Dear Planning Policy Team,
Downswood Parish Council wishes to register a formal and unequivocal objection to the inclusion of the field opposite St Nicholas Church, Otham (to the east of Church Road), within the current Call for Sites exercise and to any future inclusion in the New Local Plan (NLP) granting of planning permission on this land.
Although the site lies within the civil parish of Otham, any development would have direct, immediate, and significant impacts on the residents of Downswood. Our communities share boundaries, infrastructure, landscape setting, and recreational spaces, and both parishes are still experiencing disruption from the ongoing Bellwood development. The cumulative impact of further development in this location would be severe.
1. Conservation Area and Heritage Setting
The field sits within the Otham Conservation Area, a designated heritage landscape whose rural character, open setting, and historic views are protected under national and local policy. The land forms part of the historic approach to St Nicholas Church and contributes to the village’s medieval layout and identity.
Development within a conservation area must preserve or enhance its special architectural and historic interest. Built development on this site would cause irreversible harm to the conservation area’s character and to the setting of its listed buildings.
The land is also identified within Otham’s Neighbourhood Plan as an area of outstanding views and landscape importance, giving it statutory protection under the Localism Act 2011.
2. Ecological Importance – Red Listed Skylarks
The field is a known nesting site for skylarks, a species on the UK Red List for Birds of Conservation Concern. Skylarks require open, undisturbed farmland habitat and are highly sensitive to noise, footfall, and construction activity.
Loss of this habitat would be contrary to:
· the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)
· MBC’s Biodiversity Strategy
· statutory duties to protect declining species

The presence of red listed species is a material planning consideration and should preclude allocation or approval.
3. Public Footpaths and Recreational Use
Multiple public footpaths cross the field, forming part of a well‑used network linking Otham, Downswood, and the wider countryside. These routes are used daily by residents for walking, recreation, and wellbeing.
Development would:
· sever or degrade established rights of way
· diminish public access
· erode the rural character of the area
· remove a valued recreational space used by both parishes

This land is central to local identity and community health.
4. Ancient Woodland and Landscape Integrity
The site lies adjacent to and forms part of a wider landscape that includes ancient woodland, a habitat afforded the highest level of protection in planning policy. Any development pressure on this field risks:
· fragmentation of ancient woodland habitat
· loss of ecological corridors
· degradation of soil structures that have existed for centuries

Ancient woodland is irreplaceable. Its proximity to the site is a significant constraint that must be fully recognised in the New Local Plan process.
5. Archaeological Significance – Second World War Military Remains
The field contains archaeological remains associated with a Second World War army base, forming part of Maidstone’s wartime defensive landscape. These remains are of local and regional historic interest and contribute to the understanding of Kent’s military heritage.
Disturbance or destruction of these features would be contrary to:
· NPPF requirements to conserve heritage assets
· MBC’s duty to safeguard archaeological sites
· best practice in heritage management

A full archaeological assessment would be required, but the known presence of wartime remains already constitutes a major constraint.
6. Traffic, Safety, and Infrastructure Capacity
The surrounding road network, including Church Road, Willington Street, and Deringwood Drive, is already heavily congested and frequently operates at or beyond capacity. Downswood and Otham continue to experience traffic disruption, construction vehicle movements, and safety concerns arising from the Bellwood development.
Any additional traffic generated by development on this site would:
· exacerbate existing congestion
· increase journey times
· reduce air quality
· create dangerous conditions for pedestrians, cyclists, and road users

There is no realistic or deliverable highway mitigation that could make further development safe or sustainable.
7. Cross‑Parish Impact and Statutory Consultation
Although the land lies within Otham parish, its development would materially affect Downswood’s residents, landscape, ecology, and infrastructure. Downswood Parish Council is therefore a statutory consultee for any planning application or New Local Plan allocation that impacts our area, and we expect full involvement at every stage of the process.
8. Flood‑Risk and River Len Catchment – Farmer’s Field Adjoining Mallards Park
Downswood Parish Council also wishes to draw attention to the flood‑risk constraints affecting the wider landscape, including the farmer’s field that directly adjoins Mallards Park. This land forms part of the River Len headwater catchment and lies within the mapped surface‑water floodplain and functional flood zone associated with the Len’s upstream drainage system.
Environment Agency flood‑risk mapping identifies:
· surface‑water flood routes flowing from the Mallards Park stream into the adjoining field
· ponding and overland‑flow zones across the field during heavy rainfall
· a natural flood‑storage basin that protects Mallards Park, Mallards Road, Willington Street, and downstream Len catchments

This land therefore performs a critical flood‑attenuation function within the River Len system.
Any development on land within this catchment — including the field opposite St Nicholas Church — would:
· reduce natural flood‑storage capacity
· accelerate runoff into the Len tributary
· increase downstream flood risk to Mote Park and Maidstone town centre
· conflict with National Development Management Policies (NDMPs), which require development to avoid functional floodplains and prevent increased flood risk elsewhere

The presence of mapped flood‑risk zones is a material planning constraint and must be fully recognised within the New Local Plan assessment.

Conclusion
For the reasons set out above — conservation status, ecological sensitivity, ancient woodland proximity, archaeological significance, neighbourhood‑plan designation, recreational value, infrastructure constraints, cross‑parish impact, and the River Len flood‑risk constraints — Downswood Parish Council strongly objects to this field being included in the NLP and to any allocation or future planning approval for the field opposite St Nicholas Church (east side of Church Road).
We request that Maidstone Borough Council:
1. Do not include the site for consideration within the NLP review.
We recognise that the Call for Sites process is still at an early stage, although the submission window has now formally closed. Nevertheless, we request that the matters outlined above are given full and serious consideration as the New Local Plan progresses. We look forward to receiving your acknowledgement of this objection.
Yours faithfully, 

