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Background 
 

At its meeting on June 15th 2017, Ashford Parish Council decided to investigate the feasibility of 

Ashford developing a neighbourhood plan by appointing a Working Party to examine the issues 

and undertake initial background work. The Working Party comprises two parish councillors and 

eight residents. In alphabetical order, the members of the Working Party were: 

John Bleach (Ashford Parish Councillor and Deputy Chair) 

Morag Evans 

Dale Hall (author of this report) 

Ashley Johnson 

Martin Knight 

Sandra Knight 

Derek Martin 

Jane Moss 

Mike Moss 

Jan Szymankiewicz (Ashford Parish Councillor and Chair) 

Throughout the four-month feasibility study, the Working Party has reported its progress to the 

parish council each month, and also kept residents informed through the Ashford Parish Council 

website, the Pilton and Ashford Magazine, and two engagement events. 

Initial Engagement with Ashford Residents 
Introduction 

As part of its feasibility study, to inform residents about neighbourhood planning and to access 

a wide range of community viewpoints, the Working Party held initial consultations with 

Ashford residents, through two main initiatives: 

“Families Workshop” afternoon (3-5pm), including both children of various ages 

and their parents (and in one case a grandparent), on Saturday September 9th 

“Focus on Ashford Quiz” to which all residents were invited on the evening of 

Friday October 6th. 

Whereas the first meeting was specifically designed as an engagement event, the second was an 

informal gathering in which people’s views relevant to a possible neighbourhood plan were 

noted in passing. The families’ workshop was designed and run by Morag Evans, Ashley Johnson 

and Karen Lawson, with John Bleach and Dale Hall also attending; and the quiz evening was set-

up and managed by Mike and Jane Moss. Both events were well publicised and organised. 

 



2 

 

 

In order to make the outcomes of both meetings accessible to the Parish Council and the village, 

the Working Party asked the author of this report for an interpretive summary based partly on 

his observations and conversations with participants, and partly on the reports of other 

members of the Working Party who attended. 

Perceptions Matter 

Without endorsing the opinions expressed, this report of the meetings includes some verbatim 

quotations (in indented italics) because they express important perceptions. While some are 

positive, some are negative (particularly about poor communications and inclusiveness within 

the village); and some may not agree with the points of view as stated. Nonetheless, people’s 

different perceptions of the community are important and need to be understood and 

acknowledged if Ashford is to be more inclusive, cohesive and active. 

Families’ Workshop 

Organisation of the Meeting 

The workshop was designed to ‘engage’ both residents and children in thinking collaboratively 

about Ashford, its needs and how it might develop in future – and in this it was eminently 

successful. A total of 16 people attended from four families (a quarter of the families in the 

village with children), with five children of primary school age, four secondary school pupils, six 

parents and one grandparent. The theme of the meeting was summed up in three general 

questions: What do you like about this village and the area around it (the parish)? What would 

you like to see happen here in the next few years? What would make you enjoy living here in 

the future? 

Within this broad framework, both the children and parents were active participants in thinking 

about Ashford, with the children using the large-scale maps and extensive craft materials 

(including traditional and spray paints, posters, post-its, coloured paper, glue and collage 

materials) provided, while their parents were consulted in one-to-one conversations. In the best 

sense of the term, the workshop was a ‘social event’ – with the children and parents taking part 

co-operatively and creatively. It is impressive that the children’s banners, posters, paintings and 

designs were well worthy of being displayed at the ‘Focus on Ashford’ Quiz night (and are also 

to be exhibited at the village’s Phone Box Birthday Party). The children’s display has been widely 

appreciated as demonstrating the energies and enthusiasms that can be released by effective 

community involvement. 
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Main Findings from Families’ Workshop 

Overall 

The parents appreciated the Workshop and thought it well organised: some said that their 

children had not been involved in any other village events or consultations, whether about the 

neighbourhood plan or anything else. There was a general consensus that the initiative to 

develop a neighbourhood plan had already done much to improve communications, 

involvement and inclusiveness in Ashford – and such developments were welcomed.  

Scope of a Neighbourhood Plan 

Not all the suggestions made by the children or adults are within the power of the parish council 

or the neighbourhood plan; but they are still worthy of serious consideration and could be 

pursued by other routes (for example, via North Devon Council, Devon County Council, the local 

MP and other agencies) if they were deemed to have the backing of the community. 

Children and Young People 

The key priorities mentioned by the children and young people were: 

Safe bike and walking path to the Tarka trail or initiatives to make Strand Lane 

safer (lower speed limit and/or warning signs?) 

Safer crossing at the A361 

Recreational open space for active play as well as a shelter and seats – and 

possibly including a tree house 

Greater access to fields and open spaces – for example, to have somewhere to 

play football or cricket, or to ride a bike off-road (with ramps or jumps) 

Corner shop (a ‘tuck shop’?) 

Water park. 

Parents and Grandparents 

The key issues mentioned by the adults were the: 

Need for improvements to make Strand and Adder lanes safer for pedestrians 

and cyclists – not by road widening but by stricter speed limits and warning signs 

Dangerous A361 crossing to the Tarka Trail that should be enhanced with 

pedestrian lights 

Lack of affordable housing for children growing up in the village, where homes 

cost about £500K: if homes were available for £250K more families would be able 

to live here 

Need for a crèche or playgroup (to meet in the Church Hall if the costs did not 

discourage the likely small numbers of participants) 

Isolation (from each other) of families with children 
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Lack of things for young families to do: they need to travel for children to play 

with friends or go to a park; and for adults to go to a pub, a shop or a restaurant. 

In this connection it was suggested that the Garden Centre could do periodic 

evening meals upstairs (overlooking the river) for families in the village 

Need for communal play area(s) for children. 

Further Consultation 

One non-parent present said: 

This kind of communication is important because children in the village are largely 

‘invisible’ (unless you happen to see them lining up to go to school) 

Some people at the meeting pointed out that in addition to parents with families, there are 

grandparents with some childcare responsibilities in the village – so they should be included in 

any future consultation about children and young people. 

Communications 

In the more general discussions with adults about the village and its possible neighbourhood 

plan, the theme of ‘poor communications’ came up prominently. As we have said, the points 

made are perceptions (not hard facts) and they come from a small group of participants; but 

they are important nonetheless in indicating the absence of a sense of inclusiveness and 

cohesion. Some typical comments were: 

The neighbourhood plan initiative has already done a lot to galvanise the village 

and improve communications already and it mustn’t stop now 

Until the neighbourhood plan got going, there was no consultation with residents 

by the parish council – they just seem to want to hold their meetings behind 

closed doors 

In the village, there’s always been a divide between the ‘landed establishment’ 

and their friends on the parish council and all the other residents 

I’ve lived here for [many years], but until this I’ve not been consulted or made to 

feel welcome by the parish council 

I’ve lived here all my life, but I’ve never spoken to a parish councillor until this 

meeting 

The caravan protest meeting in June was the first proper public meeting in the 

village, ever! 
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Conclusions 

The children’s and young people’s priorities centred on road safety and the need for a dedicated 

play area or open space. The parish council is aware of the need for play space and discussed 

the matter at its September 2017 meeting, but the solution is not easy to find. 

The parents’ priorities also featured road safety, communal facilities, affordable housing and 

overcoming isolation. 

The parents thought the workshop was valuable. They also supported the neighbourhood plan 

initiative because it could improve communications in Ashford and would identify community 

priorities effectively. 

Some of the messages about poor communications in the village are blunt and may not be easy 

to ‘take on board’ – but they are the perceptions of some well-meaning people who have lived 

here for some time. As such, they deserve attention, and (in the opinion of the Working Party) 

they support the case for the development of an Ashford neighbourhood plan. 

‘Focus on Ashford’ Quiz Evening 

Organisation of the Meeting 

Mike and Jane Moss organised a ‘Focus on Ashford’ Quiz Evening primarily as a social event 

about the village and nearby places, with the possibility of also informing people about the 

proposed neighbourhood plan, and inviting their comments in response. The quiz’s potential 

role as an engagement event was secondary, but it was understood that any opinions expressed 

about the needs and future of Ashford would be worthy of being reported. 

The evening was a great success, with 20 people attending in addition to the organisers (though 

two of those present are not normally resident in Ashford). The studious but thoroughly 

enjoyable quiz lasted about one-and-a-half hours before the meeting turned to the prospect of 

a neighbourhood plan. 

Jan Szymankiewicz said he first learned of neighbourhood plans during his training as a parish 

councillor; and he went on to outline the advantages a plan could have for Ashford, as well as 

the process for drafting one and getting it adopted by the local authority. This is not the place to 

summarise his arguments, which were supplemented by Mike Moss and John Bleach, but we 

should attend to the questions and comments they prompted. 

Consensus in the Meeting: support for a neighbourhood plan 

Those present were interested by what they heard and there were a number of comments and 

questions, including the following (for example): 

People might be suspicious or sceptical about a neighbourhood plan if they 

believe that it will promote development in the village 

How will you convince people in general that a plan would be a good thing for 

Ashford, given that only 20 people are here tonight? 
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How much can a plan influence decisions on planning applications and the level of 

housing allocated to the village? 

[When approved by the local authority] there will be a final village referendum on 

whether the plan should be adopted, but won’t that vote be a kind of “package 

deal” in which people have to vote either for or against even though they may like 

some and dislike other parts? 

Does the referendum mean that the parish council is somehow by-passed in the 

process? 

There are limits on what a neighbourhood plan can achieve – for example, could it 

deliver a pub in the village? 

A neighbourhood plan doesn’t just address housing issues: there are many more 

issues it can encompass – like the roads and safety, for example 

A key role for the plan would be influencing the allocation of Section 106 funds – 

whereas now the parish council make recommendations based on their own 

ideas, without consulting the community. 

The meeting was helpful in clarifying such matters for those there; but (while there were 

important questions) only one person had been unaware (before coming to the meeting) of the 

proposal for Ashford to have a neighbourhood plan. 

The meeting unanimously supported the proposal: no one opposed it; and there were no ‘don’t 

knows’ or people with mixed feelings; instead, everyone was positively in support of Ashford 

having a neighbourhood plan. 

The overall theme of the meeting was that the move towards a neighbourhood plan has already 

improved communications in the village, and an adopted plan would consolidate this trend 

while addressing important issues for the future. 

Working Party’s Conclusions 
 

During the four-month feasibility study for a neighbourhood plan the ten-member Working 

Party has considered not only the important opinions reported above, but also extensive 

evidence about: the benefits of neighbourhood plans for small communities such as Ashford; 

the government grant funding available to support the development of such plans; and the 

expertise and resources within Ashford successfully to develop a neighbourhood plan with 

manageable workloads.  

Having examined all these matters, the Working Party has written a substantial report of the 

feasibility study for the Parish Council (available on the website) for discussion at its October 

meeting. The key conclusions of the Working Party are shown on the next page. 
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The Working Party has unanimously concluded that: 

It is both feasible and desirable for Ashford to have its own neighbourhood 

plan. 

Moreover, the Working Party has unanimously recommended that: 

Ashford Parish Council should immediately apply for grant funding to conduct 

important research and further community engagement in order to progress a 

neighbourhood plan for Ashford. 


