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SOUTH EAST PLAN EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC 

South East Plan Examination: Evidence of Ashford Borough Council

As background to the Borough Council’s position on the South East Plan and to set the overall context for the Council’s responses to the South East Plan submission version and responses and appearances at the examination it is important to set out the background to the strategic growth and development position at Ashford.

It is the Council’s view that the planning context for Ashford is fixed through RPG9 and all the preceding and subsequent work that has been carried out regarding growth at Ashford. RPG9 has been subsumed into the SE Plan and has been subject to detailed scrutiny at a previous examination. The growth agenda has been carried forward through a detailed masterplanning exercise – the Greater Ashford Development Framework – and rolled forward into the submitted LDF Core Strategy. To amend the overall strategy for Ashford at this stage would be unhelpful.

Background to Ashford’s Growth

RPG9

RPG9 published in 2001 specified that the 

“Local Authorities should initiate an early study in association with the Regional Planning Body, the South East of England Development Agency and the Government Office to assess the scope for growth at Ashford and how to achieve it.”

Ashford’s Future Study

Following the identification in RPG9 of Ashford as a potential area for future growth subject to detailed studies being carried the Ashford’s Future Study was prepared. That Study was managed by a team of key stakeholders and implementing agencies, to assess the feasibility and key implementation requirements for Ashford to grow.  The partners are identified at 12.63 of the replacement RPG and include the local authorities, GOSE and the regional agencies including SEERA. 

It identifies Ashford as a growth area, which should seek to deliver 31000 new homes and 28000 new jobs by 2031.  The fundamental basis for the preparation of the Ashford’s Future study was that it should be capacity led, that is, it should be clearly based on an  understanding of how the capacity of key infrastructure – for example, transport, water supply, wastewater treatment  - would impact upon the likely scale of growth that could be achieved. The Ashford’s Future study identified several key principles which need to be adhered to if Ashford is to deliver the levels of growth set out above - in essence growth must be innovative and of the highest quality to deliver sustainable communities and it must address present and future needs of the community of Ashford through an integrated package of social, economic and physical infrastructure measures.  

At the outset the Council established a set of objectives to guide the work on Ashford’s Future when the study brief was set for the initial Halcrow report in May 2001. These objectives have been consistently restated and applied since – first when the Council decided its preferred position on the options for growth set by Halcrow and then in setting the brief for the subsequent masterplanning work. Meeting these objectives is central to the Council maintaining its commitment to the growth agenda.  

The key principles include the following: 

· To ensure growth takes place in a sustainable way

· To make optimum use of the existing urban area including development and redevelopment opportunities, both to meet the needs of the growing population and to minimise the quantity of Greenfield land needed for development

· To centre growth on the existing town, encouraging high quality y urban design, making use of the infrastructure and investment that is already in place.

· To plan growth around a sustainable transport model centred on public transport nodes, walking and cycling

· Use housing and employment densities as a tool to maximise the accessibility of public transport and the quality of service that is provided

· To make optimum use of any Greenfield land that needs to be developed. 

The clearest message contained in the Study is that if Ashford is to grow, it will need to attract high levels of private investment to the town. The confidence of investors in Ashford and its future is crucial and the best way to increase this confidence is to show that Ashford is setting a standard for quality.
Sustainable Communities Plan

The Government’s plans for sustainable growth were set out in the Sustainable Communities Plan of February 2003. 

The sustainable Communities plan specifically states that:

“where new and expanded communities are needed, to ensure that there are sustainable, well designed, high quality and attractive places in which people will positively choose to live

In partnership with local authorities and other stakeholders, to provide for major growth in the four growth areas identified in regional planning guidance for London and the rest of the South East in RPG9.”

Ashford is specifically identified as one of the four growth areas:
“With the aim of bringing together the best of design and planning to ensure that the built environment in new and expanded communities is of a high quality, and surrounding countryside is protected and enhanced.”

Critically the Sustainable Communities Plan endorsed the conclusions of the Ashford’s Future study and specifies the following: 

Ashford 

Ashford’s strategic location and role as a gateway to Europe will be strengthened with completion of the high speed rail link to London in 2007.

The growth area study indicates substantial scope for further growth through diversifying its employment base, redeveloping its town centre and increasing the annual rate of new housing to provide at least 31,000 new homes and 28,000 new jobs by 2031.

Ashford Borough Council and its partners believe that at least this level of growth is achievable with effective local delivery arrangements provided that the following are addressed:

· a new junction on the M20;

· a funding package for town centre redevelopment and regeneration;

· water supply and flood management;

· education provision;

· new social and community infrastructure.
The Sustainable Communities Plan highlighted the need to revise Regional Planning Guidance as follows:

“Together with regional planning bodies the local authorities we will translate the development proposals for the growth areas into revisions of regional planning guidance so that they set out agreed levels of housing provision in the growth areas.” 

Accordingly chapter 12 of RPG 9 was revised in May 2004. The express intention of the RPG9 revision is to:

Provide the spatial framework for the preparation of the Ashford Local Development Framework which, informed by community consultations and ongoing studies, will be the mechanism for setting the detailed policies required to ensure the sustainable development of Ashford. 

The revised RPG9 sets the scale of growth at Ashford, an indication of a spatial framework, creating sustainable communities and gives guidance on effective delivery.

Scale of Growth

The revised RPG endorsed the scale of growth identified in the Ashford’s Future study and set appropriate levels for housing and jobs to its end date of 2016. It specifically acknowledged that earlier efforts to realise development potential in Ashford had only been partially successful and consequently a sustained programme of investment, promotion and quality development would be necessary if these potentials were now to be realised.

Spatial Framework 

The revised RPG identified a broad spatial framework for the development of the town. It acknowledges that whilst full use should be made of opportunities to consolidate the existing urban centre additional greenfield land would need to be released for housing. It specifically states that the supply of employment land is adequate for envisaged needs until 2016.

The RPG goes on to state that:

A spatial strategy will concentrate development in or close to the existing urban area, with a strong emphasis on the integration of land uses and transport through the focusing of development in areas that can be well served by co-ordinated bus route planning and new park and ride facilities, well connected to the town centre and international railway station.  

The RPG identifies diagrammatically an initial area of search for development to 2016 and a general direction of growth post 2016. The RPG goes on to indicate that:

the Greater Ashford Development Framework Study will also be relevant for refining the “development areas of search” and will inform the Local Development Framework process 

The Greater Ashford Development Framework is the 30 year masterplan for the Ashford growth area that was prepared following extensive stakeholder and community involvement. The challenge was to expand the town by 31,000 homes and 28,000 jobs within the aims and ambitions of the Sustainable Communities Plan. 

Accordingly, the GADF sets the planning framework for the period to 2031, identifying areas for development within the town and areas on the edge of the town for major urban extensions as well as the provision of major infrastructure. The conclusions of the GADF have fed directly into the Borough Council’s submitted LDF Core Strategy which runs to 2021.

Ashford is in a unique position in the South East Plan in that the policy position regarding the overall levels of development for Ashford has already been established at the regional level in RPG9. The policies contained in RPG9 are rolled forward into the South East Plan and incorporated unchanged. RPG9 critically sets the proposed development levels for the Ashford growth area – figures that are reflected in the masterplanning of Ashford – the Greater Ashford Development Framework and the submitted Local Development Framework Core Strategy. These levels of development reflected the findings of the Ashford’s Future study and the Sustainable Communities Plan - together with the policies in RPG9 they have been subject to full scrutiny at a public examination and are considered to be soundly based.

The Sustainable Communities Plan endorsed the conclusions of the Ashford’s Future study.  It identifies Ashford as a growth area, which should seek to deliver 31,000 new homes and 28,000 new jobs by 2031.  This is the growth scenario set out in the Ashford’s Future study.  The Ashford’s Future study identified several key principles which need to be adhered to if Ashford is to deliver the levels of growth set out above - in essence growth must be innovative and of the highest quality to deliver sustainable communities and it must address present and future needs of the community of Ashford through an integrated package of social, economic and physical infrastructure measures.  

The overall scale of development proposed through the Ashford’s Future Study was based clearly on capacity led issues - critical issues like water supply, waste water treatment and road capacity have led this assessment - and it was accepted at the RPG examination, put in RPG, adopted into the Kent Structure Plan and mirrored in work here since then.  
In essence, in terms of the overall scale of development the Council’s approach is to strongly re-iterate the point that the RPG position has been fully endorsed by government after an examination, and it has now been rolled forward into the South East Plan and reflected in the GADF and the LDF Core Strategy after extensive and wide ranging stakeholder and community engagement. There is no justifiable basis to amend in any way the overall scale of development proposed or the proposed strategy for growth at Ashford. 

8Di 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?

The Council supports the proposed strategy for the sub–region and believes that it provides a sound basis for the future planning of the region. Ashford plays a significant role in the sub region as an established growth area. The extensive and comprehensive work carried out on Ashford’s Future outlined in the introduction to this statement has established a scale of development that is both achievable and sustainable. The districts and the principal authority have worked collaboratively to input into the development of the sub regional strategy 

The approach in Ashford is based on a clear assessment of the ability of the town to take further development based on issues such as the environmental capacity of the town. The Ashford’s Future study and the subsequent Greater Ashford Development Framework have been based firmly on an assessment of the environmental attributes of the town in the context of its ability top accept further growth.

8Di.2
Does draft RSS make appropriate provision for significant growth in economic activity ? (Policies EKA3-7, RE5)

It is the Council’s view that the South East Plan makes substantial provision for economic growth and activity in the sub-region. In the particular circumstances at Ashford the Plan makes provision for employment growth based set out in the RPG based on the findings of the Ashford’s Future study. Ashford has a critical role to play in the sub-region in terms of promoting and driving economic activity and this is acknowledged in the Core Economic Strategy.

I am concerned about the wording in paragraph 2.7 that states ‘employment growth should not take place in Ashford at the expense of the other regeneration area’. It is accepted that there has to be a positive relationship with the coastal regeneration areas and balanced approach to development. It is accepted that development in employment, over and above the levels planned for, which has a detrimental affect on the rest of the Sub-Region should be avoided.

However if the Ashford sustainable growth agenda is to be successfully delivered then it is of paramount importance that Ashford can compete for balanced levels of employment growth with all areas both, nationally and within the Sub-Region itself. Ashford’s growth agenda hinges on the ability to deliver major employment growth alongside the major housing growth and there should not be any uncertainty placed on the delivery of this balanced growth. 

It is also unclear how this policy in the SE plan would be implemented. The approach in the SE plan implies that certain employment proposals should first be to determine whether or not they can be incorporated in the coastal regions. 

This overall policy approach is considered un-implementable and needs addressing to be more robust in terms of the way it addresses the issue of promoting and encouraging employment growth at Ashford.  
Specifically in terms of policy EKA7 the Draft Plan includes the following section:

“High quality proposals for intensifying or expanding the technology, knowledge and scientific sectors will be supported at established and suitable new locations, unless there are overriding environmental impacts which cannot be adequately dealt with. These locations include (amongst others)

Ashford – at the Wye campus of imperial College London”

In response to the Draft Plan the Council proposed an alternative wording which essentially supported the enhancement and retention of a knowledge based presence at Wye subject to environmental criteria with reference to the emerging Local Development Framework. 

The Imperial College proposals have since been dropped and therefore the relevance of a specific reference to it in the South East Plan is questionable. As the Plan is drafted at present, there has to be some doubt as to the justification for such a specific reference to the site in a regional level document. The Borough Council’s view is that if a similar reference to that which is in the Council’s Core Strategy is included, that would be acceptable, but we would raise no objection to a proposal to remove it from the Plan on the basis that it is now just a “local issue” for the LDF to deal with.
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