DOWNSWOOD PARISH COUNCIL MEETING ON TUESDAY 1 JULY 2025

BOROUGH COUNCILLOR REPORT BY CLLR DENIS SPOONER 
 
Activities by the current administration at MBC are now picking up following a period lasting since the beginning of the year when very little took place and when many Policy Advisory Committees (PACs) were cancelled. It is these PACs which take forward MBC policies and proposals. They only resumed at from the beginning of June. 

There is a continuing lack of information from KCC about how its new administration intends to provide public services in the county and fulfil its election promises. 

OTHAM CONSERVATION AREA APPRAISAL AND MANAGEMENT PLAN (CAAMP) AND BOUNDARY EXTENSIONS. 

The CAAMP for Otham was last reviewed in 2009 when the Designated Conservation Area covered just the village of Otham and its immediate surroundings. It has now been substantially extended to include St Nicholas Church and all the open land to the west of Otham between the built-up areas of Downswood and Senacre. 

The justification for such a large extension over open land is the need to protect the green space between St Nicholas Church and Otham Village which has remained unchanged since the 14th century. On 4 June, the MBC Planning Policy PAC resolved to approve the Otham CAAMP. I attended this meeting and was happy to speak and vote in favour of its approval. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT DEVOLUTION AND REFORM (LGR)

KCC, Medway (Unitary) Council and all 12 District Councils in Kent have been working to produce by November this year a mutually agreed model of how they would like to see LGR take place in the county. It is widely expected that this will comprise 3 but, possibly, 4 new Unitary Councils. The new administration at KCC has recently written to the Local Government Minister stating that it considers that is not bound by the actions of the previous administration and has requested that LGR in Kent be delayed by 6 months. It has also requested that the Kent councils be given until March 2026 to produce a mutually agreed model for LGR in Kent. The Minister has rejected these requests. 

Because a new large Unitary Council covering Maidstone Borough and 3 other District Councils could appear to be ‘remote’ from local communities without a lower tier Parish Council, MBC has embarked on a Community Governance Review to see if there is any public support to create either a single or several new town and/or parish councils to cover the existing unparished areas of Maidstone Borough which are almost entirely within the Maidstone urban area. Maidstone Borough has a population of about 180,000 of which about 64,000 live within unparished areas. Any new town or parish councils created in the unparished areas would have no greater powers or responsibilities than the existing Parish Councils. This review should not affect Downswood PC. 

I remain strongly of the view that all existing parish councils should decide for themselves if they want any changes to their boundaries. I also consider that the Government’s time table for LGR is hopelessly optimistic! 

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

As a result of comments made by the Chairman of the MBC Planning Committee at its last meeting on 19 June, it is now widely known that MBC has lost its 5-year housing supply. There have been no public statements from the current administration at MBC about this serious matter. I am taking it up direct with the Officers. 

I am aware that MBC (like all Local Planning Authorities) must keep the Government informed of the current standing of its housing land supply. If the Government considers that the lack of housing supply in Maidstone is sufficiently serious, it has draconian powers that it can use to require MBC to provide more housing land. I, therefore, have serious worries about the vulnerability of land to the east of Church Road near Downswood and to the south east of Bearsted to speculative housing proposals which the MBC Officers may feel compelled to recommend for approval because of the lack of a 5-year housing land supply. 

COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE LEVY (CIL)

CIL is a charge that developers pay to MBC in respect of certain types of development, mostly housing. It is intended to assist financially with the provision of additional physical and social infrastructure to support new development. Some £1.8m of CIL money was allocated to the Bearsted Road improvement to be carried out close to the Kent Medical Campus site.  This money has not yet been spent as KCC (Highways) has run out of funds to pay its share of the costs. In addition, some £1.3m of CIL money has been spent by MBC on the redevelopment of two large community centres in the borough. 

I have no problem with CIL money being used to help provide the social and physical infrastructure needed to support new development – e.g. roads, schools, community centres, medical facilities, etc. However, the Cabinet of the present administration at MBC has produced a schedule of priorities for CIL spending which has as its number 1 priority: ‘Water – Water cycle investment (wastewater infrastructure/highway run-off mitigation/enhanced treatment/wetlands)’. 

In my view, this priority has little to do with facilitating new development and is essentially aimed at remedying existing waste water problems and attempting to subsidise the underperforming and heavily criticised privatised water companies which are responsible for water supply and waste water. In addition, both KCC and the Environment Agency have their own regulatory powers and funds to control waste water and pollution which, in my view, they should use more effectively. 

When CIL was discussed at the last Planning PAC meeting on 4 June, I moved to get this schedule of priorities removed from any documentation that MBC will publish. There was a long debate but, sadly, my motion was lost by a majority vote. 

MEETINGS ATTENDED 

2 June: I attended a briefing in the town hall by Kent Police on counter terrorism and personal security for elected officials. 
4 June: I attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Policy PAC which considered the Otham CAAMP and CIL – see above. 
5 June: I attended a ‘pre-app’ meeting with developers, MBC Officers and other Borough Councillors to discuss a proposed housing development within the Maidstone urban area. 
17 June: I attended a full meeting of Bearsted Parish Council as both a Borough Councillor and as a Parish Councillor. 
19 June: 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.
23 June: I attended the annual armed forces flag raising ceremony outside the town hall in Jubilee Square. 
25 June: I attended:
i) the Civic Funeral of former Borough Councillor Derek Butler, a former Mayor of Maidstone; and 
ii) as a ‘Visiting Member,’ a meeting of the MBC Democracy and General Purposes Committee as it was to consider LGR and the Community Governance Review, as described above. 
Borough Councillor Denis Spooner 
Bearsted and Downswood Ward                                   
