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1 (3.1) How well does the RTS reflect and complement the proposed spatial strategy?

1.1 Maidstone and Tonbridge-Tunbridge Wells are identified as the only Regional Hubs outside of sub-regions and are accorded recognition in Policy CC8c. Maidstone Council supports this designation. 

1.2 Map T2 of the Regional Transport Strategy however, while noting their Hub status, does not recognise the important Medway Valley transport corridor stretching from Tonbridge-Tunbridge Wells via Maidstone to the Medway Towns area of the Kent Thames Gateway. The Regional Transport Strategy must promote sustainable transport links between these Hubs if they can sufficiently fulfil their role. The revised implementation plan recognises the potential of the Medway Valley Railway Line, and this should be repeated in the Regional Transport Strategy.

1.3 It is relevant to note that the Council drew attention to the existing transport capacity recognised in the Hub designation in making the (recently approved) bid for Growth Point Status.

1.4 The Council request the Panel to recommend that the Map T2 and associated text be amended to include the spoke links to the Regional Hub at Maidstone. 

2 (3.3) Does the plan give enough emphasis to freight, logistics and the distribution (Policies T10 – T13)? Should there be greater specificity on the location of inter-modal freight interchanges?

2.1 Yes, the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) should provide greater specificity for the location of intermodal freight interchanges, based on sound evidence of the demand and integration with relevant transport network strategy. Nationally, there is a lack of progress towards increasing the transfer of freight to rail and the Council urges the Panel to recommend that further consideration be given to these policies as a priority. The Panel is asked to recommend in the interim, that the Plan should fill the policy vacuum with a criteria based policy. This should mitigate against three dangers created by the current policy vacuum:

· That swathes of land in the transport corridors are sterilised by a vague ‘priority’ for transhipment from the current T11 and T12 policies – this will impact on LDF preparation and development control decisions.

· That the policies will be quoted as support for inappropriate development schemes which could in time could become either: “white elephants”, or

· The policies will be quoted as support for inappropriate developments which are in reality merely ‘road/road’ warehousing, with a worsening impact on the environment and the level of carbon emissions than if not built at all.

2.2 The soundness of policies T11 and T12 is questioned on two counts. First, the Policies T11 and T12 appear to be simply carried forward from the July 2004 Regional Transport Strategy (RTS)(chapter 9 of RPG9) with little or no revision. It appears that no regard has been given to the very different status of these policies in the former non-statutory RPG9 and now in the RSS which will form part of the development plan. Maidstone Borough Council is concerned that the necessary requirements for front-loading of evidence and consultation have not been undertaken. Second, it is difficult to see what these policies (particularly T11) add to PPG13 national policy and question whether T12 is compliant with likely future network strategy.

2.3 In contrast, Policy T13, although also taken forward from the 2004 RTS, provides the basis for plan-led consensual regional planning, without which the chances of conceiving a joined up freight strategy are severely limited. It is the role of the RSS to provide a lead role in what is undoubtedly a proper regional spatial planning issue.

2.4 The danger of deleting T13, as now proposed by SEERA, is that policies T11 and T12 will provide the only development plan policy basis for freight policies and safeguarding land for allocations in the region, these properly strategic level decisions will then be left to LDFs and individual planning applications. Specifically, the fear is that these could lead to:

· Unnecessary “safeguarding” and sterilising of land. Land as identified by T11 and T12 is likely to be attractive for other uses and could provide more sustainable development. However, the current implications of T11 and T12 are such that it would appear local planning authorities are being required to “safeguard” land as a “priority” above all other considerations, with no reasonable prospect of development for successful freight transhipment facilities. This would result in unnecessary sterilisation of scarce land, and potential blight in the vicinity of the corridors.

· “White elephants”. Without a clear regional overview of future network strategy, and preferred general locations and demand for inter-modal freight interchange, a facility could be constructed only to become obsolete within a relatively short time.

· The potential for “road/road” warehousing. If the development is not considered carefully, it could become primarily a “road/road” warehouse and distribution facility, in which case the freight would not be removed from the road network, and traffic will have been increased substantially in an area where the use could potentially be incompatible with its surroundings. The environmental costs of such a failing would be severe, and the scheme could in fact end up exacerbating the problem it was intended to help resolve by perpetuating road transport and increasing carbon emissions overall.

2.5 Maidstone Borough Council proposes that T13 should be retained and revised, and made the predominant policy and the necessary studies progressed as a priority. T11 and T12 should be replaced or supplemented in the interim with a more tailored criteria policy that relates to transhipment facilities.  

2.6 The necessary elements of the criteria policy would include:

· Any facility must be located as to be accessible to the trunk road network, and appropriate systems of international rail or water (whichever is relevant) communications.

· Evidence must be provided that the facility will be used to deliver a significant modal shift in transhipment, with a substantial benefit in terms of carbon emission reductions in the region.

· The facility should have no significant adverse impact on the local economy, countryside character, or the environment. Development in Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and Green Belt is inappropriate and would constitute an incompatible land use.

· The facility should be located in the case of ports in close proximity to the coast, and in the case of road/rail transhipment as close to the M25 as possible in order to serve the principal market of London, and so as to provide ease of access to the rest of the country.

2.7 There is a clear lack of evidence and the Council urges the Panel to recommend that further consideration be given to these aspects of the Plan as a matter of priority. The Panel is asked to recommend that in the interim, that the Plan should fill the policy vacuum with a criteria based policy as indicated above.

2.8 Footnote

In Maidstone’s case, a developer, DMI proposes a road-rail freight interchange facility to the east of Maidstone urban area, to be developed around Junction 8 of the M20. Whilst it is not appropriate to deal with site specifics at this EiP, it should be noted that Maidstone Council objected to a similar concept at the Kent and Medway Structure Plan EiP, and that DMI now propose making a planning application for the freight interchange in the New Year, ahead of the emerging LDF Core Strategy. 

2.9 Rather than determine these strategic matters through a planning application process the Borough Council considers that further work, such as that proposed in policy T13 would be the most sound basis for identifying all potential locations in the South East and London regions in the context of all relevant rail lines, and of weighing their relative positive and negative features against each other.
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