DOWNSWOOD PARISH COUNCIL MEETING ON TUESDAY  2 SEPTEMBER 2025

BOROUGH COUNCILLOR REPORT BY CLLR DENIS SPOONER  

Although there have been few formal MBC meetings during August, a great deal of work has continued behind the scenes with Local Government Reform, the Community Governance Review and some very important planning matters. 

All three Ward Councillors for Harrietsham, Lenham and North Downs have recently resigned, two of them in protest at the MBC proposal for the Lenham Heathlands Garden Community. There will be a by-election on 2 October and the outcome could influence the political makeup and Leadership of MBC. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM (LGR) 

There has been much incorrect information posted on social media about this topic so, I will summarise the position as I understand it. 

The Kent councils had been moving to towards creating three or four new Unitary Councils in the county. If there is to be a three Council system, MBC would merge with Tonbridge and Malling BC, Tunbridge Wells BC and Sevenoaks DC to form a new West Kent Unitary Council. 

However, the new administration at KCC initially rejected all the proposals so far put forward and requested the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) to allow them to have until March 2025 to prepare revised proposals. This request was rejected by MHCLG. 

KCC then appeared to be supporting a three Unitary Council system for Kent but, has now suggested a single new Kent Unitary Council ‘overseeing’ three elected assemblies across Kent and representing West, North and East Kent. I think such a scheme is ridiculous and hardly likely to find favour with the other Kent councils or MCHLG. 

Additionally, Medway Council has now proposed a four Council system but with some parts of some of the existing District Councils being transferred to different new Unitary Councils. I think this is impractical and, again, hardly likely to be acceptable to other Kent councils or to MHCLG. 

I understand that there are now 7 or 8 possible reorganisation schemes under consideration. Representatives of all the Kent councils will be discussing them at a meeting later this week. The November deadline for the Kent councils to inform MHCLG of their proposals for LGR in Kent remains. 

THE COMMUNITY GOVERNANCE REVIEW (CGR) BEING CONDUCTED BY MBC. 

Again, there has been much misinformation posted on social media about this. 

In summary, MBC is asking the residents of the unparished areas of the Borough whether there is any support for either a large new single or several new town councils to represent their interests at a ‘parish council level.’ The unparished areas are entirely within the Maidstone urban area. This is very unlikely to have any affect on Downswood or Bearsted Parishes. 

THE LOSS OF MBC’S 5-YEAR HOUSING LAND SUPPLY (5YHLS)

I have been seriously worried about this for several months and have taken the matter up directly with the MBC Officers. It has now been officially confirmed that as from 1 April of this year, MBC no longer has a 5YHLS. 

This has been caused essentially by MHCLG ‘shifting the goal posts’ and requiring many councils, including MBC, to provide much more land for housing than it required up to 10 months ago and, critically, more housing land than was allocated in the Maidstone Borough Local Plan (MBLP) that was adopted in March 2024. 

This situation has not been helped by the current administration at MBC granting permission for new housing within the urban area that significantly reduces the number of new dwellings allocated on specific sites within the MBLP. 

I cannot emphasise strongly enough the seriousness of the loss of the 5YHLS. 

According to MHCLG regulations, MBC has now moved into what is called a ‘tilted balance’ in determining planning applications for new speculative housing development. This means that it MUST grant permission for any housing development unless the site is within a nationally protected area such as a Green Belt, a National Landscape or a SSSI, etc. or is subject to insurmountable flooding or highway constraints. By my ‘rough calculation,’ I think that MBC will have to grant permission for about 600 new dwellings over and above all existing commitments over the next few months to regain its 5YHLS. Landowners, developers and agents are all aware of this situation and it is expected that speculative applications will soon begin to be submitted. 

MBC has not so far explained what it will do to resolve this situation. The Officers have organised a briefing for Borough Councillors on the 5YHLS on 9 October. I expect this briefing to also reveal the numbers of new dwellings over and above all existing commitments that MBC must now provide to meet recently increased MHCLG requirements as well as the even further increase in housing numbers that MBC must provide to roll forward the existing Local Plan by five years to 2043. 

MEETINGS ATTENDED 

2 July: I attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Policy Planning Advisory Committee (PAC). There were no items on the agenda that were of direct relevance to Downswood residents. 
15 July: I attended a full meeting of Bearsted Parish Council as both a Borough Councillor and as a Parish Councillor. 
16 July: I attended a full meeting of MBC. There were no items on the agenda that were of direct relevance to Downswood residents.
17 July: I attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Committee. There were no items on the agenda that were directly related to the interests of Downswood.
21 July: I attended a training session for Councillors on ‘Prevent Awareness and Radicalisation’. 
6 August: I joined several MBC Officers and Councillors distributing MBC information leaflets and discussing the CGR (see above) with residents outside Grove Green Tesco. 
[bookmark: _Hlk207622956]14 August: I attended a ‘pre-app’ meeting with MBC Officers and Members and with developers about a proposed housing development. 
21 August: I attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Committee. There were no items on the agenda that were directly related to the interests of Downswood.
26 August: I attended a public meeting organised by Boxley PC at the Grove Green Community Centre to discuss the CGR – see above. 
28 August: I attended a ‘pre-app’ meeting about a large speculative housing development. 
Borough Councillor Denis Spooner 
Bearsted and Downswood Ward      
