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SUSTAINABLE STEWARDSHIP: 
Setting-up structures for community-led 
governance on strategic sites 
 
 
This Case Study focuses on a housing-led urban extension 
encompassing three former greenfield sites, a mix of 
landowners and development partners working with local 
communities to retroactively shape a holistic vision and 
strategy for a new community south of Ashford in Kent, with 
the support of Homes England Garden Communities funding. It 
reflects on how stakeholders are working together to deliver a 
high-quality garden community and was developed as part of a 
year-long placement at Ashford Borough Council between April 
2019 and March 2020. The Case Study may be useful as a 
precedent for other Authorities who are seeking to develop 
large strategic sites or urban extensions.   
 
 
CONTEXT 
The South of Ashford Garden Community (SAGC) is Ashford 
Borough Council’s (ABC) largest housing allocation, crucial to 
meeting the Borough’s 5-year housing land supply. Situated on 
the edge of the town centre, three sites were identified for 
potential development as early as 2006.  
 
Chilmington Green (sometimes abbreviated to Chilmington), 
the largest of the three sites and scheduled to deliver 5,750 
homes, is under construction, with over 40 homes now 
occupied and another 50 planned completions by the end of 
2020. It received outline planning in 2014, subject to Section 
106 agreements. This site is being built by four developers, 
with the lead developer, an SME builder, developing the 
majority of the land and tied to all Section 106 obligations, 
whilst the remaining three retain a much smaller stake.  
  
Adjacent to Chilmington, although under another Parish 
boundary, are two further sites, with both yet to receive outline 
planning. The first, Court Lodge, will deliver a proposed 1,000 
homes, with a well-progressed application by a land promoter. 
The second, Kingsnorth Green, will have 550 homes delivered 
by two local builders, one of whom also has a parcel of land to 
develop in Chilmington.  
 
These two sites were identified in the latest Local Plan 2030 

(published in early 2019) and have been in dialogue with ABC 
since 2017. 1  Although not a designated Garden Village in the 

 
1  Ashford Borough Council, Local Plan 2030 

https://www.ashford.gov.uk/media/7542/adopted-ashford-local-plan-2030-2.pdf
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Local Plan, it was when ABC secured funding from Homes 
England that the three sites together became the ‘South of 
Ashford Garden Community’. Although a retroactive approach, 
this remained a helpful step toward linking-up transport, 
blue/green infrastructure and land management in the interests 
of quality placemaking. 
 
 
SECURING LONG-TERM STEWARDSHIP & COMMUNITY-LED 
GOVERNANCE 
Chilmington Green itself began its journey following outline 
approval in 2014 with an Area Action Plan (AAP) along with a 
Design Code and a Quality Charter. 2 
 
— A benchmark for design quality. 
The Charter sets out 36 commitments across all facets of the 
development, some high-level ambitions, others more detailed 
– such as ensuring that every home will receive a fruit tree in 
its back garden. All of the developers, the Local Authority and 
the County Council signed their names to this document. The 
Charter, unlike the AAP which established a policy and delivery 
framework for Chilmington, does not hold planning weight, but 
it does set a benchmark for design quality – a first for the 
Borough – based on Garden City principles. 
 
— A non-profit stewardship model. 
The high-quality design principles at Chilmington translated 
into the establishment of a non-profit stewardship organisation, 
the Chilmington Management Organisation (CMO).3 This is a 
hybrid model based on best practices from across England, 
which operates like a traditional land management company 
but is led by its membership – the residents of Chilmington. It 
works to reinvest profit into capital improvements and 
community programming. The incorporation of the CMO and 
the funding needed in its five years of operation were written 
into the S106 agreement, with the CMO set to adopt public and 
shared spaces under its stewardship at specific trigger points.4  
 
— A governance framework. 
Critical to partnership working in support of Chilmington was 
the formation of a Delivery and Implementation Board (DIB). 
This Board includes each of the Developers, Ashford Borough 
Council (ABC), Kent County Council (KCC), Homes England 
and the Local Economic Partnership (LEP) who meet on a bi-
monthly basis to address issues which may be impeding the 
delivery of housing and/or key infrastructure. ABC’s 
representation includes a corporate representative and the 
 
2  Ashford Borough Council, Area Action Plan 
3  Chilmington Management Organisation 
4  Ashford Borough Council, Building Homes Together - Case Study 1 

https://www.ashford.gov.uk/planning-and-development/planning-policy/adopted-development-plan-documents/chilmington-green-area-action-plan/
https://cmo.org.uk/
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Building%20Homes%20Together%20-%20Case%20Study%201%20-%20Ashford%20borough%20Council.pdf


  

  

  PN023/SustainableStewardship 3 

Director of Economy and Finance, who chairs as an 
independent member. Sitting beneath the Board are six theme 
groups which are made up of officers within each of the 
different organisations. Theme leads were appointed to provide 
leadership and coordination to strategic projects with their 
theme members and to escalate issues to the DIB.  
 
— A community stakeholder group. 
To keep this governance framework responding to the 
concerns of local people, a pre-existing Community 
Stakeholder Group was asked to meet bi-monthly with the 
Head of Planning and the lead Developer. This group, 
comprising residents in and around rural Chilmington Green, 
had built a strong understanding of planning matters, having 
been through significant consultation on previous Local Plans 
and on an earlier policy framework from which the 
development had emerged.  
 
— A project team. 
Known as the Chilmington Project Team, a team of three at 
ABC is responsible for the programme management and 
governance at Chilmington, operating the CMO through a 
service agreement and coordinating the SAGC. Given this 
unique arrangement, the Project Manager of the team acts as 
the interim Chief Exec of the CMO along with their main 
corporate duties within the Council. Reporting to this role is the 
Masterplanning and Delivery Coordinator who has been 
increasingly utilised to setup communication platforms and to 
prepare a community development programme on behalf of the 
CMO. The role is funded by Homes England’s Garden 
Communities programme with the aim of increasing Local 
Authority capacity to advance delivery of new homes.5   
 
Given the programme management function of the project 
team, there has been plenty of opportunity to work with officers 
in planning policy, development management, cultural services 
and environmental control. Working across departments has 
been crucial to the formation of a strategy for the SAGC, even 
if it has taken longer to develop. Generating buy-in amongst 
partners and bringing people along the journey using a 
narrative approach, these are just some of the ways this team 
proves its value.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5   UK Government, Guidance: Garden Communities 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/garden-communities
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KEY ACTIONS 
A number of actions were taken to move the SAGC from a 
concept towards a comprehensive framework for delivering 
three very different housing developments as one high-quality 
garden community:  
 
1. Working collaboratively internally and externally.  
— Due to a lack of urban design resource available within the 

Local Authority (LA), an existing consultancy agreement was 
used to procure an independent urban design consultant for a 
period of five months. This consultant was brought in to bridge 
the conversation between the LA’s Planning team and the 
applicant for Court Lodge. For the first time, multiple illustrations 
were produced which showed the entirety of the Garden Village 
and the interdependence of each site. 
 

— Two public workshops were held, the first focused on site-
specific issues whilst the second took a strategic look at the 
whole of the garden village, its context and what a potential 
vision for it might look like. These workshops were held during 
the day and in the evening (which had not been customary) in 
order to encourage attendance by a wider spectrum of the 
community.  

  

 
 

Image showing the SAGC illustration produced by Feria Urbanism. This 
drawing was made specifically to be used during the public workshops in 
an attempt to offer a proposed plan that could be legible to a wider 
audience.  
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2. Putting stewardship and governance first. 
— The Chilmington Project Team, being both responsible for the 

start-up of the CMO and the delivery of the SAGC, took a 
leading role to share experiences with partners on the 
advantages of a robust stewardship and governance model, 
one that could be responsible for the whole of the SAGC. This 
included participation in ongoing Section 106 negotiations for 
the Court Lodge development. This meant leveraging a Local 
Plan policy in favour of schemes which adopt a stewardship 
body that directly involves community members.  
 

— Along with stewardship, several proposals were created to 
show how the Delivery & Implementation Board could evolve to 
encompass Court Lodge and Kingsnorth Green. While there 
was some hesitation to change the structure amongst 
developer partners at this juncture – given the differing delivery 
positions of the sites and the embryonic nature of the 
Chilmington Together Partnership – all were willing to explore 
the principles behind the SAGC and how this could strengthen 
the partnership.   

 
3. Taking a programme management approach.  
— As mentioned within the objectives of the role, a critical function 

of the Chilmington Project Team has been to apply the Team’s 
project management qualifications to improve reporting on 
planning application assessment and to accelerate housing 
delivery. A development dashboard was created using Excel 
which presented strategic risks, housing trajectory figures, S106 
triggers and various project streams. The tool was designed to 
help the team in their day-to-day management and to quickly 
produce accurate reports.  
 

4. Running interim / meanwhile projects. 
— An artist-in-residence was commissioned through an open call 

to lead a project about heritage with existing community 
members around Chilmington. The artist spent two months 
building relationships, running workshops in schools and 
developing a final output which was co-produced by members 
of the local Repair Café.  
 

— A ‘civic design space’ was proposed to the LA’s management 
team which could become an interactive planning and design 
exhibition, similar to the popularised urban rooms seen 
elsewhere across the country. Funding was granted for the 
exhibition to be housed within the CMO’s temporary operating 
premises on-site at Chilmington, however due to the Covid-19 
pandemic the project was put on hold.6 

 

 
6  Chilmington Management Organisation, First Community Building 

https://cmo.org.uk/spaces/first-premises
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5. Prioritising community development. 
— Prior to the inception of the CMO, a community development 

strategy had been created to demonstrate the role that the 
CMO could play in shaping a healthy new community. The 
Masterplanning & Delivery Coordinator was tasked with 
formulating a plan based on the principles of the strategy. This 
plan required the adoption of many different voluntary groups 
and organisations willing to take a lead in its implementation. 
Through team working and meetings with different community 
representatives, a scalable plan was created which could 
provide a platform for the first few residents living at 
Chilmington. Funding for this work came from Section 106 
contributions. Again, much of this work is currently on hold due 
to Covid-19 however the team continue to engage residents 
virtually.  
 

— The SAGC vision and strategy began its development with input 
from local people and local groups. In order to ensure it 
continued to be something shaped by these members, an 
engagement plan was written to find ways for continued 
participation right through to the final drafting of the document. 
By providing different avenues, including in-person workshops, 
online focus groups, webinars and newsletters, a steady 
feedback loop was created in the process of finalising a vision 
and strategy for the whole of the Garden Village. 
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KEY CHALLENGES 
Within ABC, there is little experience of delivering large-scale 
housing sites and the lead developer is equally new to it, 
having been supported by Homes England’s mandate to fund 
SME builders. While the lead developer is innovating in its 
approach — supporting long-term stewardship as just one 
example — there are commercial realities and a political 
landscape up against them which have delayed key 
infrastructures and housing deliveries. 
 
Further challenges include: 
— Housing trajectory dictates when S106 monies are paid and 

therefore market slow-down will have a direct impact on the 
CMO’s operations, including its community development 
programmes tied to endowments from the lead developer. This 
has put the CMO into care & maintenance mode whilst it waits 
for the market to find momentum. 

— Fewer houses will mean fewer residents to engage with, 
begging the question: when is the right time to engage? This 
creates a challenge when determining the amount and timing of 
outreach to existing and new community members. 

— Without the temporary operating premises open, there is little 
‘face’ to the Chilmington Management Organisation, which has 
required greater effort to maintain communication with 
residents. 

— While the Local Plan contains a policy in support of community-
led stewardship, it also allows private management companies 
to be established as long as they offer residents a governance 
role. Ensuring consistency of land management and the fees 
paid by residents becomes much harder without a unified 
approach. 

— The 142-hectare Discovery Park – a strategic park for the 
Borough - crosses from Chilmington into Court Lodge, but has 
yet to be masterplanned. This has created challenges for the 
park to come forward as a single cohesive design.  
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OUTCOMES 
While some of the actions to move the SAGC from a concept 
towards a comprehensive framework for delivering three very 
different housing developments as one garden settlement are 
still work in progress, there have been several outcomes which 
should be celebrated. These include:  
 
1. Greater collaboration and stronger placemaking 

coherence.  
The Council’s consulting urban designer and the Applicant’s 
urban designer worked together with the Masterplanning & 
Delivery Coordinator to move towards consensus on the 
scheme. By moving away from formal meetings (LA on one 
side, Applicant on the other) the two sides sat around plans 
through a design charrette with a clear set of objectives. 
Outstanding issues with the layout and quantum of what, at 
that point, was the third iteration of the proposed site, were 
resolved. The Applicant agreed to increase the buffer between 
their housing and existing rural communities, to propose a 
pedestrianised road which would better link Discovery Park 
and to provide a flexible community hub suitable for a health 
facility should it be needed at a later time.  
 
2. Cross team-working and greater faith in programme 

management. 
The Chilmington Project Team played an important programme 
management role which helped to broker challenges across 
different departments. This required a cultural change and a 
shift in working to embed matrix working, to risk manage and to 
see planning processes within a project timeline. This wasn’t 
about accelerating planning, but about increasing transparency 
among internal teams and external partners. The tool 
communicates on a monthly basis the housing trajectory 
across the SAGC in contrast with a planned timeline and a risk 
register.   
 
3. Positive storytelling and an early legacy.  
The Artist-in-Residence helped to shape a narrative of 
Chilmington rooted in the remnants of its Iron Age past, and to 
co-produce a votive (offering) to welcome new residents. They 
helped to build relationships and to bring local people into a 
process of cultural production and knowledge creation around 
landscape, natural resources and heritage. They ran 
workshops with primary school children, identifying indigenous 
materials and learning about early forms of shelter 
construction. The work culminated in the production of the 
votives led by older community members at the local Repair 
Café.  
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LEARNINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Reflection on the experience of working as Masterplanning and 
Delivery Coordinator on the SAGC project across the duration 
of the one-year placement has highlighted some key learnings 
which may prove useful to other Authorities working on the 
planning and delivery of strategic sites of this scale and nature:  
 
— DEFINE STEWARDSHIP 

Make clear the difference between a Stewardship body and a 
land management company. This important distinction needs to 
be made early in the process of establishing an organisation 
like the CMO to highlight the benefits of a socially-minded, 
community-led organisation over a more traditional model which 
tends to be transactional in its nature. This about more than 
cutting of grass, but rather a proactive approach to community 
asset management and long-term development.   
 

— EMPOWER LOCAL PEOPLE 
Bring the stewardship discussion out of Planning when 
possible. Stewardship involves a wide base of stakeholders, 
different skill sets and those who know about community 
development. Local people need to support the decision of the 
LPA and are more likely to do so if they see themselves owning 
the legacy of that decision.  
 

— ATTRACT BROAD STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION 
Masterplanning a garden village is less about the physical 
design and more about ensuring broad participation among a 
diversity of perspectives and experiences. Taking a 
programme-led approach can bring in a wide range of skills and 
experience, whilst securing Authority-wide ownership of the 
project. Planning policy is vital to provide the hooks for a vision, 
but the delivery of the project needs an Authority-wide 
approach, involving Culture, Environment, Economy and 
Communications; as well as Enforcement when necessary.  

 
— RETAIN LAND OWNERSHIP 

Retain or gain some ownership of land in developments of this 
scale. In this case, the Local Authority has not had ownership of 
the land which has placed the project in the hands of the 
market. Retaining some stake can allow community assets to 
be brought forward earlier. 
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Images showing primary school workshop and the public workshop held in 
the fields of the future Discovery Park, with housing construction in the 
background. Workshops helped to bring local people into a process of 
cultural production and knowledge creation around landscape, natural 
resources and heritage.  
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— DELIVER MEANWHILE PROJECTS  
Meanwhile projects help to bring people together around a 
vision and can identify early community champions. The Artist-
in-Residence was able to forge strong personal ties and 
meaningful experiences with dozens of local people in a matter 
of two months. They helped provide direction not only for 
community development, but for the wider branding of the 
Garden Village. With access to a temporary premises on site at 
the development, it is anticipated that this sort of project could 
lead to a greater sense of cohesion amongst early residents, 
setting the ground work for a healthy community.  
 

— EMBED ROBUST STEWARDSHIP AND GOVERNANCE IN 
POLICY 
With appropriate policy hooks in place either through a Local 
Plan, or through supplementary planning documents, Authority 
officers can negotiate for the stewardship and governance 
models mentioned within this case study. Non-profit land 
management organisations, community trusts or similar should 
be the default position of the Authority – certainly where it 
doesn’t own the land and/or is unable to ensure high quality 
management. This approach will be better for residents, better 
for the reputation of local authorities and developers. This is 
about legacy building which starts at the policy stage, which is 
why a Garden Community designation can help set the bar for 
multiple schemes, especially if it is enshrined in a vision and 
strategy.  
 

— FOCUS ON RESILIENCE  
Chilmington, with its AAP, was able to set the principles of 
community-led governance and stewardship early on. It was 
not, however, designed to adapt to a wider Garden Village 
without the support of a wider masterplanning process. For 
example, Discovery Park sitting across two sites needed to 
have physical links defined and a stewardship plan in place 
before it was left to a market-led design approach. Equally, the 
site did not enforce commitments to environmental 
sustainability (active travel, green energy, carbon reduction 
etc.) early on which are now having to be woven into the 
formation of the SAGC. The same hindsight can be applied to 
the impacts of Covid-19 which exposed the vulnerability of a 
market-led development and therefore the vulnerability of the 
CMO’s operations. Authorities play an important resilience 
function, setting up bodies like the CMO, bringing in third 
parties to overcome infrastructure challenges and setting 
frameworks for long-term stewardship and community-led 
governance.  
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The delivery of large-scale developments faces many 
challenges, not least enabling the community to play a 
meaningful and ongoing role in shaping the future of a 
new place. Establishing structures to allow a proactive 
approach to community asset management and long-term 
development at the start of a project, alongside a clear 
governance framework, can ensure broad stakeholder 
participation and empower local people.

This Case Study is based on work carried out during a 
year-long placement as Masterplanning and Delivery 
Coordinator at Ashford Borough Council. It reflects on the 
non-profit stewardship model established to allow 
stakeholders to work together to deliver, manage and 
maintain a high-quality urban extension at South of 
Ashford Garden Community.

#CommunityEngagement #CommunityLed 
#Masterplanning #NewCommunities #Stewardship 
#StrategicPlanning

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources



