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The year barely started and I am overwhelmed. Sorry, so many news exciting ones and bad ones too …..

Let’s start with the less important items here and put the vital corkers at the end:

Garden waste

After North Downs having been the worst affected ward last autumn for missed garden bin collections, I was looking forward to 2nd February when this item was referred by full council to CHE committee. Officers presented a report for noting. Granted, great amendments were made since November but when I asked members not only to note the report but to seek refunds of fees or an extension of service period plus a personal apology to customers, who clearly paid for a service which they did not receive, I shouldn’t have held my breath. If the council offers a non-statutory service and cannot deliver, then this does reflect on the reputation of the local authority. The only remedy is now to pursue the issue in the small claims court. If members of the public want to explore this way I’d be happy to assist as their McKenzie friend.

Conservation Areas and Household Waste Disposal Sites (HWDS)
(April Fools Day coming early)

At SPI committee, after I pushed for a conservation area appraisal for Hollingbourne, the next agenda item on the agenda was a reference to KCC about the expansion of the Tovil Household Waste Recycling Centre and the building of a new additional site in the east of the Borough. Both I welcomed wholeheartedly, upon which Cllr Clive English (Lib) quipped that this will be built in Hollingbourne. 

I double-checked and there are NO plans for a HWDS in Hollingbourne. I certainly would welcome one if there’d ever be some plans for one near the Biffa depot or there about, but obviously not inside the conservation area.

After having made further enquiries I am only aware of the new HWDS currently being built at Allington and I read about another one planned for Lenham Heath, should that development go ahead.

The good news of the month:

Maidstone Borough Council’s (MBC) Climate Action Plan is ranked joint 25th place nationally out of 325 UK councils who have declared a climate emergency and has received the top score among Kent councils according to a Climate Emergency UK campaign.

Electoral Reform:

I reported previously that the boundary commission is looking at redrawing the map for council wards post-2024. I am still shell-shocked about the latest proposals: There is a good chance that North Downs Ward will be split into three slices West to East: Stockbury forming a new ward with Detling and Boxley; Hollingbourne, Hucking and Bicknor joining Leeds and Wychling, Frinsted, Otterden being annexed by Lenham. It’s early days and things are clearly at consultation stage. Please add your comments here: https://consultation.lgbce.org.uk/have-your-say/32722   I certainly would be upset at losing two- thirds of my ward, which currently represents many small communities within the AONB.

Christmas coming early:

You may remember that last year I was granted some funds by the Kent Community Rail Partnership to pursue the development of Hollingbourne Station into a community centre. Now South-Eastern have dug even deeper into their pockets and are proposing to undertake some refurbishment works prior to handing the railway station over to the community. With any luck, no promises made, Hollingbourne will have its own community-run Railway Station / Community Centre this side of your summer holiday.

And now the Major Corker:

(please read and digest slowly)

For any of you who may not already know, Binbury Park is a proposed new garden village on the site of the former Detling Aerodrome off the A249 Sittingbourne Road. 

This site lies entirely in the AONB and, if permitted, would form the largest development within an AONB anywhere in the country.  Further information can be obtained by visiting: 

https://maidstone.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/132576/ED-022-Binbury-Park-Garden-Village,-Detling-September-2016.pdf
For some years the developer has been eyeing up this site and put in a planning application for 1100 homes. By law the council has to consider this application. So far so good.
I hear on the grapevine that a special meeting of the planning committee will be held on 16th of March, dealing solely with this application.

The planning application and all its 439 associated documents can be viewed on the MBC website. The Planning Reference is 18/504836. It was validated on 18 September 2018 – over 3 years ago!  Although the site is known as Detling Aerodrome, most of the land involved is within Thurnham Parish and a small area is within Stockbury Parish. 
If Maidstone (MBC) were to allow or refuse this application, there will undoubtedly be an appeal. 

I thought that it would be helpful if I explained how major applications like this one, which is in conflict with national planning policy, are handled by the Government. If a development of this scale were to be permitted by the District Council in an AONB, I am certain that it could only be by way of a Ministerial decision.  

Planning appeals are mostly determined by Planning Inspectors in the name of the Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (SoS). Some major or hugely controversial appeals concerning issues of national planning policy may, however, be 'recovered' from the Inspectorate and referred directly to the SoS for decision. In these cases, instead of the Inspector issuing a decision himself, he sends his report and recommendation on the appeal to the Secretary of State. 
The Binbury Park planning application gives rise to serious conflicts of national planning policy concerning the protection of AONBs, encouraging more house-building and planning for climate change. I would not, therefore, be surprised if any appeal for this development is recovered for a decision by the SoS and that a decision on it will then be made by the SoS and not by an Inspector.  

Once the inquiry has been concluded, the Inspector will submit his conclusions and recommendations to the SoS and a decision will be issued in the same way as a decision on a recovered planning appeal.  

So, what is likely to be the outcome? On the basis of what I know at present, I think that if Maidstone refuses the application, it is very likely that an appeal will be dead in the water and the Inspector (or SoS) follows the Council’s decision.  If MBC resolves to permit the application, it will almost certainly be called in by the SoS and MAY be refused.  But, who knows? 

No doubt, you are aware that Maidstone is currently going through the hoops of its Local Plan Review. A Local Plan should give local communities certainty about forthcoming developments and protection against unwanted ones. Over the past months I reported that the Local Plan Review went through several stages of consultation. All 55 members of the council had the chance to input their two senses. We saw many public protests regarding garden villages in Lidsing and Lenham Heath.  It is a difficult and ongoing journey.

The Binbury proposal may have fantastic features, may be sustainable and even improve certain traffic problems on the A249, but for the very reason that the Binbury Development is entirely within an AONB it was not included in the Local Plan. You may even argue that this particular area of the AONB doesn’t deserve its status. Fact is, however, that it is part of the AONB and by law it deserves special protection, until or unless Parliament revokes this designation.

So one would expect that the decision on the 16th will be a foregone conclusion. It is not in the Local Plan Review, it is in an AONB and the current Local Plan Review meets its criteria for fulfilling the future housing delivery targets in the Borough. Except – certain members may see the wonderful benefits of this proposal. Those Councillors may have always wanted this development but were too scared to put it in the Local Plan. Outside an AONB it would surely tick all the right boxes for a great development and it would take the pressure off the two other proposed garden developments in Lidsing and Lenham Heath.

To me, however, the permission of Binbury on the 16th would drive horse and cart through the Local Plan. A development of this size must be considered by the Local Plan-making process, must stand up to scrutiny by all 55 elected members as well as public consultation. Allowing this development through the back-door by a specially convened planning committee of only 13 members, without the due process of Local Plan making and public consultation would be outright immoral and undemocratic !

What is the point of us slugging for months over the Local Plan Review process, if a special meeting of 13 committee members can circumnavigate everything we worked for?

How often do I hear councillor- colleagues crying that their hands are tied by the Planning Inspector?

And never mind how wonderful the merits of the development are, but allowing it in order to delegate the moral decision-making to a Planning Inspector or even the SoS would represent cowardice by your locally elected councillors.

My bit’s said….. next newsletter expected after the 16th of March – update to follow…..

PATRIK GARTEN       
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