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Kent Area Route Study – Response by Dartford Borough Council

1. Dartford Borough Infrastructure Context 

1.1 Dartford Borough Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft ‘South East 
Route: Kent Area Route Study’ (March 2017) document.  Network Rail will be aware that 
Dartford Council works closely with partners (including Kent County Council and the Ebbsfleet 
Development Corporation) to ensure the transport system of North Kent supports the integral 
national role the area is playing in delivering major economic development and substantial 
housing growth. Dartford Council is the statutory strategic planning authority for the Borough, 
including all the applicable area at Ebbsfleet.

1.2 As part of our concern is to ensure the long-term development of the Borough is sustainable, 
and integrated with investment in public transport, Dartford is a founder member of the 
Crossrail to Gravesend group. This group of authorities and public/ private partnership 
representatives from London and Kent are exploring the potential to extend Crossrail 
(Elizabeth Line) services from the line currently under construction at Abbey Wood towards 
Kent (Dartford and Ebbsfleet/Gravesham). A Network Rail representative (Alex Hellier) has 
now joined the working group.

1.3 Dartford Borough Council recognises the advantages of forward planning through the Route 
Study. However we have a number of concerns that local growth that is already underway/ 
committed may not be fully accounted for in the Route Study, and major reservations over the 
uncertainty as to how an efficient and attractive railway network will be provided in the 
period post 2024. It is disappointing that after an initial discussion, and Network Rail being 
supplied with local aggregate growth levels, no further specific dialogue has occurred with 
Dartford in relation to planning for increased transport demand. The Council would like to 
explain further the development of the Borough and work with Network Rail more closely in 
future.

1.4 Key existing problems with services include problems on heavily used and popular services 
such as Dartford on the North Kent Line (which suffers from major capacity and reliability 
issues), slow journey times from Dartford to London given the distance, difficulties in using 
High Speed services (due to the cost and lack of capacity of services and the huge difficulty in 
public transport interchange at Ebbsfleet International); plus problems at other stations  in 
Dartford that have seen major development in the area surrounding the station but no 
investment at all in station and infrastructure  facilities.

1.5 We note that within the Market Studies from 2013 used to understand future demand, the 
highest overall growth scenario was used. However it is unclear whether this data uses local 
spatial information, or will prompt actions to address the level of growth in Dartford Borough. 
Our adopted Core Strategy is still fully applicable and provides for a 43% growth in households 
(2006-2026) and over 20,000 jobs in the period. This growth is on track to be achieved. The 
Borough is a net importer of labour (see 2011 census) due to large employer locations such as 
Bluewater, Crossways Business Park and Darenth Valley Hospital serving Kent and London. 
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These all have potential for further employment intensification; and thousands of further 
additional jobs are anticipated in and around Ebbsfleet International Station. 

1.6 In recent years the Borough has been achieving over 1,000 new dwellings per annum, 
dwarfing growth in other adjoining areas. This has primarily been driven by growth at the 
mixed use locations north of Dartford town of The Bridge and Northern Gateway (adjoining 
Dartford Station). Just to the south of this, substantial homes and jobs growth is now moving 
quickly forward as part of the regeneration of Dartford Town Centre. Therefore the high levels 
of current and future growth in the Borough is largely concentrated on the north Kent from 
Dartford station, through Stone and Greenhithe towards Swanscombe (and Ebbsfleet). A 
central part of accommodating this growth is delivering on the substantial modal shift 
expected with new development, and the Council expects to work with all transport partners, 
including Network Rail and the train operating company, to ensure the current performance 
of existing railway lines is optimised and sufficient additional infrastructure and service 
provision is made. 

2. Main comments

2.1 Given immediate issues of over-crowding, Dartford Council welcomes the plans to provide 
additional capacity for the shorter term where possible, for example through enabling longer 
trains. However this may be insufficient even within the timescale set out. It is evident to the 
Council, with its understanding of growth in the Thames Gateway, that more substantive hard 
infrastructure investment must be made as a priority to expand the network and enhance 
long-term capacity. 

Crossrail

2.2 Whilst it remains ‘early days’ in making the full robust case to government, Dartford officers 
currently consider the following potential net benefits should be explored through Crossrail 
extension as far as Dartford station and beyond: 

 Increasing the extent to which passenger peak time demand to travel to/ from London can 
be accommodated. Dartford’s adopted growth plan extends beyond the point to which the 
Route Study has sought to identify additional capacity (2024); certain large current planning 
permissions will be delivering major growth into the late 2020s/beyond. 

 Reduction in the current lengthy travel times, plus services operating with a ‘turn up and go’ 
Underground-style frequency. 

 Much needed upgrades to stations and rolling stock across the growth corridor through 
Dartford to Ebbsfleet.

2.3 The Crossrail extension project is referred to in neutral tones within the Route Strategy 
(5.12.8-5.12.12). Dartford Council is concerned in relation to its inclusion only as a ‘third party’ 
project in the current draft, and we seek that a clear distinction be made with schemes that 
demonstrably perform less well against national government priorities. It is of concern that 
the project is not being prioritised to support growth above other more aspirational projects 
in the document that are not closely aligned with major growth locations.
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2.4 The economic and transport benefits of significant enhancements in infrastructure and 
services in the Thames Gateway are regarded as meriting high priority. This must be reflected 
in the options presented to decision makers and investors.

Ebbsfleet Southern Link

2.5 The Council supports further exploration of the “Ebbsfleet Southern Link” option to promote 
connectivity in the Borough, as addition to work in support of potential Crossrail extension 
(both schemes will review improve interchange in the Ebbsfleet or Northfleet area).

Addressing High Growth 

2.6 We are also concerned over the commentary provided on page 35 of the draft Route Study in 
relation to development in the north Kent area:

 It appears no regard has been had to the high levels of growth within Dartford Borough 
outside of the Ebbsfleet area. Of the most recent year’s very high levels of housing 
completions, 80% were in the Borough outside the Ebbsfleet area – predominantly 
in/around Dartford town.  There is large-scale further planned and potential growth in and 
around the town centre and this would be boosted by a Crossrail extension.  The thousands 
of homes forthcoming in Dartford should be fully addressed, not least given the demand for 
rail services arising from the particularly high profile under-performance of the highway 
network in Dartford.

 Only the third of the scenarios briefly outlined for Ebbsfleet (3.10.12) is considered tenable, 
resulting in increased demand for travel to London. Ebbsfleet residents will not all work 
locally, not least given the profile of local job provision and the price of the brand new 
homes being provided. It is equally unreasonable to assume Ebbsfleet jobs will all be of a 
type that will be wholly filled by people in Kent substituting employment there for their 
current London job.

 London Resort Theme Park (3.10.13- 3.10.15): it cannot be presumed trips by employees (or 
visitors) will neatly avoid peak times or travel contraflow. Moreover, the Route Study needs 
to take on board the direct implications for the nearest station (Swanscombe –see below).

2.7 Objection is made to the lack of clear plans set out in current consultations for upgrading 
stations to address future capacity as well as dealing with the current inadequacies of the 
stations and providing a safe, accessible and modern standard expected by current and 
prospective customers. The contrast in quality of stations with ones upgraded by Transport for 
London not so far away is stark.

2.8 The Route Study (3.16) recognises the importance of station upgrades given the increasing 
passenger circulation issues arising. It is highly disappointing that not only is Dartford station 
not recognised as a priority until 2024 to 2044 (Figure 3.15), despite current concerns over not 
only its convenience but its safety. The refurbishment of the forecourt did not benefit the 
bridge and steps to the platforms which are extremely narrow relative to the volume of 
passenger flows. At peak times, congestion on stairs raises safety concerns.  With projected 
growth in and around the station, it is likely that the station concourse will suffer from 
capacity constraints.  
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2.9 Dartford Borough Council also objects that no other stations in the Borough are identified at 
all, despite the Theme Park due to open by 2022 and the scale of existing issues at 
Swanscombe, where platforms are only accessed by long steep sets of steps. At Stone 
Crossing are a number of issues to do with the current station and its location. These matters 
are particularly concerning given that it does not appear that full account has been taken of 
the particular scale of growth job/ housing growth anticipated in and around these locations. 
For example, Swanscombe will be the closest station to the proposed leisure resort, projected 
to open in 2022. Whilst it is likely that Ebbsfleet Station will be marketed as the main arrival 
point for visitors, local employees and visitors that know the area will, undoubtedly use 
Swanscombe station as the more convenient point of arrival. Swanscombe Station in its 
current form and location simply does not meet the requirements of a safe, modern public 
transport facility. 

2.10 Additionally, Network Rail should be advised, and reflect in the final Route Study, that 
Dartford Borough Council refused permission for the Howbury Park development (5.14.5-
5.14.6) in April 2017. Consideration was given to the ‘in principle’ potential benefits 
recognised in national policy of well-located full interchange facilities.  However air quality and 
traffic impacts cannot be satisfactorily mitigated. Officers are also aware of the potential for 
the proposed development to generate an additional hurdle in providing the infrastructure 
upgrade necessary on the tracks west of Dartford station, and the potential further 
impediment to a Crossrail extension.

2.11  Finally but not least, Dartford Council would like to confirm that it strongly objects to any 
“simplification” of services that cuts the choice of destinations for existing passengers. The 
Franchise consultation suggests focusing some current services from Dartford station on 
London Cannon Street only. This is unacceptable. Careful consideration must be given to the 
impact of such changes on the attractiveness of Dartford as a location for investment and 
thereby, the impact on planned and prospective development in and around Dartford town 
centre.  It would hit existing public transport users, creating daily inconvenience and 
exacerbating the current long journey times. Passengers would face new or longer parts to 
their journeys thereby increasing rail or underground overcrowding on other parts of the 
network. Such change will reduce rail journey convenience and discourage the modal shift 
from car journeys which is required to achieve sustainable growth.  

2.12  It is proposed that, rather than planning for a worsened service in the area providing less 
choice, the emphasis should be on a transformative solution that makes public transport more 
attractive, namely a prospective Crossrail extension.

2.13  Moreover it would extend journey times when services from Dartford station already operate 
at slow speeds, typically taking 45-50 minutes (or longer during peaks). Reduction in travel 
times and providing a convenient service is essential to ensuring journeys are increasingly 
train based and eventually become more popular for regular journeys than vehicles (Borough 
residents are above the national average in their tendency to travel to work by private 
vehicle). 
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3. Conclusion 

3.1 Dartford Council is willing to work with Network Rail to deliver the government’s 
requirements for provision of infrastructure and growth. This has been expressed as follows1: 
“The Government's vision for transport is for a low carbon sustainable transport system 
that is an engine for economic growth, but is also safer and improves the quality of life in 
our communities”. 

3.2 The Council considers that major rail infrastructure investment is required in the Borough in 
order to accommodate the very high growth levels that are on track to be achieved.  The need 
for this is already evident in problems in the satisfactory functioning of stations in the 
Borough. Moreover the full range of issues are not currently grasped in the Route Study, 
particularly how a timely response will be achieved to existing and future growth pressures, 
especially beyond 2024. Working with Network Rail, Dartford Council believes a 
transformative upgrade in infrastructure should proactively be taken forward to unlock a 
series of sustainable development benefits and ensure objectives for the Thames Gateway can 
be fulfilled. Accordingly, it is considered that the role of exploring the potential of a Crossrail 
extension or similar project should form an integral of the Route Study; and building on the 
better utilisation of existing infrastructure through the Ebbsfleet Southern Link. 

3.3 Such an approach is required to relieve pressure on existing infrastructure and services. It is 
therefore considered to represent a potential solution to the acute economic development 
and transport challenges recognised. The Council has set out herein, and would like to make 
the case further, in relation to how it is meeting national priorities for development; but such 
a solution is needed to address identified transport problems by substantial direct benefits 
but also by unlocking terminal capacity and lines such as the North Kent service, plus enabling 
the High Speed One line to be used to its optimum functionality and purpose, to the benefit 
of all current and future passengers across the Kent area. 

1  National Policy Statement for National Networks (DfT, 2014) para. 2.53.


