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consumer of fossil fuels to generate energy. Overall Industry accounted for 165.7 CO2 kt which 
represented 25% of the borough’s CO2 emissions in 2018.2 
Many businesses in rural areas are situated in older and less energy efficient premises. There are 
long standing issues for properties (mostly found in rural settlements) which are off the mains gas 
grid and which rely on heating sources such as LPG, oil, and solid fuels.3 The reliance on these 
fuels also does not support a rural borough such as Ashford to achieve its ambition of being Net 
Zero by 2050 and costs of transition are often prohibitively expensive.  Supporting businesses to 
create energy efficiencies in their properties and transitioning from petroleum based or similar 
heating sources would help deliver UKG’s commitment within the Net Zero Strategy 2021, to help 
households and businesses reduce their energy bills while making buildings healthier.4  
The South East has benefitted from having a long-standing effective scheme to support 
households and businesses transition to greener energy and processes. Low Carbon Across the 
South East (LoCASE) has been providing financial support and advice to businesses seeking to 
undertake this transition. LoCASE has also formed a key part of Kent County Council’s delivery of 
such support through its Low Carbon Kent team. This activity has been funded to date by the 
European Regional Development Fund and will cease operating at the same level by March 2023.  
Government funding is available through the Industrial Energy Transformation Fund to support 
businesses with high energy use to transition to low carbon technologies. However, the loss of the 
LoCASE funding locally creates the prospect of a funding gap for micro, small and medium 
enterprises in Kent who are seeking capital to create smaller scale energy efficiencies and invest in 
new energy technologies.  
There is an opportunity to provide local grant funding and support, which can leverage private 
investment into improving business premises’ energy efficiency and transition to renewable 
energy in the immediate years beyond the end of current similar schemes.  
 
Rural tourism and F&B/hospitality businesses 
Further to the challenges outlined in Ashford’s UKSPF Local Investment Plan, some key challenges 
for rural tourism and F&B or hospitality businesses are outlined again below.  
There are about 400 hospitality businesses and food and beverage producers in Ashford (the great 
majority of them micro businesses5), and our tourism sector supports about 4.7 million visitors to 
the Borough each year, pre-Covid-196.  
Furthermore food & drink is the most popular product experience on the TripAdvisor and Airbnb 
platforms.7 In July 2020 there were approx. 14,000 bookable UK experiences and Kent had just 33 
of these (2% of the total UK offer)8 –so there is huge scope for Kent and in particular for Ashford, 
with its wealth of vineyards and growing reputation as a wine tourism destination, to capitalise on 
what visitors are currently looking for - this demand for authentic food and drink experiences. 
The above provides context to two key challenges identified in rural areas of the borough: 

- Connecting visitors to rural destinations and awareness raising - the food and drink and 
tourism offer can benefit from shared promotion and development: the quality of the 
place and the connections between different parts of the offer are fundamental. So there 
is a strong case for shared action. 

- Productivity and support for startups in rural areas - much of the focus on raising 
productivity in the economy overall focuses on those sectors which offer higher gross 
value added per job. However there is evidence that there is scope for productivity gain in 
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every sector – with hospitality able to gain through (for example) improved use of digital 
systems and support for startup food and drink enterprises. We want to encourage this, 
especially given current labour shortage challenges.  

 
Rural community amenities and outdoor spaces 
Village halls are used for a wide range of purposes, helping to provide space for important social 
events, education, sports and recreation. The English Village and Community Hall Survey 2020 
reported that 60% of respondents said their village hall was the only meeting space for their 
community.9 In relation to facilities that are attached to the halls, playing fields and play 
equipment were the most likely facilities to be connected to halls. Parks, playgrounds and playing 
fields play a vital role in building healthy neighbourhoods contributing to the physical, mental and 
emotional well-being of local people. Without access to these spaces the quality of life and 
wellbeing of residents is reduced.10 The results of Ashford Borough Council’s Residents’ Survey 
2022 indicate that 49% of residents consider Green Spaces and Parks to be in the Top 3 Priorities 
for making somewhere a good place to live11. 
Lack of financial support remains a key problem, with 45 per cent of halls stating this was an issue 
faced regularly or occasionally. Whilst there is financial support available through the Platinum 
Jubilee Village Hall Improvement Grant Fund and through partners like Kent County Council, 
access to these funds remains limited. The number of eligible spaces and criteria for accessing the 
funding specifically are limited, with no grant funding available at a local level for normal repairs 
or maintenance work or the replacement of equipment.   
With village halls and associated outdoor spaces being a focal point for rural communities that 
provide health and wellbeing benefits to many, there is an opportunity to ensure these spaces are 
improved.  
 
Rural EV charging infrastructure 
Transitioning from petrol and diesel cars to electric vehicles (EVs) is key to reducing emissions and 
meeting Net Zero. Reflecting this, the UK Government has committed to end the sale of new 
petrol and diesel cars/vans from 2030.12 For this to happen, however, it is essential that there is a 
comprehensive and competitive EV charging network in place, one that people can trust and they 
are confident using – much like filling up with petrol or diesel. If this is not the case, and the 
charging network is perceived as inadequate, or as not offering a fair deal to people, that will be a 
major barrier to EV take-up. The Competition and Markets Authority noted targeted interventions 
are necessary to kick-start more investment and unlock competition in remote areas, where the 
commercial case for investment is very weak, which means there’s a risk these will be left 
unserved.  
At a local level, Low Carbon Kent has administered the Kent REVS scheme, whereby businesses 
can rent an EV for up to two months to demonstrate to organisations the benefits of owning and 
running an electric vehicle and to contribute to the aim of achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 
across Kent. Ashford has the highest amount of businesses that have used the scheme in the 
county, with nearly a quarter of the overall businesses being from our borough.13 The scheme is 
due to end in January 2023 and anecdotal feedback so far from businesses that haven’t gone on 
to adopt EV fleets includes the lack of EV charging infrastructure outside urban areas in Kent.  
Grant funding has been available from the Office of Zero Emissions Vehicles (OZEV) to contribute 
to the installation of EV charge points both at residential properties and workplaces. However, 
especially in rural areas, there is a need for additional options for residents and businesses to 
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