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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)
The Borough Council supports the rate of housing proposed in the policy post 2016 and believes it does take full account of Ashford’s status and local constraints. The policy is consistent with the conclusions of both the capacity study for the Growth Area carried out by Halcrow (2002) and the Greater Ashford Development Framework (GADF) carried out by Urban Initiatives, published in 2005. 

The Halcrow study considered broad development scenarios based on Ashford’s capacity to grow up to 2031. This considered social, environmental and economic factors and the need to ensure that the significant planned growth was sustainable. Its conclusions were subsequently incorporated into the changes to RPG9 and thus previously examined in full. Any suggested increase in the quantum of residential development for the Ashford Growth Area would create additional infrastructure requirements, require additional levels of new employment to provide balanced growth and would be likely to be unsustainable. 

The subsequent GADF considered the likely strategic infrastructure constraints to growth in Ashford and has identified the measures required to resolve them in order to achieve the proposed rates of new development. This represents a thorough and comprehensive approach based on much detailed background evidence. 

The LDF Core Strategy, submitted in November 2006, is also based on the conclusions of both the Halcrow and GADF studies and reflects housing and employment targets consistent with both up to 2021.

Residential completion rates in recent years have been consistently high in Ashford across the Borough and although there will inevitably be variations in these rates, often related to causes outside the local housing market, in future years, the Council believes that future completion rates will increase gradually as a range of sites across the town come forward.

8Dii.2
Is the level of 30% affordable housing justified and capable of being implemented ? (Policy EKA3)
It is the Council’s view that the level of 30% set out in the South East Plan must be clearly justified through local assessments of housing need – the Council’s view is that the figure has to be seen as a figure for the whole sub-region within which there are likely to be district variations based on local assessments of need. The Borough Council has argued consistently throughout the preparation of the Sub regional policy that the precise level of affordable housing shall be set at the local level and included as policy within LDFs. 

The Council’s policy, set out in the submitted LDF Core Strategy and supported by an up-to-date housing needs assessment is that 35% of dwellings should be provided as affordable housing on suitable sites. It is a key principle of the Sustainable Communities Plan that there should be adequate and timely provision of affordable housing. The Housing Corporation is represented on the Ashford’s Future Board and is fully committed to delivering an adequate supply of affordable housing to meet identified needs.

It is the Council’s view that the policy approaches in the SE Plan specifying 30% and the Ashford LDF Core Strategy requiring 35% as affordable are compatible for two reasons. Firstly, the South East Plan seeks 30% across the whole sub region of which Ashford is only one part and there is a clear possibility that there will be variations within the sub region on a district by district basis. Secondly, the SE Plan seeks 30% of all housing to be provided as affordable whilst the LDF policy seeks 35% on sites above a specified threshold. The South East Plan policy is caveated by the requirement that affordable housing should be set out in LDFs based on assessments of need having been carried out which is the case at Ashford.

On the issue of delivery, if there is a clear and transparent policy base then the assumption is that developers will take this into account in their financial appraisals prior to purchasing a site, so there should be no reason at all why the required affordable housing cannot be delivered. There will be instances where local site circumstances dictate that 35% may not be able to be delivered. Clearly, this will have to be tested through an assessment of the developers financial appraisal, but the Council’s approach has consistently been to acknowledge that these particular circumstances may exist and to allow a degree of flexibility in such cases to enable delivery to be achieved.
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 ? 

The Borough Council supports the concept in policy EKA1 of relating housing provision to delivery of infrastructure and creation of employment. This is fundamental to the principle of creating sustainable development, particularly in locations such as Ashford where major new growth is planned and is entirely consistent Government planning policy.

It is self-evident that the need for certain infrastructure places a limit on new residential development, for example, highway capacity, water supply and wastewater treatment facilities. However, the creation of sustainable development goes beyond resolving such ‘hard’ infrastructure issues. It should also be the case that social and green infrastructure should be provided in an adequate and timely manner to create sustainable communities. 

A sustainable community is also one that manages to achieve a suitable balance between employment and residential development. It is accepted that employment in Ashford will take time to grow and achieve a reasonable equilibrium with residential growth but that must be the fundamental objective of policies for Ashford in the RSS and in the LDF. Although the Council believes this can be achieved, many economic factors are beyond the Council’s control (or that of the planning system) and therefore it must be right that the scale and rate of growth in Ashford can be reviewed before 2026.

The correct application of this principle should be through a formal review of the RSS (or at least that of the sub-regional policies) in due course. It is correct to proceed on the basis of the current assumptions for delivery of housing, jobs and infrastructure for now but the local annual monitoring requirements as part of the LDF process should provide the mechanism for constant and regular review of these issues. Given that, it will be appropriate for LDFs to include a phased approach to the release of residential development to ensure the opportunity for review is practically retained.
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