DOWNSWOOD PARISH COUNCIL MEETING ON TUESDAY 4
MARCH 2025

BOROUGH COUNCILLOR REPORT BY CLLR DENIS SPOONER

| have found it very depressing and upsetting to have missed so many council
meetings and done so little council work since I inexplicably injured my left
arm and shoulder at the beginning of last September. | became housebound and
virtually bed-bound for several months and was unable to sit upright at my PC.
It has only been since just before Christmas that my condition began to improve
and, since then, | have been able to sit at my PC but, only for limited periods. It
has been only since early January, that | have been able to attend some meetings
but, not without some pain.

| will focus only on important key issues that have arisen since my last report to
DPC in September of last year.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT DEVOLUTION AND REFORM

The Government is determined to force these though as quickly as it can. There
has been much coverage in the local press. KCC and Medway Council will not
be in the first tranche of council areas to be reformed from 2-tiers into 1-tier
unitary councils. It is ‘speculated’ that MBC will merge with Tonbridge and
Malling BC, Sevenoaks DC and Tunbridge Wells BC to form a new ‘all
purpose’ West Kent Unitary Council. It is predicted that elections to the new
unitary councils will take place in May 2027 and that MBC and all other
principal councils in Kent will be wound up in May 2028.

Personally, | see no reason for the responsibilities of the existing parish councils
in Maidstone to change, unless specific parish councils request any changes.
There are calls for the unparished areas of Maidstone Borough to be brought
under a new town or community council and for the Mayoralty of Maidstone to
be maintained. | see no problem with this but, some politicians are calling for
the unparished parts of Maidstone Borough to be merged into a ‘supersized’
new community or town council together with all the other existing parish
councils, like Downswood, Bearsted and Boxley, which cover land within the
built-up areas of Maidstone. It will be for Downswood PC to decide whether
this would be acceptable to its parishioners. | think that Bearsted PC and most
other PCs will want to maintain their own separate identity and stay as they are.

THE NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK

A further revised version was published by the Government last November. It
focuses on the need to prioritise affordable housing; changes the way that
Government will calculate the amount of new housing that councils MUST




provide within their local plans; introduces a 5% buffer (i.e. an extra 5% of
housing provision over and above existing housing commitments in existing
local plans); the re-affirmation of the essential 5-year housing land supply; and
the re-introduction of a 3-year housing delivery test.

All this is in addition to the extra 120 homes per year that the Government has
already told MBC to provide within its existing Local Plan. It is not clear
whether this will be over a 15- or 17-year period meaning that between 1,800
and 2,040 more homes will have to be provided over and above all existing
housing provision and requirements. We do not yet know what further housing
provision the Government will require MBC to provide in its review of the
existing local Plan 2021 to 3038 to take the plan forward to 2043(?).

| find this all very worrying. As of May 2024, MBC had a recently adopted and
up-to-date Local Plan with a 5-year housing land supply. However, since that
time, the Government has unexpectedly increased the amount of housing
councils MUST provide within their local plans; there has been a reduction in
the number of planning applications coming forward for housing development;
developers are building and selling fewer houses due to the economic situation;
and, in my view, MBC has not been progressing as quickly as it should its own
council housing programme and the SPD’s for the major housing developments
at Invicta Barracks, Heathlands and Lidsing.

In my view, there is a real risk that within the next few months, MBC could lose
its 5-year housing supply and/or fail the 3-year housing delivery test. Should
this happen, the Government can impose ‘special measures’ on MBC,
Depending on the scale of the shortfalls, these can range from MBC being
required to submit to Government an Action Plan explaining what it is doing to
increase housing supply and delivery; being required to provide a 20% buffer of
more housing land over and above all other existing housing commitments (i.e.
indicate that some hitherto unallocated sites are suitable for housing
development); or providing a 20% buffer and going into what is called a ‘tilted
balance’ in making all decisions on housing applications. In effect, this means
granting permission for housing on hitherto unallocated sites unless there are
overriding reasons to refuse them.

Should any of these situations ever apply to Maidstone Borough, the open
countryside to the south and east of Bearsted and Downswood would come
under serious threat.

MEETINGS ATTENDED

8 January: | attended a meeting of the MBC Planning and Healthier and
Stronger Communities Policy Advisory Committee. The only item that had any




implications for Downswood residents was the draft MBC Corporate Strategy
2025 — 2035 produced by the current Green/Lib Dem administration. | voted
against taking it forward because | considered that it contained an excessive
number of incoherent, unconnected, unrelated and uncosted supposedly ‘green’
policies and proposals that were either not the responsibility of MBC or for
which MBC has no powers or resources to undertake. Some were clearly the
responsibility of other statutory bodies or of central government.

These included £50k for the Maidstone Integrated Transport Strategy which is
the responsibility of KCC; spending unspecified sums on ‘nature recovery’ and
‘improving air quality’ without specifying where and how. (Maidstone has only
2 Air Quality Management Areas, in Lower Stone Street and by M20 J7, where
air quality is already monitored but, where nothing can be done to improve it
without reducing emissions from vehicles which is a national issue).

There was also a proposal to ask Government to designate the Greensand Ridge
to the south of Maidstone as a National Landscape (formally known as AONB).
I fail to see how this ‘sliver’ of attractive land to the south of Maidstone can be
put into the same national landscape character category as the Kent Downs, the
Wessex Downs, the Cotswolds, the Chilterns, etc, - all of which cover much
more extensive areas of land and are genuinely of national importance. | think
this work will be a waste of Officers’ time when they have more important
things to do.

16 January: | attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Committee. There were
no applications on the agenda that had any implications for the residents of
Downswood Parish.

3 February: | attended a meeting of the MBC Planning and Healthier and
Stronger Communities PAC. It was reported that the Government is currently
revising the statutory procedures that councils must take in producing their local
plans. MBC’s formal work on the new LPR will be delayed until these are
known but, ongoing research and initial investigations on the LPR will
continue.

Work on the Gypsy and Traveller Development Plan Document (DPD) is at an
advanced stage and will continue under the existing statutory procedures. Work
on the Design and Sustainability DPD will cease and it will be replaced by
several much more easily produced non-statutory Supplementary Planning
Documents (SPDs) dealing with issues such as landscape character, ancient
woodland and houses in multi-occupation, etc.

13 February: | attended a meeting of the MBC Planning Committee. There
were no applications on the agenda that had any implications for the residents of
Downswood Parish.

19 February: | attended a full meeting of MBC. The only item of any direct
interest to Downswood residents was the proposed MBC Budget 2025-2026.




| voted to not approve the budget set by the controlling Green/LibDem
administration for many reasons, of which I highlight only 4 below:

1. It has deleted £1m from the Capital Budget which the previous
administration had intended to contribute to ongoing studies into the
proposed Leeds-Langley Relief Road (LLRR). No reason is given for its
removal so, it can only be assumed that it was removed because the current
administration is anti-car and anti-motorist in principle.

| and many other councillors and other parish councils in the area have
campaigned for the LLRR for many years and will continue to do so as it will
remove so much through traffic from the town centre, New Cut and Willington
Street as well as reducing rat-running through Bearsted, Downwood, Leeds and
Langley, etc. Looking ahead, it could also provide much needed vehicular
access and infrastructure to serve possible new housing sites to the east and
south of Maidstone which, I feel, will inevitably become likely due to the
current Government’s drive for more housing. (See above).

2. It has increased parking charges by 15% and by 50% at Mote Park. No
reasons are given for these unjustifiable rises other than to ‘balance the books’
which, again, gives the impression that the present administration is ant-car and
anti-motorist. There were no studies into the impact of the increased charges on
the viability and vitality of the town centre or on the usage of Mote Park.

3. It contains £5k for an annual Parish Councils’ conference with MBC. |
think this simply duplicates what Kalc already does and is unnecessary.

4. it contains £100k for ‘citizen engagement’. Again, | think this is
unnecessary and simply duplicates what MBC already does with extensive
public consultation that it carries out into many issues. Sometimes, as with
Planning issues, it is a statutory requirement; in other cases, it is discretionary
but, as | say above, MBC already widely consults the public on many issues.

Borough Councillor Denis Spooner
Bearsted and Downswood Ward
4 March 2025



