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Mrs F Churchill

Maidstone Borough Council

Maidstone House

King Street

Maidstone

Kent 
ME16 6JQ
10th October 2011

Dear Mrs Churchill

RESPONSE TO THE DRAFT CORE STRATEGY
I enclose at Annexes A and B the Society’s response to the draft Core Strategy.

Annex A deals with regeneration, job creation, Junction 8 and the Special Landscape Area. It:

· Supports the regeneration of the town centre, the policy for expanding and regenerating office development within the urban core and for related development to be focussed around the East Station and Upper Stone Street where regeneration has been needed for decades.

· Challenges the figures used for job creation which the Society believes to be aspirational and unrealistic.

· Rejects the need for development at Junction 8 which is not only inappropriate for development but which, as proposed, provides for the kind of jobs that the Council has for years set its face against in its quest to provide higher paid employment.
· Rejects the arguments used for abolishing the SLA which we believe to be unsound.

· Refers back to the arguments used at the public local inquiry into the KIG appeal and draws attention to the fact that nothing has changed materially since the Borough Council stoutly defended the SLA in its fight against the appeal on which it expended £1.7 million of elector’s money. The investment made at that time should not be thrown away.

· Argues for the extension of the AONB to at least the A20, pending which the SLA should remain in place. This policy is entirely consistent with that supported by Kent County Council and is not at odds with government policy – even as set out in the much criticised Draft National Planning Policy Framework.

Annex B deals with public rights of way. It:

· Draws attention to the importance of rights of way generally and those in Bearsted and Thurnham and its neighbouring districts in particular.

· Links the importance of footpaths and bridleways to walkers and equestrians to the preservation of the SLA and the AONB; to the views they afford of open countryside and to leisure activities in general.

· Argues that the importance of these public rights of way is given insufficient weight in the draft Core Strategy and should be given greater prominence in accordance with saved policies ENV 26 and 27.
Yours sincerely

Roger Vidler
Annex A
REGENERATION, JOB CREATION, JUNCTION 8 AND THE SPEACIAL LANDSCAPE AREA 
Three strategic aims are at the heart of the draft Core Strategy:

“Regenerating the town centre and areas of social and environmental deprivation. (Page 21)

“Redressing the low wage economy by expanding the employment skills base and improving higher and further education opportunities to target employment; the creation of high quality employment opportunities; as well as opportunities in green technologies, including low carbon energy production. (Pages 21 and 40 – especially paragraph 4.2).

Ensuring that the density and location of development “will ensure the best use of previously developed land and buildings to help regenerate the borough and to minimise the release of green field land. This will enable the best use to be made of finite resources within the borough whilst at the same time protecting and enhancing the borough’s best built and natural heritage…..” (Paragraph 4.5; page 41)
We agree with these aims. 
Regeneration and job creation
There is much to be done in increase the supply of office accommodation in the town centre and to improve the quality of the stock already there. There are extensive sites in the Urban Enterprise area – notably around Wren’s Cross and Stone Street – where regeneration has been needed for decades and where much could be achieved to enhance Maidstone’s attractiveness, as well as developing employment opportunities at a density far exceeding what is currently there. 
The same applies to the Gateway area where the run down nature of the northern end of Week Street (for example the long empty former Army and Navy store – 18,000 sq ft), and the massive potential for development of the area surrounding the East Station offers the prospects of genuinely sustainable development adjacent to one of Maidstone’s key transport hubs.

The scope for regeneration and new development within the existing urban envelope is therefore substantial. We recognise that to fully realise that potential requires attention to be paid to improving rail services and that active intervention is needed to replace out-dated office stock in order to maintain the town centre’s primary office function (Maidstone Borough Council Employment Land Review, July 2011 – page 27). It is therefore essential that resources are devoted to securing these improvements if the MBC’s long term aims are to be achieved. There is no point in simply designating more and more land on the periphery of the urban area for development. That way simply results in a ‘polo’ town with development focussed on the edge and a hollowed out centre.
Overall levels of provision
The draft Core Strategy anticipates that an additional 10,080 houses:

“Would increase the resident labour supply by approximately 5,000 between 2006 and 2026. The resident labour supply will meet half the targeted 10,000 additional jobs within the borough over the same period. It is further anticipated that the remaining jobs would be filled by changes in travel to work patterns including reducing the levels of out-commuting allowing more residents to live and work in the borough.” (Paragraph 5.3, page 45).
The increase in labour supply of 5,000 is supported by the report “Demographic and Labour Supply Forecasts” (by the Kent County Council Research and Intelligence Unit). 

However, the claim for the additional 5,000 jobs is not supported by the KCC report which considers that only 2,200 jobs would be filled by incomers. To have more than that the report says would only be possible by:
“Diverting labour from other areas of the county in the future, and they will also experience a downturn in the growth of labour supply” (Page 34)

Furthermore:

“The data shows that the problem of an ageing workforce has a significant on some of the neighbouring areas that supply Maidstone with labour.” Indeed, “Ashford is the only district of those that supply Maidstone with significant proportions of labour that is forecast to have sufficient growth from which to provide additional labour for Maidstone.” (Page 35)

The KCC report concludes by stating that none of the three housing led scenarios they examined:

“Would generate enough resident labour supply to fully meet this jobs growth target [of 10,000 new jobs by 2026]. In addition:

“There are many uncertainties regarding future employment growth, especially in light of the substantial reductions in public sector employment proposed by the coalition government. With a relatively high dependence on public sector employment within Maidstone (33.3% as at 2008), the Borough is potentially vulnerable to job losses and/or shifts in sectoral structure. This may also affect many of the assumptions that underpin this analysis, such as future job numbers and journey to work patterns as well as much broader issues regarding overall economic growth and the level of unemployment.”

“….There are therefore real doubts as to the likelihood of the job aspiration figure of 10,000 being achievable within the planning period, given slow growth in labour supply growth, a potential shift from public to private sector employment and the potential for slow economic growth nationally, at least in the short term.” (Page 36).

While the report was completed only a year ago (October 2010), the current dire state of the economy both here and on the continent, and the International Monetary Fund’s predictions of very low growth in the immediate future, all serve to underscore the uncertainties that surround the assumptions of the Core Strategy. This is further underlined by the fact that, given the regeneration of office development in the central are of Maidstone failed to take place during ten years of boom, there can be little optimism that it will occur during the years of economic famine that lie ahead of us.
While the jobs figures and labour supply statistics remain unconvincing, Maidstone already has 15,474 sqm of land at Eclipse Park with planning permission for commercial development which remains undeveloped – much more space than has been taken up in the 11 years since the Maidstone Plan was adopted. 
Furthermore, at Springfield there is a further 16,750 sqm of development for which approval has been given but not yet developed. When the development at Abbey Court (3,140sqm) and Turkey Mill is factored into the equation there is more than 35,000 sqm of office development for which permission has been granted – sufficient to see Maidstone through the next fifteen years 
In the light of these figures we believe that there is no need to zone land outside of the existing urban envelope for commercial development.
Proposed development at Junction 8
We are particularly concerned about the proposal to designate 11 hectares of land at Junction 8 for commercial/ ware house development for the following reasons:

· The site is isolated from any kind of similar development. There is no public transport serving the site. This means that the predominant means of travelling to the site would inevitably be by car. This would add to congestion on the A20 and, to the extent that workers came from the south, to the narrow roads around Ulcombe, Chegworth, Leeds and other settlements.

· Such development is at odds with the Council’s wish to see higher paid jobs at a higher density. Ware housing is notorious for generating low paid jobs at low densities.

· If this proposal were allowed to go ahead, it would inevitably lead to pressure for further development at Junction 8 and over time for the land between urban Maidstone and Junction 8 to be developed. This would destroy the green corridor that exists when approaching Maidstone from the east – something which the Council has prized and which forms part of the “borough’s distinctive heritage, landscape and character” whose retention and enhancement is a key element of the “council’s vision for the borough” (Paragraph 4.1, page 40)
· To allow warehouse and industrial development adjacent to Leeds Castle and its park - Maidstone’s only historic and cultural asset of national importance – would be a disaster. It would detract from the setting of the castle and damage its ability to attract visitors and as a venue for events of local, national and international importance.
· Finally, the commitment given at the open cabinet meeting in February when members specifically voted against such development needs to be honoured.
For all the reasons given above we believe that the designation of land at junction 8 should be withdrawn

Special Landscape Area

The area between the M20 motorway and the A20 and between Thurnham Lane and Junction 8 and which formed the subject of the KIG application is currently designated a Special Landscape Area (SLA). The SLA extends beyond those boundaries but for the people of Bearsted and Thurnham who fought so hard to oppose KIG that area is of special significance.

The draft Core Strategy proposes to strip the area of its SLA status and to designate it white space putting it on a par with other similarly designated areas, and therefore potentially open to development.  

In reaching this conclusion the Core Strategy considers three options:

· Option 1: Retain SLAs in the Borough by retaining Policy ENV 34.

· Option 2: Retain a policy of protecting the AONB, delete the SLAs and rely on a criteria- based-policy to protect the countryside and the setting and separation of settlements generally.
· Option 3: Retain a policy protecting the AONB, delete the SLAs and create a new policy which seeks to protect the setting of the Kent Downs AONB.

In its analysis of these options the draft Core Strategy rejects Option 1 on the grounds that:

“It would run the risk of downgrading all remaining landscape to a third class status – an unwanted outcome given the high proportion of land under AONB protection and SLA designation in the borough. As noted above only parts of the setting are covered by the North Downs SLA and greensand Ridge SLA and partial retention of a policy is not permitted under current planning legislation. In addition to this, the approach runs counter to the European Landscape Convention, which make clear the whole landscape approach is the most appropriate for effective landscape management and high quality of life.”

Option 3 is also rejected because:

“It would lead to the most comprehensive protection of the AONB setting but would require a significant amount of work to substantiate it. This would involve the development of criteria specifically for identifying areas forming the setting of the AONB and ultimately designating those areas as a specific designation in their own right. For the work to be meaningful and consistent, it needs to be implemented by a partnership involving all local authorities whose areas include land which forms the AONB setting, Natural England and the AONB Unit. The project as a whole would require significant time and resources and is consequentially not a feasible option in the short term.”

Accordingly, the draft Core Strategy proposes that Option 2 should be adopted since 

“It represents the best way forward. Concerns regarding the sensitivity of the AONB setting can be addressed by a specific reference to the AONB setting.”

We believe that these conclusions and recommendations are flawed and based on fallacious assertions. 

· First, it undervalues the significance of the area to the south of the AONB, and is in direct contradiction to the line that the Borough Council put forward at the KIG planning appeal only two years ago. In summarising the MBC’s arguments the Inspector recorded that the Council had argued for the:

“Need for protection of countryside around urban areas given that it is the nearest and most accessible countryside to where most people live. The Council considers that the proximity of the appeal site to Maidstone and Bearsted means that it is all the more important to protect the site from development, rather than to envisage it as unallocated land awaiting development.”(Paragraph 7.101) 
It is therefore a highly valued largely open, greenfield site which is an important part of the setting of the AONB, the village of Bearsted and Maidstone. The site is also an important amenity to local residents and users of public rights of way and rural lanes in the area, and the M20 and railway lines.” (Paragraph 7.106)
In paragraph 7.111 the Inspector recorded that the Council considered the appeal site to be highly sensitive to development. 
In his own findings the Inspector endorsed these views. He noted that development would fly in the face of those policies in the development plan that seek to protect the countryside from encroachment (Paragraph 18.275)
Barely two years ago the Council considered it inappropriate to allow the land south of the AONB to be unprotected and it robustly defended the SLA designation at the KIG inquiry. Nothing of substance has changed since then. Indeed, earlier this year at an open meeting of the cabinet Councillor Garland and his colleagues gave a commitment that land at Junction 8 would not be designated for development and the land south of the M20 would be accorded the strongest protection it could provide.  Nothing has changed since then and the arguments deployed at the inquiry apply with as much force as they did then. 
The Council should stand by the case it argued at the inquiry at a cost of £1.7million and honour the commitments it gave to local residents. To do otherwise would be to waste the treasure it invested in fighting to protect the area and betray the public commitments it gave a few months ago and on which local residents based their votes in last May’s elections.
· Secondly, the suggestion that the SLA designation would reduce all other landscape to third class status is absurd. It was never mentioned when the Council was seeking to protect the designation at the inquiry (not even Christopher Katkowski claimed that) and no argument is advanced to explain what was not the case in 2009 has suddenly become so two years later. 

That there are different kinds of landscape meriting different levels of protection has long been recognised across a range of different bodies. To accord the area south of the M20 with SLA status does not down grade all other land in the borough. It simply recognises its special role as the setting for the AONB.

· Thirdly, we do not recognise the argument about partial retention of policies. Even the much criticised Draft National Planning Policy Framework provides in paragraph 131 for the designation of “Local Green Space”. The four criteria listed there are met by the land that was subject to the KIG application. Given that the Government is now clearly preparing the ground for a strengthening of the provisions of the policy framework (e.g. the Prime Minister’s recent letter to the Chair of the National Trust  and Greg Clark’s statement two days later that the government t will respond to the concerns for the countryside) points to the need to place a stronger emphasis on the need for the SLA than to try and undermine it.
· Our fourth concern is over the way the draft Core Strategy makes use of the European Landscape Convention. It suggests that Option 1 above runs counter to the Convention “which makes clear the whole landscape approach is the most appropriate for effective landscape management and high quality of life”. 
The Convention defines landscape as “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.”  The definition reflects the idea that landscape is a key factor in individual and social well being and people’s quality of life, and evolves through time, as a result of being acted upon by natural forces and human beings. 
The reference to people is important and reflects the Convention’s aims to ensure that people should be involved in training and education about landscape protection, management and planning (see Article 6 B and C of the Convention)
While the Convention refers to whole landscapes, its purpose in doing so is to drive home that landscape is not just about what might be considered outstanding areas but also everyday or degraded landscapes – land, inland water, inter-tidal, marine, natural, rural, urban and peri-urban, outstanding, ordinary and degraded.
As the guidance issued by Natural England (European Landscape Convention Guidance Part 2, page 6) makes clear, landscape can exist at any scale from large tracts of land, such as mountain ranges, to small locally important spaces such as parks and streetscapes. The term whole landscape is therefore a matter of scope and not one of size.
Just as the Convention does not restrict the term landscape to an area of a particular size, neither does it seek to restrict the scope of the measures and policies local authorities can apply to particular landscapes.  
As Maguelonne Déjeant-Pons, the then Head of Spatial Planning and Landscape Division of the Council of Europe, made clear in 2005: “Extending the scope of local authorities’ official landscape action to cover the whole of national territory does not mean that the same measures and policies must be applied to all landscapes. These measures and policies should be adaptable to particular types of landscape, which, depending on their specific characteristics, will need various forms of treatment at local level, ranging from the strictest conservation via protection, management and planning to actual creation.” (Paper presented at the Forum UNESCO University and Heritage 10th International Seminar, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, April 2005; page 5)
The area south of the M20 is a landscape that is perceived by local people as one of critical importance. They would not have fought so long and so hard for its protection had they not thought so. Its role as a setting for the AONB has received strong support in the Inspector’s report and, as demonstrated above, its protection by special measures is not inimical to the provisions of the European Landscape Convention.

Had the AONB boundary been designated before the M20 was constructed it is inconceivable that its boundary would have followed the line of the motorway since that linear transport corridor and the fast link follow no natural boundary. Nor, as the inspector at the KIG appeal pointed out, does it impose a boundary between one type of landscape and another:

“I find these views, beyond the AONB itself, [i.e., the SLA] are an integral part of its character and attractiveness. They are, without doubt, extremely important to many visitors’ enjoyment of this nationally designated landscape. Whilst the M20 and HS1 are visible from many locations along the scarp, they appear to run through otherwise seamless countryside. Thus I do not agree with the Appellants assertion that the motorway/railway line forms a boundary of distinct change in character between the AONB and the appeal site.” (Paragraph 18.38, page 188)  
Accordingly, the Society believes that the most effective solution to the protection of this key area of land is recognise the logic of the Inspector’s conclusions and to extend the AONB south – at least to the A20 – and to continue the protection of the land with an SLA designation until such time as the extension of the AONB is resolved.

Conclusion 
Paragraph 3.6 of the draft Core Strategy states that:

“The challenge for the Core Strategy is to manage the potential impacts of future growth to ensure that development takes place in a sustainable manner that supports the local economy whilst safeguarding the valuable and built assets.” 

For all the reasons given above we believe that the current proposals in relation to the land between the M20 and A20, and at Junction 8 fail to meet that fundamental test.  To approve the Core Strategy as it stands would be a betrayal of local residents, a waste of the £1.7 million the council invested in fighting the KIG planning application and appeal; and a notice to developers that the area to the east of Maidstone is open for development. It calls to mind the words of Philip Larkin’s poem Going Going:

And that will be England gone,

The shadows, the meadows, the lanes

The guildhalls, the carved choirs.

There’ll be books; it will linger on

In galleries; but all that remains

For us will be concrete and tyres.
And that is something we must avoid at all costs.

Annex B
PUBLIC RIGHTS OF WAY

The Society’s Footpath Group has for many years played a leading role in keeping footpaths open in this and surrounding areas, and its evidence to the KIG inquiry and the role it was able to play in identifying key vantage points to the Inspector was of crucial importance in helping Mr Phillipson to understand their significance. For example in the year to May 2009, the Walking Group arranged 19 guided walks across a length of 99 miles for some 360 people. To these numbers must be added the many local people and visitors – walkers and horse riders - that use the footpaths and bridleways on a regular basis. (There are several livery stables in the area and approximately 500 horses use the bridleways.)

These public rights of way provide off-road routes to the Downs for the benefit of the many who draw solace and enjoyment from the intrinsic beauty of the countryside and the joy of walking or riding through unspoilt countryside. They are of especial value to equestrians in providing circular off-road riding routes since only 15% of the Kent PROW network is available to horse riders. They have a rural atmosphere, a feeling of space and are enjoyable to use.

In addition these routes also afford wonderful views in all directions and especially across the Len Valley to the Greensand Ridge beyond. As the Inspector noted in his report on the KIG appeal:

“The importance of the AONB’s setting and views is emphasised in terms of public enjoyment from a survey by local newspapers, reported in the AONB Management plan (CD/6.3.3), which found that ‘scenery and views’ are by far the most highly valued quality of the AONB, by 83% of respondents.” (Paragraph 12.8, pages 144-145)
As Natural England put it in their submission to the KIG inquiry:

“Views are important to people, providing pleasure, inspiration, exhilaration, spiritual enrichment and fascination. They are evocative, uplifting and add to our quality of life and sense of well-being. The views to and from the AONB are fundamental to the enjoyment of this part of the AONB, should be regarded as a matter of national importance and given great weight in a planning decision.” (Paragraph 11.9, page 140)
We are therefore disappointed to see so little coverage given to public rights of way in the draft Core Strategy, though we welcome the retention of saved policies ENV 26 and 27.

In the light of the above we would like to see the draft Core Strategy:

· Give greater prominence to the importance of rights of way for all the reasons given above;

· Emphasise their significance within the AONB and SLAs and the importance of both designations to the protection of rights of way. 

· Reiterate the determination of the Borough Council to protect them by, for example, including in the text of the Core Strategy the statement in ENV26 that planning permission:

“will not be granted for development affecting any public right of way unless the proposals include either the maintenance or the diversion of the public right of way as a route no less attractive, safe and convenient for the public use.”   [image: image3.png]
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