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ABSTRACT 
 

At its June meeting, Ashford Parish Council authorised two of its councillors to recruit a number 

of residents to form a Working Party to investigate the merits and feasibility of Ashford 

developing a neighbourhood plan. Over four months, the ten-member Working Party has 

carefully considered the: 

Benefits of neighbourhood plans for small communities such as Ashford that are 

not separately identified in their local authorities Local Plans 

Government grant funding available to support the development of such plans 

Due processes necessary for the adoption of neighbourhood plans by the local 

planning authority, including the final referendum 

Research, public engagement/consultation required for a properly evidenced 

neighbourhood plan for Ashford 

Expertise and resources available within the Working Party successfully to 

develop a neighbourhood plan with manageable workloads. 

Having examined all these matters thoroughly, 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 also unanimously recommends that: 

Ashford Parish Council should immediately apply for grant funding to conduct 

the research and community engagement detailed in this document in order to 

progress a neighbourhood plan for Ashford. 

  



2 

 

Introduction 
 

Scope of the Feasibility Study 

Ashford is a small North Devon rural parish with about 113 dwellings over 359 acres on the 

north bank of the river Taw, about two miles west of Barnstaple. Ashford Parish Council is 

considering developing a Neighbourhood Plan covering the whole of the parish. The Designation 

Letter and the Ashford Parish boundaries are shown in Appendices 1 and 2 respectively (at the 

end of this report). 

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. In particular, the feasibility study for the neighbourhood 

plan was to consider the: 

Merits or otherwise of Ashford having a neighbourhood plan 

Key stages in developing a plan and having it adopted 

Likely workload and scope of the research necessary for the preparation of a 

proper plan 

Government grant funding available for its preparation 

Timetable necessary to receive a grant within the 2015-2018 funding period 

Resources available from residents in terms of expertise and enthusiasm to 

contribute to the necessary work 

Need for any consultancy and research support from appropriate specialist 

providers 

Outcomes of initial engagement with Ashford residents about the desirability and 

importance of having a plan, and some indication of the issues it might consider. 

Working Party Members and Meetings 

The Working Party comprises two parish councillors and eight residents. In alphabetical order, 

the members of the Working Party are: 

John Bleach (Ashford Parish Councillor and Deputy Chair) 

Morag Evans 

Dale Hall 

Ashley Johnson 

Martin Knight 

Sandra Knight 

Derek Martin 
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Jane Moss 

Mike Moss 

Jan Szymankiewicz (Ashford Parish Councillor and Chair) 

The Working Party has held eight formal meetings and two sub-committee meetings with 

Graham Townsend, the North Devon Council planning officer responsible for neighbourhood 

plans. Throughout the 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. 

It is notable that the Working Party members have all given considerable time to the feasibility 

study and willingly subsidised the cost of Church Hall hire, printing and postage, craft materials 

and other miscellaneous expenses since the parish council declined to fund any aspect of the 

feasibility study. 

One member of the Working Party, Dale Hall, is associated with ORS, one of 12 specialist 

organisations invited to tender for possible research (see Statistical Evidence-base Studies on 

page 12). He took no part whatsoever in the tender process. 

Neighbourhood Plan Process 

Before a neighbourhood plan is formally adopted by the relevant local authority there are 

several key stages to be completed: 

A draft evidence-based plan with appropriate local policies must be developed 

with due process for all relevant interests 

An inclusive consultation must be conducted with residents and business in the 

parish about the draft plan 

The local planning authority must approve the draft and confirm that it does not 

conflict with the local plan 

The draft plan must be subject to an independent examination by an Inspector 

Finally, the plan must be approved in a formal referendum of the electorate of 

the parish. 

In this context, the Working Party believes that it will take until about Christmas 2018 for a draft 

plan to complete all its stages to formal adoption. 

Merits of Neighbourhood Plans 

If the Parish Council agrees to progress a grant application towards the development of a 

neighbourhood plan for Ashford at its meeting on October 19th, the Working Party will do 

everything in its power to ensure that the plan is properly based on relevant evidence and 

conscientious consultation to bring the greatest possible benefits to Ashford. Having considered 

its potential merits in detail, the Working Party has concluded that a neighbourhood plan would 

certainly be in the interests of Ashford residents. 
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Above all, a neighbourhood plan would give the village more influence over development and 

conservation issues by formulating policies to provide a local context for the application of the 

emerging new local plan for the whole of the North Devon and Torridge areas. 

There are several tiers to the planning process. At the top level is the National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF) that sets out very general policies for England. Below the NPPF is the Local 

Plan that states planning policies for areas of the country. In this case, the current North Devon 

local plan will soon be replaced by a (currently ‘emerging’) local plan covering both the North 

Devon and Torridge district council areas (often referred to as “Northern Devon”). But the ‘local 

plan’ does not mention Ashford or most of the other parish areas it covers: in planning policy 

terms, Ashford and many other parishes are collectively referred to as so-called ‘unidentified 

rural settlements’ (in the current plan) or ‘rural settlements’ (in the emerging joint new plan). 

Within the context of a two-district “Northern Devon” planning framework in which Ashford is 

not specifically named or considered, it is advantageous for the village to have a well-

researched and evidence-based neighbourhood plan to give our community a voice: a plan 

would specifically identify Ashford and raise its status in the planning process. With a 

neighbourhood plan in place, the district council would have a genuinely local framework within 

which it would consider future planning applications (as well as necessary enforcement action in 

relation to unauthorised developments). While in no sense over-riding the district council’s local 

plan, a neighbourhood plan would be taken into account and would have significant weight in 

planning decisions affecting Ashford. For example, such a plan could have policies about where 

necessary housing development would be most acceptable – for example, on the periphery of 

the village or concentrated on a single suitable site or via appropriate ‘in-filling’. 

Yet a neighbourhood plan would not deal only with housing matters, for it could encompass 

many other issues and challenges affecting Ashford – such as road safety and congestion, local 

amenities and play areas, and the use of section 106 funds. In relation to all these matters, the 

strength of neighbourhood plans is that they are community-led: they are written by and must 

be approved by communities in formal referendums before being adopted by the local 

authority. 

Renewed Government Funding Support for Neighbourhood Plans 

Significantly, the neighbourhood plans are promoted by and supported by the government. In 

late September, the government signalled its continuing support for neighbourhood plans by 

confirming a fresh tranche of funding to support the development of neighbourhood plans 

across England. In addition to the £22.5 million funding covering April 2015 to March 2018, the 

Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) said that a further £22.8 million 

would be made available between April 2018 and March 2022 to help communities develop 

neighbourhood plans. 

The DCLG also said that more than 400 successful neighbourhood planning referendums have 

now taken place across England. 
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In commenting on the DCLG announcement, the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) said it 

recognises how much people care about neighbourhood plans and how important they are in 

shaping places and building public trust in the planning system. It welcomed the funding 

announcement because it believes that communities need support to make the plan-making 

experience easier and worthwhile. 

The Ashford Parish Council Working Party also welcomes the government announcement as an 

important and positive encouragement for communities to develop appropriate neighbourhood 

plans. 

Support from North Devon Council Planning Officer 

On the next page is a letter of support for Ashford’s proposed neighbourhood plan from 

Graham Townsend, the North Devon Council planning officer responsible for neighbourhood 

plans. 
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Your ref:  
Our ref: gt/np/ashfordl 
Please ask for: Graham Townsend 
Tel: 01271 388407 
Email: graham.townsend@northdevon.gov.uk 
Date: 3

rd
 October 2017 

 

Jan Szymankiewicz 
Chair of Ashford Neighbourhood Plan Steering Group 
Summerfield House  
Ashford  
Devon 
EX31 4BY 
 
Dear Jan 
 
Re: Proposed Ashford Neighbourhood Plan 
 

Further to recent meetings, may I thank you for keeping me abreast of developments 
towards the formulation of a neighbourhood development plan for Ashford. The identified 
themes seem appropriate for the production of an evidence based plan designed to 
facilitate good, sustainable development within the parish in future years. 
 

Please be assured that North Devon Council as the local planning authority will continue 
to be supportive of your plan making process. I am also happy to lend support to your 
application for funding to cover the expenses you will incur in that process. 
 

Whilst the emerging Joint Local Plan for North Devon and Torridge does not envisage  
your area hosting significant growth, I believe that it is enlightened of Ashford parish to 
nevertheless plan proactively for appropriate development, consistent with the character 
and surrounding landscape of the parish, as may come forward in future years in a 
focussed and plan led way. 
 

Yours sincerely 
 

Graham Townsend 
 

Graham Townsend 

Strategic Development & Planning  
North Devon Council 
 

c.c. Geoff Holder – Chair of Ashford Parish Council 
 
 
 
 

The Ashford Parish Council Working Party is pleased to have a letter of such positive support 

and is also grateful for the thoughtful advice it received from Graham Townsend during two 

sub-committee meetings and by telephone during the feasibility study. 
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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 

more 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. 

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

the Working Party asked the editor 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 account of the meetings includes some verbatim 

quotations (in indented italics) because they express important perceptions or opinions. While 

some are positive, some are negative (particularly about poor communications and a lack of 

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)? 
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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. 

Report of Findings 

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 (speed 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. 
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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 cheaper housing for children growing up in the village, where homes cost 

about £500K: if homes were available for much less 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 

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 
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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! 

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. 
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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? 

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 councillors just make recommendations based on their 

own ideas, without consulting the community at all! 

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. 

Moreover, 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. 
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Statistical Evidence-base Studies 
 

Introduction 

This section outlines the main statistical evidence-base for the proposed neighbourhood plan, 

mainly by reproducing the tender specifications the Working Party used in inviting 12 

organisations to quote for the specialist research work. Later in the chapter, the tenders 

received and the Working Party’s recommendations are also summarised. 

Tender Specification for Statistical Studies 

Main Elements 

To provide the evidence-base for the proposed Ashford Neighbourhood Plan, the Parish Council 

invites tenders from qualified organisations for the following four research elements: 

Demographic study 

Population and household projections 

House sales study 

Household survey (postal) 

The first three elements are best provided by a single organisation; but the household survey 

may be provided by the same or another organisation. Please indicate where any economies of 

scale may be achieved and/or any additional features that your organisation could provide. 

Demographic Study 

The analysis should cover: 

1. Demographic profile of the parish of Ashford based on the 2011 Census and any other 

relevant data sources – to include: 

a. Population characteristics: 

i. Gender 

ii. Age 

iii. Ethnicity and religion 

iv. Health and provision of care 

v. Employment status / economic activity 

vi. Qualifications and social class 

vii. Industry and location of employment (including home-working) 

viii. Migration patterns and characteristics of migrant persons 
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b. Household characteristics: 

i. Age of household reference person 

ii. Household type and size 

iii. Tenure 

iv. Car ownership 

v. Household migration 

c. Dwelling characteristics: 

i. Number of occupied, vacant and second homes 

ii. Size of property 

iii. Type of property 

iv. Number of rooms and bedrooms 

v. Council tax band 

2. The analysis should compare Ashford’s profiles with those for the whole of: 

a. North Devon 

b. England 

3. The study should also include a trend analysis based on comparisons of the 2011 Census 

data with those for 2001 and 1991 

Population and Household Projections 

The analysis should cover: 

1. Analytical review of the relevant projections by: 

a. Department of Communities and Local Government 

b. North Devon Council – for example in the: 

i. Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SMHA) 

ii. Any other published data 

2. Commentary on the implications of the above for Ashford parish 

3. Consideration of the feasibility of making local projections for Ashford 
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House Sales Study 

The analysis should cover: 

1. Analysis of all recorded house sales/purchases in the parish of Ashford: 

a. Trends by year, broken down by: 

i. Number of existing property sales and percentage turnover 

ii. Number of newbuild sales 

iii. Type of property 

iv. Sale price 

v. Price based on current values 

b. Market housing average and lower quartile price, broken-down by: 

i. All properties 

ii. Type of property 

iii. Size of property 

4. Where appropriate, the study should also include a trend-analysis based on comparisons 

with: 

a. North Devon 

b. England 

Household Survey 

Ashford Parish Council also invites tenders for a Household Survey of the parish of Ashford, to 

include: 

1. Design, formatting and printing of a four-page self-completion questionnaire in a user-

friendly style with at least one open-text question and an appropriate respondent profile 

section 

2. The questionnaire will be developed in partnership with the Parish Council while using 

Office of National Statistics (ONS) harmonised questions where appropriate to ensure 

comparability with Census data, national surveys and other secondary data sources 

3. The questionnaire will cover all or some of the following: 

a. Transport and highways issues 

b. Village services 

c. Household housing needs (e.g. hidden households and reasons for local needs 

provision) 

d. Opinions on scale and nature of housing appropriate for Ashford 

e. Priorities for Ashford’s future development 
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4. Questionnaires will be sent with a covering letter and a Free-post return envelope to all 

households in the parish 

5. Reminder letters and a further questionnaire to be sent to non-respondent households 

14 days after the first questionnaire was despatched 

6. Data capture, verification and processing 

7. Guarantees of respondent confidentiality and rigorous observance of all relevant data 

protection legislation (including that the provider is registered under the Data Protection 

Act). 

Reporting and Project Management 

The outputs for each of the four elements above should be reported via: 

User-friendly data tables 

Clear graphics for the main findings 

Clear, accessible and concise commentary reports on the main findings and any 

important implications for Ashford’s neighbourhood policy. 

For the sake of economy, it is envisaged that this project can be set-up and run by email and 

telephone liaison, without the need for client-provider meetings and without a presentation of 

findings by the provider(s). Ashford Parish Council will nominate single point of contact. 

Timetable, Costs and Capacities 

It is envisaged that all the work specified above would need to be substantially completed by 

March 31, 2018. Please advise if this timetable presents any problems. 

The costs for this work should be stated both net and inclusive of VAT. 

Potential providers should also indicate their organisations’: 

Resources and staffing 

Quality standards and accreditations 

Experience of comparable analysis 

Experience of presenting evidence at Examinations in Public and/or Planning Enquires. 

Please also include: 

An example of your graphics and/or report formats 

At least one reference for comparable work undertaken by your organisation. 

Return of Tenders 

Tenders and any supporting documents should be sent by email by September 29th 2017 to 

John Bleach (Parish Councillor) at bleach.john@gmail.com. 

  

mailto:bleach.john@gmail.com
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Tenders Received 

In total, 12 appropriate specialist research companies were invited by the Working Party to 

tender for the four statistical studies outlined above. Each of them was judged to have the skills 

and experience necessary (albeit in varying degrees) and to be likely to be interested in 

tendering. Each organisation was asked to indicate where economies of scale could be achieved 

and for any additional features they could provide. 

The invitation to tender was sent to all 12 companies by email on 11th September and electronic 

responses were required by Friday 29th September. Companies were asked to indicate if they 

intended to tender. The covering email also mentioned that the Working Party contact for the 

tender would be away from September 13-24 but would be available from September 25-29 to 

answer any queries. 

Of the 12 potentially suitable companies, only three organisations (identified as A, B and C) 

immediately indicated an intention to tender; and two others phoned to say that current 

workloads prevented them doing so. On September 25th organisation C withdrew due to 

insufficient capacity. The natural conclusion to draw from the non-responses was that many 

specialist social research companies are busy and have to prioritise their work; and it is likely 

that they judged their costs for the Ashford parish project would be too high to be successful. 

Nonetheless, specialist organisations A and B delivered their responses on September 29th. Also, 

a further partial response to the tender was submitted by a lone consultant (identified as D) 

who had received the tender invitation at second-hand from one of the 12 originally invited.  

Assessment of the Tenders 

The lone consultant D’s tender was for £1,750 plus VAT, but the submission covered only part of 

the study specification and was generally unimpressive because it lacked detail. The remaining 

bids were: 

Company A at £4,940 plus VAT 

Company B at £5,000 plus VAT 

In effect, the two bids are almost identical in terms of their costs. However, following a detailed 

review of the submissions, the Working Party unanimously recommends that organisation B is 

the stronger candidate for this work, provides the best overall value, and should be appointed. 

Some of the material differences in the respective bids are summarised on the next page. 
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Company A  

No ISO or other quality standards and accreditations listed 

Has worked for 13 years in the industry 

Based in Cheshire with the majority of its clients in the northern areas of the UK 

Project lead for the study joined the company within the last 12 months 

Only two people will be engaged in this project (with no particular statistical skills listed) 

Offers only an off-the-peg questionnaire (which would be subject to amendments). 

 

Company B 

University spin-out company with an academic heritage; fully compliant with the Market 

Research Society Code of Conduct; an MRS Company Partner; a Consultation Institute Partner; 

fully accredited to ISO 9001:2008, ISO 20252:2012, ISO 27001:2013 and certified under the 

government’s Cyber Essentials scheme 

Successfully completed over 150 housing market and needs studies in the last 23 years, 

including strategic housing market assessments (SHMAs) in Devon, Cornwall and Somerset: a 

national reputation for delivering complex housing and planning studies to councils and other 

public bodies across the UK 

Considerable experience in giving expert evidence in controversial planning appeals and 

enquiries in public 

Financially stable and well-resourced with 50+ staff and with three senior specialist members of 

staff for the project 

Services will include: designing a dedicated household questionnaire for Ashford. 
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Roads and Environmental Studies 
 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the Working Party’s consideration of two further studies (or groups of 

possible studies): one group covering the roads and traffic in Ashford (particularly in relation to 

congestion and safety issues) and the other covering possible environmental and ecological 

studies. 

Ashford Roads Study and Costs 

Background 

The parish of Ashford has a total of 3 miles of road, including two which are un-adopted. Strand 

Lane, the main road through the village, runs from the A361 at the south-end to the north-east. 

At the church, Strand Lane goes upwards to the left, to a T-junction with an unclassified Road 

from Windy cross to Gratton Lane, while Adder Lane goes upwards to the right, to another T-

junction with the same unclassified road. Meadowside leaves Strand Lane at the latter’s middle 

section to provide a circuit route through the Meadowside housing development to join Long 

lane (which then rejoins Strand Lane a little northwards at the corner of Woolston House). 

Meadowside is the only road in the village with street lighting. The village is serviced by one bus 

passing through and returning later in the day.  

Safety and Congestion Issues 

Strand Lane is 0.7 miles long, and for most of its length it is very narrow. Neither Adder nor 

Strand lanes have any formal passing places, though there is a short (100 yards) two-way stretch 

in the middle of Strand Lane. In practice, vehicles negotiate Strand Lane by using house and field 

entrances to pass. Although there are no pavements along most of Strand Lane and all of Adder 

Lane, and although both roads are bordered by hedgerows that restrict driver and pedestrian 

visibility greatly, the current speed limit is 30 mph.  

Pedestrians and cyclists can feel distinctly vulnerable when using both Strand and Adder lanes. 

Also, at busy times, both groups can also have difficulty crossing the A361 which lacks a traffic-

light request-stop system, even though the crossing leads directly to the nearby Tarka Trail and 

is used by many people. 

At the top (north-east end) of Adder Lane both right- and left-turns at the T-junction onto the 

unclassified road are difficult and potentially dangerous due to the frequent speed of vehicles 

using the unclassified road. 

Recently there has been an increase in the number of larger vans and lorries using Strand Lane, 

due to supermarket deliveries, commercial services and LGV farm and builders’ deliveries. With 

additional housing and new residents, car ownership has increased significantly (it is not 

uncommon for households to have three or four cars) and vehicles have grown in size. 
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In addition, the Tarka Holiday Park (near to the southern end of Strand Lane, on the A361) 

seems to have increased traffic in Strand Lane because the static caravan owners and their 

guests use Strand Lane to avoid the Braunton’s congestion on route to Woolacombe, Ilfracombe 

and Combe Martin. Moreover, whenever incidents on the A361 cause its closure between 

Barnstaple and Braunton, Ashford’s Strand Lane becomes the central diversion route to by-pass 

traffic queues – so the village then becomes grid-locked. 

Traffic Monitoring 

Apparently, traffic volumes in Ashford parish were counted by Devon County Council in June 

2005 by using six sites (with two on the A361 west of Strand Lane, two in Strand Lane, and two 

on the Windy Cross-to-Gratton Lane); and they were counted again in central Ashford in January 

2011. The data from these exercises was limited in not recording pedestrians and cyclists or 

vehicle types and speeds; so the data gives only traffic volumes at certain times. 

More comprehensive data would be required to provide a safety strategy for the village in 

which road, footpath and layby alterations could be suggested. In this context, the Working 

Party has made enquiries about the best way to obtain fuller current data on traffic flows 

through the village and the main options considered were for: 

Devon County Council to be commissioned to provide a single temporary 

Automatic Traffic Count (ATC) site to yield data on vehicle flows and speeds for a 

complete week 

A specialist commercial provider to set-up two cameras and recording equipment 

to monitor traffic flows these would be able to monitor speeds and to provide an 

independent report 

Ashford Parish Council to purchase two cameras and recording equipment (which 

could run for up to 30-days) or rent them to monitor traffic flows. The ability to 

monitor speeds would not be an option. However should the speed of vehicles 

become a requirement then the road could be marked with road chalk at a set 

distance apart and from the camera’s view, speeds could be calculated on 

examining the recorded material. The Working Party members would then analyse 

and report the data ‘in house’.   

In all cases, in order to view the roads, the cameras would be placed in appropriate private 

property locations with power supplies. There would be no breach of data protection legislation 

since the cameras would not intrude into private property. 

Conclusions 

Of course, neighbourhood plans cannot directly control roads and highways issues, but properly 

evidenced plans can seek to influence matters by setting standards for new development and 

off-road parking, and also by legitimising representations to the relevant authorities. In this 

context, because congestion and road safety are crucial for residents and visitors to Ashford 

alike, the Working Party believes accurate traffic monitoring is important. In the light of the 

costs of a commercial provider, and the limitations of what Devon County Council would do, the 
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Working Party has concluded that the Parish Council should purchase two monitoring cameras 

for ‘in-house’ analysis by the Working Party. This will provide an on-going capacity for the village 

and it will be possible to use the cameras in a range of locations as appropriate. 

Environmental Study and Costs 

Introduction 

The Working Party has considered the option of commissioning a strategic environmental study 

of the parish of Ashford. However, there are apparently constraints insofar as North Devon 

Council will not provide grant funding for this work unless planning authority has agreed that 

such a study is necessary. Funding will not be made available for any ‘screening advice’ unless 

the planning authority has confirmed in writing that it requires such work to be arranged. The 

local authority’s prima facie view is that a strategic environmental assessment is unlikely to be 

required unless Ashford is seeking protection over and above the local plan. 

While recognising these limits on funding, the Working Party nonetheless felt it was worthwhile 

to at least identify what work might in principle be worth doing, at least some time in the 

future. Therefore, outline tender documents (as summarised below) were issued to two 

organisations, identified as A and B in the section further below. 

Tender Specification 

Ashford parish includes a conservation area bounded by Strand Lane, Adder Lane and Long 

Lane, the parish is also within the North Devon Biosphere.  

The Parish Council invites tenders from qualified organisations for an environmental study to 

assess the flora and fauna of the hedgerows along Strand Lane, Long Lane, Adder Lane, Higher 

New Close and Watery Lane since these are ancient and form part of the heritage of the parish. 

The survey should comply with the ‘Biosphere Reserve Key Principles’ which aim to deliver 

sustainable development principles including an enhanced green infrastructure network.  

The study should include: necessary desk-top research; a field study in which data is collected, 

reviewed and analysed; and landscape mapping to show topographic features, flora and fauna. 

The desk-top research exercise should cover: 

Review of relevant planning designations 

Investigation of the relevant environmental background, including soils and 

geology 

Former land use and habitats from documentary sources 

Collection of species data from both national and local databases 

Conduct of a wildlife survey by parishioners. 

The field study should cover: 

Extended Phase 1 habitat survey of the parish, mapping all the habitats within the 

study area with each feature given a comparative ecological assessment 
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More detailed Phase 2 study of any habitats of higher ecological value 

Hedge survey of all hedges of significant ecological interest 

Veteran trees and potential bat roost survey 

Protected fauna survey. 

On the basis of the above studies, a report should be prepared that highlights the following: 

Grading of the most significant features 

Assessment of the parish’s diversity in comparison with local and national contexts 

Recommendations for protecting the most significant features, including buffering 

from potentially damaging developments 

Suggestions for enhancement of biodiversity 

Development of a conservation strategy for the parish. 

Tenders Received 

Both organisations (identified as A and B) that were invited to tender submitted bids, as follows. 

Organisation A 

Desk-top review from Devon Biodiversity Records Centre (DBRC) and other sources 

(to be undertaken between January and the end of March 2018) for £800 plus VAT  

Field work to be undertaken by the end of July 2018 for £1,000 plus travel costs 

and VAT 

Report to be completed by end of October 2018 at a maximum cost £1,400 plus 

VAT. 

Organisation B 

Desk-top review from Devon Biodiversity Records Centre (DBRC) and other 

sources, and also a wildlife questionnaire for parishioners (all by the end of March 

2018) for £340 plus VAT 

Fieldwork survey to include a ‘ground-truthing’ walkover assessment to national 

standards for £245 plus VAT 

Report to include an initial evaluation of the wildlife value across the parish, an 

overview map of key areas of interest, species lists and any recommendations for 

further survey and monitoring programmes, including an indication of 

methodologies, resources and training required, and how local volunteers might 

help with different survey for £450 plus VAT. 
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Proposed Community Engagement 
 

Introduction 

In order to progress a neighbourhood plan by using some of the government grant funding 

available, the Working Party would conduct extensive public and stakeholder engagement and 

consultation in order to be as inclusive and transparent as possible about the plan – and so this 

section outlines the main elements of the proposed programme. Unlike the technical research 

for the evidence-base, the Working Party believes that the public and stakeholder engagement 

programme can be carried out ‘in-house’ by its members. 

Main Elements 

The main elements proposed for the community engagement would be: 

 Public and stakeholder engagement, via: 

Drop-in sessions 

  Village (public) meetings 

  Invitations to respond via email or letter 

  Household survey 

 Engagement with business and land owners 

  Depth interview by phone or in person 

  Invitations to respond via email or letter 

More Detail 

In more detail, the engagement programme would involve effective communications and 

information initiatives combined with a range of consultation methods – including, for example: 

1. Ensuring that information is distributed widely and effectively through: 

a. Letters to every household (hand delivered or posted) 

b. Posters in the parish council notice board and phone library 

c. Word of mouth, neighbour conversations 

d. Ashford Parish website 

e. Church Parish monthly newssheet 

f. Ashford Village email list (for those villagers wishing to be updated on 

parish news) 

g. North Devon Council venues etc. 



23 

 

h. Social media 

2. Identifying key local partners and stakeholders (in addition to Ashford parish 

residents), such as: 

a. Community groups 

b. Landowners 

c. Local businesses 

d. Organisations (such as the church council of St Peter’s) with significant 

property holdings 

e. Local elected councillors 

f. Developers with site options 

g. Any not for profit organisations representing minority groups 

3. Finding appropriate ways of consulting and working with the above – for example, 

by: 

a. Inviting individuals to the working party or a specialist sub-group 

b. Meeting to discuss their views 

c. Inviting contributions on the issues raised in the compilation of the Plan 

d. Using their expertise and/or professional advice 

e. Following-up opinions expressed to develop these further 

4. Setting a timetable for the consultation process to reach all parish residents, other 

individuals and groups within the proposed timescales 

5. Implementing appropriate stages of consultation 

a. Providing information 

b. Developing a range of community engagement techniques such as 

workshops, street stalls, questionnaires, etc. 

c. Using open questions and activities to discover what people like or dislike 

about the area and their ideas on what needs to change in future years to 

make the parish a good place to live and work in 
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d. Setting up events, either building on established community groups (such 

as the Village Coffee Morning or the Ashford Literature and Arts Society) or 

bringing people together for relaxed social events with a light 

Neighbourhood Planning theme (e.g. Ashford Quiz night) 

e. Arranging events for specific groups, such as employed people, senior 

citizens, children and young people, and any minority groups represented 

in the community 

f. Building on interests and opinions expressed by including more people in 

future activities, such as inviting children and young people as a group to 

produce a visual report on the natural world within the parish or producing 

a three dimensional model of how their area could be developed 

g. Using parish/village events to publicise/promote/provide feedback on the 

formation of a Neighbourhood Plan e.g. displaying artwork by the children 

and young people at the Phone box library birthday party 

6. Ensuring regular feedback on the consultation process is provided by means of: 

a. Parish Council minutes available on line 

b. Posters in the Parish council noticeboard and Phone library 

c. Ashford Parish website 

d. Ashford residents’ email system 

e. On-going conversations 

f. Displays at events 

g. Social media. 
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Application for Grant Funding 
 

Introduction 

As explained on page 4 of this report, for the period April 2015 to March 2018 the government 

allocated £22.5 millions of grant funding to support local communities wishing to develop their 

own neighbourhood plans; and it has recently renewed the fund for 2018-2022. The maximum 

amount of grant funding allowable to any parish is £9,000 (though parishes may spend 

additional amounts from their precepts to contribute to the funding of their neighbourhood 

plans (and quite often they do)). 

Ashford’s Application 

Within this framework, after fully consulting Graham Townsend (the North Devon Council 

planning officer responsible for neighbourhood plans) and Martin Parkes (Devon Communities), 

the Working Party has prepared a draft on-line grant application for the Parish Council to 

consider at its October meeting. 

There are time-pressures for the application since any funding awarded must be properly used 

only for approved future expenditure in connection with the preparation of a neighbourhood 

plan – and must be spent by March 31st 2018. Therefore, the Working Party has sought to 

expedite matters by drafting an appropriate application based on the findings and costings of its 

feasibility study which has been fully reported here. 

The formal draft on-line grant application is not reproduced here (it would be too long), but that 

document and this one are mutually complementary: this is a report of a feasibility study to the 

Ashford Parish Council and its residents; that is a funding application based on the findings of 

the feasibility study. The Working Party commends them both. 
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Appendix 1 
Designation Letter 

  











27 

 

Appendix 2 
Ashford Parish Boundary Map 

 

 


