First, the estimated scale of infrastructure and services costs for Ashford was high in relation to the number of additional dwellings that are to be brought forward.  The implied level of Section 106 contribution, at some £60,000 per dwelling, would be unaffordable.  Second, there was too long a time gap between the implied incidence of infrastructure contributions and receipts from sales of dwellings.  This resulted in even higher costs per dwelling in the early years of development.  Third, there seemed to be no overall delivery programme for the integrated funding and implementation of housing commercial development, infrastructure and services”.

11.
The Tym Report suggests a rephasing of development, allowing more of the development areas to come forward early, off existing infrastructure, thereby closing the time between initial infrastructure investment and receipts from sales of dwellings.  Inherent in the Tym conclusions is an accelerated rate of development as a cost effective way of delivering essential infrastructure to overcome local development constraints.
12.
We agree with the Tym Report in this respect and support their conclusions regarding rephasing to reduce costs in the early phase of development.  One example of such rephasing is an additional phase at Park Farm South East of 500 dwellings which would provide enhanced funding for the Potential New Rail Station identified in Map 2.1 of Chapter 12 – Ashford Growth Area.
8Dii.2
Is the level of 30% affordable housing justified and capable of being implemented (Policy EAK2)?

13.
The current level of affordable housing sought in the Ashford Local Plan (June 2000, pages 110 – 112) is 20%.  In view of the comments of the Roger Tym Report, at paragraph 9.1 quoted above, we are concerned as to the affordability of the growth point, relative to the relatively low land values at Ashford, compared to Milton Keynes, for example.  For this reason we believe the increase in affordable from 20% to 30% should be introduced gradually as an infrastructure fund is established and only when there is clear evidence that the development can bear the increased level of affordable housing and still come forward in a way which is economically viable.
14.
The submitted Core Strategy (November 2006) seeks to increase the level of affordable to 35%.  We have grave concerns that at this level housing will not be deliverable at the growth point.  Increasing the level of affordable housing sought would in fact decrease the actual quantum of affordable housing which is delivered by sterilising otherwise developable sites.
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.
What is needed at Ashford is a robust and costed Delivery Plan which should have been produced by the Borough Council to support the submitted Core Strategy.  With such a Delivery Plan in place the consequences of delays in providing infrastructure could be assessed.  If the consequences are minor overloading of services for a short period of time before a new piece of infrastructure comes on stream then it may be capable of absorption.  Assuming the Area Action Plans for each of the major urban extension sites contain such a Delivery Plan then the consequences of delay can similarly be assessed.
16.
In our opinion the provision of housing and associated infrastructure should be accelerated rather than decelerated to shorten the time gap between the investment in infrastructure and receipts from the sales of dwellings.  Ashford will become more attractive to employers as more and more housing is provided which will attract a plentiful supply of labour.  What is important is to establish momentum for the growth point to attract investors in jobs and housing rather than a constant risk of the growth momentum stalling because of over prescriptive attempts to provide links between infrastructure and employment on the one hand and housing development on the other.
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