10A/Maidstone Borough Council (7295)


1 (10A.1) Do the proposed implementation mechanisms and delivery agencies in the draft RSS, as supplemented by the Implementation Plan, establish a clear means for translating RSS policies into action?

1.1
Maidstone Borough Council considers it important that the Implementation Plan is accorded a firm degree of certainty. If so, it is a useful step in the right direction towards translating RSS policies into action. Questions do remain however regarding the format of the plan, and the coherence of the approach towards Maidstone. Maidstone and Tonbridge/Tunbridge Wells are included in Policy CC8c as the only Regional Hubs outside of the sub-regions. Maidstone is also included with Tunbridge Wells as ‘other areas’ under section 3.11 of Annex 3 to the updated Implementation Plan, submitted by the South East of England Regional Assembly (SEERA) to the EiP.

1.2
Maidstone Borough Council supports the recognition of the role of Maidstone in the South East Plan, however the Council is concerned that the cross-cutting policies audit (Annex 5 to the Implementation Plan) does not adequately link Policy CC8c to any other policy within the Plan. Maidstone is concerned that this apparent lack of integration does not follow through into the ability to deliver policies.

1.3
In previous statements to the EiP, the Borough Council has proposed textual and graphical amendments, at appropriate points throughout the plan, to recognise the New Growth Point status of the Borough (subject to its testing at the EiP). The Council considers that a graphical notation could be incorporated into the implementation plan process, reflecting the strategic importance of infrastructure investment at this location.

1.4
Key Action IMP9 of the updated Implementation Plan recognises the need for longer term public sector funding commitments. Maidstone Borough Council supports this sentiment, and is concerned that if too much burden is placed on the private sector then developments may be slower in coming forward and the timing generally harder to predict and manage. An appropriate balance needs to be achieved.

2 (10A.2) Will the draft RSS help to promote a climate that is conducive to high investment confidence (for both public and private sector investors)?

2.1
Following the Government note regarding the status of the Implementation Plan and its relation to the South East Plan itself, Maidstone Borough Council is concerned as to how much confidence the draft RSS can actually inspire in investors.

2.2
The Council is concerned that for a conducive climate to be achieved, the Implementation Plan requires certainty in terms of both its status and the status of the schemes included within. Maidstone, as an aspiring authority at the heart of Kent, has actively sought further growth to enhance its sustainability prospects, however to maintain a sustainable approach requires infrastructure provision to support the communities it plans to develop.

2.3
Development sites, allocated through the Local Development Framework process, should be able to be planned for with a degree of certainty arising from funding mechanisms present in the Implementation Plan section of the RSS. The Government note however, places the status of the Implementation Plan on unstable ground, suggesting that if the schemes included within are required for the delivery of a policy, then they should be part of the main document itself and subject to Sustainability Appraisal. The alternative is to adopt an approach similar to that in the East of England RSS that puts the Implementation Plan akin to the annual monitoring process ensuring that it “reflects the changing circumstances of funding”. Maidstone Borough Council understands the complexity of funding issues in relation to infrastructure projects, but if it is accepted that there cannot be any definite period in which these projects can be brought forward due to the “changing circumstances of funding”, then it should also be accepted that investment confidence will not be as high as it could be.

2.4
Maidstone Borough Council considers that the successful delivery of the South East Plan is closely linked to a strong and certain Implementation Plan, indeed this is recognised in the revised Implementation Plan itself, particularly at Key Actions IMP1 and IMP9.

3 (10A.3) Is there a role for the Regional Assembly to coordinate strategic reviews of land holdings (Policy CC6)?

3.1
Maidstone Borough Council agrees that a strategic review of land holdings would be useful. The Regional Assembly, as the strategic planning authority, is in a good position to coordinate this review among the public land holders.

3.2
The Council is currently in the process of preparing its Core Strategy, part of which involves the determination of areas of search for development. Subsequently the Council will prepare its Land Allocations Development Plan Document, determining specific sites.

3.3
For future reviews of these documents, the Council would expect to include strategic land holdings information at the information gathering stage. Ultimately, this information will assist the Council in determining the spatial form of development within the Borough. Issues will exist regarding timing and the preparation of local development frameworks at different authorities, however this is inevitable.

4 (10A.4) To what extent are the Investment Schedules in the Implementation Plan affordable and realistic?

4.1
The amended Investment Framework (Annex 3 to the revised Implementation Plan), as put to the panel, identifies two specific transport infrastructure schemes for development in Maidstone. The proposed schemes are the South East Maidstone Strategic Link (SEMSL), and the All Saints Bypass. Both have been in various forms and stages of consideration for many years.

4.2
The SEMSL was originally proposed as a village bypass (Leeds and Langley), but is now a strategic requirement to open sites for development in South East Maidstone, and to relieve the pressure of traffic having to travel through the centre of Maidstone. Indeed, in the Maidstone Core Strategy Preferred Options consultation (26th January 2007 – eight weeks), the prime area of search for new development is based on an urban extensions to the east and south east of Maidstone linked by the route. The full strategic purpose of the urban extensions cannot be realised without the SEMSL.

4.3
Informal approaches have already been made to the Council by developers regarding the funding of the SEMSL, and it is expected that the nature of the proposed development that the SEMSL would open up i.e. greenfield and higher uplift in land values, could pay towards a significant amount of the link. The issue remains however that developers will still only be prepared to contribute a given amount to such schemes, and with the likely high cost, it is questionable how much funding could reasonably be expected towards other necessary infrastructure. The development of communities towards the east and south east of Maidstone will require, in addition to transport links, water, electricity, gas, sewers, drainage, schools and healthcare. 

4.4
The proposed All Saints bypass, like the SEMSL, has taken many forms throughout its history. It is proposed as both a traffic scheme and, primarily, an environmental improvement scheme. In traffic terms, it would reroute the main flow of traffic away from Lower Stone Street, and potentially return Upper Stone Street to two–way traffic relieving Sheals Crescent, Hayle Road and College Road, which in the most part are residential streets within an Air Quality Action Area. Environmentally, the re-routing of the A229 to the east of the tithe barn Carriage Museum could end the severance between it and the All Saints Church, and Archbishops Palace, creating an attractive green precinct in the southern part of the town centre. In turn this would reduce the greater severance of this most historically important quarter of Maidstone.

4.5
Whichever alignment is chosen, it is inevitable that new development opportunities will arise, while existing developments would be demolished. The built up vicinity of the proposed scheme and complex ownership issues however, would inevitably restrict private contributions to the scheme.

4.6
The recognition of Maidstone in the revised Investment Framework, while necessary and welcomed by the Borough Council, does not tell the whole story of just what is required to make expansion work. The emerging Core Strategy is based around the principle of development subject to infrastructure (all kinds) yet with the two essential schemes described, there is a lack of confidence in the public money required to bring them forward. 

4.7
Key Action IMP1 and IMP9 are particularly relevant in their recognition that private developments cannot be expected to fund all of the necessary schemes, subsequently casting doubt on just how affordable and realistic the investment schedules actually are.
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