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Introduction 

 
1. This is now our third major investigation as a scrutiny committee. Our 

previous inquiries – into abandoned vehicles and fly tipping – have had far-reaching 
impacts and have gone some way to promoting the Council’s overall objective of a 
clean and tidy Borough. The issue of noise and air pollution from motorways was one 
which arose in the course of our day-to-day constituency work as one which had a 
very dramatic impact on the lives of many residents in the Borough. From the start, we 
knew that this inquiry was going to be extremely challenging – covering as it did a 
wide variety of problems. 
 

2. Throughout the past nine months, our investigation has maintained a high 
press and media profile. No fewer than 30 articles have appeared in the local and 
national press and the issue has been featured on a number of occasions on the local 
news and on the BBC News website. Furthermore, the inquiry has attracted more 
public interest than any other conducted by 
an overview and scrutiny committee in 
Maidstone. More than 70 submissions have 
been received by the Committee on the 
issue from a wide range of individuals, 
interest groups and parish councils. All of 
these submissions are attached to the report 
together with informal notes of our 
discussions with expert witnesses. We have 
also included a bibliography pointing to 
just some of the wide range of research and 
documentation we have used in the course 
of our inquiry. We believe – and a number 
of our witnesses have concurred – that this is the first occasion in the UK that the 
many issues surrounding the impact of motorways on ordinary lives have been 
examined side by side in a coherent and joined-up way. Our report brings together a 
number of issues for which responsibility has historically been divided between 
different actors. We hope that our report will be given due consideration at all levels 
and by all the agencies involved. 
 
 
Maidstone 
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3. It is perhaps not surprising that the issues of noise and environmental pollution 

should have attracted so much public interest and concern. The Borough is unique in 
the country in that it is bisected by two major trans-European network motorways, the 

(1) There was intense media interest in the inquiry  
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Channel Tunnel Rail link and a number of other major roads. The growth in the 
number and volume of vehicles on motorways in the Borough has risen exponentially 
and has vastly exceeded those levels predicted when they were first constructed. 
Inevitably this growth has brought with it ever-growing levels of noise and air 
pollution. The growth in traffic looks likely to continue and increase for a variety of 
national and international reasons including the growth of Ashford and the expansion 
of the European Union eastwards. 
 

4. A number of further issues have become apparent in the course of our inquiry. 
First, the Maidstone Borough has a significant number of ‘residential stretches’ of 
motorways – that is to say, motorways which run in close proximity to built up areas. 
Almost the entire urban area and a majority of the population of the Borough are 
affected in some way by either noise or 
air pollution from motorways. Secondly, 
the nature of the road network in the 
Borough means that the motorways act, in 
essence, as a ‘bypass’ for the Town. 
Consequently, when the motorways 
become congested or closed, it results in 
large numbers of vehicles being 
redirected through the Town. Thirdly, 
many of the roads in the Borough are 
affected by ‘Operation Stack’. When 
there are problems with the Channel 
Tunnel or ferries, plans have been made 
to park those goods vehicles affected on 
the M20. This results in motorway traffic being diverted onto ‘A’ roads and other 
minor roads in the Borough. Finally, motorways in the Borough act as a link between 
the UK and the rest of Europe. As a result, they carry a significant proportion of lorries 
and heavy-goods vehicles and traffic builds up early as cars and lorries travel down 
from the M25 to catch the first trains or ferry sailings. 
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5. This report looks at two separate but related issues: noise pollution and 

environmental pollution. The latter section is further divided into sub-sections 
addressing air pollution, ‘runoff’ and light pollution. At the end of the report, we make 
some recommendations as to how these related, but hitherto unconnected issues, can 
be addressed in a coherent manner.  
 
 

(2) One of the many ‘residential’ stretches of motorway in 
the Borough 
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Noise Pollution 

 
The Problem 
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6. When people talk about pollution from roads, they tend immediately to think 

of environmental pollution – Carbon Dioxide, Nitrogen Dioxide, particulates and other 
emissions from vehicles. In fact, our investigation has shown that the single biggest 
issue of concern to people living alongside or near motorways is, in fact, noise. 
However, despite this, very little has been done to raise the profile of the issue or to 
tackle it. John Stewart, of Transport 2000, described it as ‘the forgotten pollutant’. 
Campaigns focusing on noise from airports have received widespread attention, yet 
motorways can have a similar impact to those living in their environs and, whereas 
airports affect isolated localities, motorways are ubiquitous.  
 
 
Monitoring 
 

7. In order fully to understand the issue, we had first to understand the nature of 
noise and how it is measured. In this respect, it is important to note that noise is 
measured on a logarithmic as opposed to a linear scale. In other words, a small 
reduction in the number of decibels can have a marked effect on noise as heard. In 
fact, we were told that noise levels double every three decibels – in other words, any 
measure that reduces the level of noise by just three decibels will halve the actual level 
of noise.  
 

8. The Council does not have a specific noise monitoring programme, however, 
the Environmental Health Section does monitor noise in particular situations; for 
example where a planning application is involved. 
 

9. Mark Watts MEP explained that in due course, all countries in the European 
Union would have a duty to comply with the EC Noise Directive. The objective of the 
directive is to harmonise the measurement of noise levels and to allow for the 
production of ‘noise maps’. These maps have to be produced by the end of June 2007 
and within a year of publication, governments must have produced an action plan for 
tackling the issue. Whilst Mark Watts felt that the Noise Directive would be extremely 
useful, he felt that it was largely ignored in the local Route Management Strategy. 
 

10. We request details of what consideration Maidstone Borough Council has 
given to noise mapping. We further recommend that, prior to noise maps being a 
statutory requirement in 2007, using a combination of measurements and 
predictions, a ‘base line’ is established with respect to noise levels around 
motorways and that similar exercises are undertaken every two years so as to 
enable us to monitor and track the nature of the problem. The results would, in 
all likelihood, assist the Council in any applications for action by central 
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government in terms of noise barriers or resurfacing works. 
 

11. As part of our inquiry, we were 
keen to assess the nature and extent of the 
problem in the district. At a relatively early 
stage, we hired a mini-bus and, 
accompanied by Council Environmental 
Health Officers, set out to measure noise at 
a number of locations around the area. We 
complemented this work with longer-term 
readings at a number of fixed locations. 
We were surprised and shocked at the 
readings we obtained. 

 
Location Reading 

Chatham Road, Sandling   61-62 dB (average) 

Yew Tree Car Park, Sandling 70.6 dB (average) 

Homes by the Yew Tree Car Park, 
Sandling (road surface is at eye level) 

75-76 dB (average) 

Fairbourne Lane, Harrietsham 64.6 dB (average) 
 

 
12. As a rough comparison, planning permission for new houses would normally 

be refused where levels exceed 66 decibels between 11pm and 7am or 72 decibels 
between 7am and 11pm. The first action level for health and safety and work is 85 
decibels. Where people are exposed to such levels of noise as part of their work, they 
would be required to wear ear defenders. It is important to note that these noise levels 
have increased substantially in line with the overall increase in the volume of traffic on 
the roads.  
 

13. Having established the levels of noise, we then set out to assess the impact that 
this might have on people living in the immediate area. Whilst the noise was clearly a 
‘nuisance’ and an annoyance, we were keen to discover whether it might be possible to 
determine scientifically if there were any provable psychological or physiological 
impacts on people. 
 
 
Impacts 
 

14. In the 70 or so letters we received as part of this inquiry, residents ascribed a 
wide variety of symptoms to motorway noise and pollution – both physical, emotional 
and social. Frequent complaints included the inability of people to enjoy their gardens 
and (in some cases) their homes, medical conditions (asthma, tickly coughs and the 
like), smuts and smudges on windows and washing, poor performance of children at 
school and the effect on property values. It is quite clear that motorway noise is having 
a marked impact on a large number of residents in the Borough in a variety of ways. 

(3) Monitoring noise levels at Harbourland in Boxley 
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IMPACTS ON HEALTH 
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15. Steven Stansfeld, Professor of Psychiatry at Queen Mary, University of 

London gave evidence to the committee on impacts of noise on health, 
performance and behaviour. He explained that a great deal of research has been 
carried out on the effects of noise from airports on health but that far less has 
been done on the effects of road traffic noise. It was, however, something that he 
was in the process of looking at. He stated that “noise can have an effect on both 
general wellbeing and on health. Sleep can be disturbed, your level of annoyance 
can increase, your performance can be affected, it can also have effects on the 
cardiovascular system, increasing your risk of high blood pressure and heart 
disease”. He went on to explain that guidelines from the World Health 
Organisation suggested that different levels of outside noise would have different 
effects: 40-60 dBA Leq (outdoors) would cause sleep disturbance; 40-55 dBA Leq 
would cause annoyance and 65-70 dBA Leq could be related to poor school 
performance in children and an increased risk of heart disease. Bearing in mind 
that some of the readings we took were as high as 75-76 dB, this is obviously a 
concern. 
 

16. There were other impacts as well. Noise could have a social impact, masking 
speech, diverting people from social cues and influencing judgement. He also 
explained that a study had shown that there was an increased risk of having 
prescription drugs such as sleeping pills and tranquillisers prescribed in areas with 
high levels of road traffic noise. Finally, Prof. Stansfeld also indicated that there was 
some evidence that noise was having an impact on bird populations. 
 

17. It is clear that not all people are equally susceptible. Noise appears 
disproportionately to affect the elderly and the infirm (although elderly people’s 
hearing might not be so good). Similarly, children may be particularly susceptible 
insofar as exposure to motorway noise may affect their learning. Studies into aircraft 
noise have shown that noise can interrupt children’s concentration or interfere with 
their attention and reading. In this respect, Professor Stansfeld’s evidence is supported 
by recent research from South Bank and London University and the University of 
Innsbruck. 
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18. The fact that children are disproportionately affected is of particular 
concern, particularly given that there is at least one school in the Borough that is 
situated in close proximity to the motorway. Professor Stansfeld recommended that 
authorities should look at siting schools and hospitals in quieter areas at the planning 
stage. Whilst evidence linking noise with educational performance is by no means 
conclusive, it raises sufficient doubts so as to suggest caution.  We recommend that 
the Borough-Wide Local Plan should clearly state that there will be a 
presumption to deny any planning applications for schools in the immediate 
vicinity of motorways. KCC should examine as a matter of urgency the quantity, 
quality and impact of noise abatement measures in Sandling primary school and 
whether any further action is required. 
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19. Prof. Stansfeld also noted that 

people need to know the authorities care 
about noise pollution and that they are 
seeking to do something about it. He 
noted that, in this respect, our inquiry 
would be extremely helpful. This was 
something that was clearly reflected in the 
letters submitted to our inquiry; people 
clearly believed that insufficient attention 
had been focussed on the issue and 
welcomed the opportunity to air their 
views and to press for action. Whilst the 
majority of issues alluded to in this 
report fall within the remit of central 
government and its agencies, local government also has a vital role to play in 
pressing the case of its citizens. We recommend that the Cabinet Member with 
responsibility for transportation include an objective in his/her portfolio plan to 
bring about improvements to those affected by motorway noise (for example 
resurfacing) and that progress should be reported not just in the Corporate Plan 
but through other media such as the Borough Newsletter, newspaper articles, 
targeted street letters and the Council web site. 
 
ECONOMIC IMPACTS 
 

I am selling my house at the moment and the estate agent told me to knock 
£20,000 off the asking price because of the noise from the motorway. 
– Resident  

 
20. There is also a very clear economic impact from noise on motorways. Mark 

Watts estimated that across Europe, this could be as high as between � 10 and � 14 
billion in terms of the impact of noise on health, property values and so on. This 
reflects the comments of a great many letters submitted to the inquiry commenting on 
the extent to which motorway noise had depressed property values. One submission 

(4) Over 70 people attended a meeting on the issue of 
motorway noise at Harrietsham 
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even requested that we should temper our report so as to prevent any further 
deterioration. 
  
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS: TRANQUILITY AND THE CROW ACT 
 

21. One interesting issue thrown up by 
our inquiry was the fact that the Countryside 
and Rights of Way Act 2000 brought with it a 
statutory duty for local authorities responsible 
for Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) to produce an AONB Management 
Plan. Section 85(1) stipulated that all 
statutory undertakers, government 
departments and public bodies should have 
due regard for the purposes of AONBs in 
carrying out their statutory functions. 
 

22. In Maidstone, the Kent Downs Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty is bounded to 
the North by the M2 and to the South by the M20. This 'sandwich' effect exacerbates 
the negative impact on the landscape and tranquilty of this nationally protected area. 
 

23. In view of the huge visual and noise impact of the M20 and M2 on the 
Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty we recommend that: 
 
• a requirement is included within the Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 

specifically to address the visual and noise impacts of the M20 and M2. The 
Highways Agency should be involved within the consultation and planning 
process; 

 
• a multi-agency landscape strategy should be developed for the AONB sections 

of the M20 and M2 corridor existing grants (such as stewardship grants, farm 
woodland grants and Forestry Commission grants) should be co-ordinated to 
protect native woodlands and to bring about new, expanded planting 
programmes. The new Borough Wide Local Plan should provide practical 
planning and landscape prescriptions to soften the impact of the M20 and M2 
upon the Kent Downs AONB; 

 
• The Highways Agency should be encouraged to spell out how they propose to 

have 'due regard' for the AONB and should reassess, as a matter of urgency, 
the standard and extent of screening planting, noise bunds and barriers within 
the AONB sections of the M20 and M2. 

 
 
Response to Date 
 

24. What then is being done to address problems of noise pollution? Historically, 
the answer has been “very little”. When motorways were being built and traffic levels 
rising in the 1950s and 1960s, noise was seen as the major problem and an in-depth 
report (the Wilson report) was commissioned into the issue. Latterly, other problems 

(5) There is a huge visual and noise impact on the Kent 
Downs AONB 
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such as air pollution have come to the fore and noise has been forgotten. Newer 
motorways, including the stretches of the M2 and M20 that run through the Borough 
appear to have been built with very little consideration of the impact of the noise they 
create. The Government’s recent Ten Year Transport Plan marked a departure in this 
respect. For the first time in many years, it specifically commits the Government to 
noise abatement measures including £5 million a year to be spent on sound barriers 
and a programme to replace all concrete sections of carriageway by 2010 and to ensure 
that maintenance of the motorway network would always lead to low noise surfaces 
being laid. 
 
 
Causes and Possible Solutions 
 

25. There is no one single cause of noise. For cars at high speed, the biggest single 
cause of noise is the abrasion of tyres on the road surface. At lower speeds and with 
HGVs, the main factor is the engine noise. ‘Clanking’ and wind resistance also play a 
role. 
 

26. Measures to tackle noise fall into two categories: remedial measures to reduce 
the level and impact of noise and measures to reduce noise at source. 
 
REMEDIAL MEASURES 
 

27. Some efforts have been made to date to reduce the impact of motorway noise. 
Under the Land Compensation Act, within one year of a new highway being built, or a 
current highway being altered (with more than two lanes), anyone affected is entitled 
to compensation for any reduction in the value of their property. Similarly, assistance 
is available for insulation under the Noise Insulation Regulations. Some efforts have 
been made to erect noise barriers. However, insulation and double glazing will do little 
to improve people’s ability to enjoy and appreciate their gardens and the use of noise 
barriers is patchy and appears to bear no relation to urban stretches of motorways. 
 
Barriers 
 

28. Early on in our inquiry, noise barriers were something that we were keen to 
explore. All of us, anecdotally, had seen their widespread use in continental Europe 
and they were seen as one possible solution by a great many of the people who have 
written in to our inquiry. 
 

Before the road was widened it was protected by trees, of course these were 
removed and all that was put in its place was a wooden fence, this has not 
helped at all. – Resident 

 
29. Graham Steady, Maidstone Borough Council’s Senior Environmental Health 

Officer, told us that they could be useful, but that they needed to be both solid and 
continuous. They also needed to be close to the road; at distances of over 200-300 
metres, ground absorption begins to take over. He told us that the Highways Agency 
had a proven record for the quality of its barriers and for integrating highways into the 
local area. Indeed, Simon Price, from the Highways Agency, was able to show us a 
number of different  types  of  barriers  used  around the UK, each designed to fit in 
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with locale. Whilst this may well be the case, clearly very little use has been made of 
noise barriers in the Maidstone area. The photos below show an example of where 
acoustic barriers are completely absent. 
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30. As our inquiry progressed, it 

became clear that noise barriers are not a 
panacea. Simon Price explained that it was 
difficult to install them ex-post facto. Many 
bridges and flyovers were simply not 
designed to take the loads; elsewhere there 
was just not the room. Consequently, they 
could prove to be extremely expensive. 
Simon Price also explained that noise 
barriers could also worsen the problem 
rather than improve it. In some locations, 
they would only provide a very small 
‘angle’ of cover and would only be 
effective for houses extremely close to the 
carriageway. Where used inappropriately, they could ‘bounce’ noise onto houses and 
prevent attenuation of noise along soft ground meaning that the motorway would 
appear even closer. Similarly, gaps in barriers could actually worsen the situation by 
‘channelling noise’ – something that was only too apparent to us in the course of our 
visit to the Sandling area close to the Yew Tree public house. 
 

31. We also looked at the issue of ‘natural’ noise barriers, such as trees and 
hedges. We were informed that these would be effective as long as any barriers were 
continuous and of the appropriate mass. In some instances, we were told that it would 
be difficult to fit the density of trees required between houses and the motorway. 
Whilst the case for planting trees alongside the carriageway to reduce noise might not 
have been made, we believe that it is vital to consider other properties, including their 
ability to absorb environmental pollution. We discuss this in greater detail below. 
 

32. Unfortunately, noise barriers are not the panacea that they might, at first 
appear. Other methods will be required to address noise pollution from 
motorways. That said, there are areas with no barriers where they could clearly 
be effective and there are other areas with barriers where they are not as 
effective as they might otherwise be because of gaps, inappropriate heights and so 
on. We recommend that an investigation should be undertaken to assess the 
suitability and appropriateness of existing noise barriers along the M20 and M2. 
 
Attenuation  
 

33. We were told by the Highways Agency that one of the best ways to reduce 
motorway noise was to allow it to be absorbed by soft landscapes. He explained that 
some types of ground were better than others in this respect. A ploughed field would 

(6) A complete lack of noise barriers in the Sandling area. 
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be highly effective in absorbing noise, whereas hard landscape (such as concrete or 
tarmac) would be much less effective. This is an important point. We recommend 
that the new Local Plan should take account not just on the noise levels likely to 
be experienced by prospective developments but whether, in replacing soft 
landscaping with hard landscaping, any proposed development would impact on 
the noise levels experienced by existing residential areas. 
 
TACKLING NOISE AT SOURCE 
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34. We have already noted that the principle cause of noise from cars is the 

contact between their tyres and the carriageway. It therefore seems apparent that the 
most effective way to reduce noise would be to tackle it at source through 
improvements either to vehicle tyres or road surfaces. 
 

35. Simon Price explained that a great deal of research was going into both of 
these issues. Whilst it has proved extremely difficult to develop ‘quieter tyres’, a great 
deal of progress had already been made in developing quieter road surfaces. 
 

36. Graham Steady explained to us that 
there were three types of road surface: concrete 
(the cheapest and noisiest surface), 
conventional hot rolled asphalt and porous 
asphalt. He noted that replacing ‘noisy’ 
surfaces with quieter surfaces could make an 
enormous difference. The M20 has a number 
of different surfaces throughout the Borough. 
Between junctions 5 and 8, the road is surfaced 
in conventional hot rolled asphalt. From 
junction 8 onwards, the surface is ribbed 
concrete. The M2 is currently in the process of 
being resurfaced as part of the work to widen the carriageway and, as a result, will be 
constructed out of porous asphalt. Further technical details on the properties of 
different motorway surfaces are provided in the appendices. 
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37. The issue of motorway surfaces became a key part of the inquiry and a great 

deal of pressure has been brought to bear on central government from parish, Borough 
and county councils and from local MPs. In particular, we were concerned about 
junctions 8-9 (concrete surface) and junctions 5-8 which, whilst not constructed out of 

(7) Concrete surfaces are particularly noisy 
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concrete, still have surfaces which are considerably ‘noisier’ than the current 
alternatives we discuss below. 
 

38. Over the course of our inquiry, there have been mixed messages from the 
Government as to precisely when different sections will be surfaced. However, at our 
meeting held in Harrietsham, Hugh Robertson MP informed us that he had been 
informed that resurfacing of junctions 8 to 9 on the M20 had been programmed into 
the works and could be brought forward to 2006. This remains the case. In the latest 
announcement on resurfacing made on 1 April 2003, junctions 8-9 remain scheduled 
to be resurfaced between 2004/5 and 2005/6 at a total cost of between £12-14 million 
for the whole 21 kilometre stretch. There are no plans to resurface sections 5-8 at the 
current time. Decisions on whether to resurface concrete stretches of motorway are 
made according to criteria announced by the Highways Agency in October 2001. 
 
Criteria announced by the Highways Agency in October 2001 for prioritising the 
surfacing of concrete trunk roads with quieter materials: 
 
1. Wherever possible the application of quieter surfaces will fit in with normal 

maintenance needs; 
2. Priority will be given to those sites where treatment would benefit the greatest 

number of people; 
3. Works will be carried out in such a way as to minimise disruption to the 

general public and users of network; 
4. Priority will be given to roads opened since June 1988, where actual noise 

levels have turned out to be significantly higher than predicted at the time of 
the Public Inquiry. 

 
39. One interesting revelation from Simon Price of the Highways Agency was the 

development of what have become termed ‘thin surfaces’. He explained that these 
surfaces could be used in place of porous asphalt. These surfaces were cheaper and 
less disruptive to lay in addition to being less noisy. In its Ten Year Transport Plan, 
the Government committed itself to replacing all concrete sections of motorway with 
low noise alternatives. At the time the announcement was made, that meant porous 
asphalt. If there are now equally effective, lower cost alternatives available, we would 
like to see these being used. They would make the budget ring-fenced for resurfacing 
‘noisy’ stretches of motorway go even further and might even enable some non-
concrete, rolled asphalt sections replaced. 
 

40. Whilst it is clearly good news that junctions 8 to 9 have now been 
earmarked for a quieter road surface, it is vital that pressure should be brought 
to bear on central government to make sure that  work is completed as soon as 
possible within the timeframe. We also request clarification from the Highways 
Agency as to whether this is likely to be with porous asphalt or a new ‘thin 
surface’. Hugh Robertson suggested a possible way forward, namely that any 
lobbying of central Government should be based on the fourth criteria and could 
include three factors which have resulted in the increase in noise levels: the Channel 
Tunnel Rail Link, the increase in heavy traffic and the recent and future development 
of Ashford. He suggested that local authorities would have to do the lobbying of the 
Highways Authority but that he would be prepared to take the matter up on the floor of 
the house. The Highways Agency is currently conducting a programme of noise 
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surveys to identify major trunk roads that satisfy the fourth criterion. 
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41. The replacement of concrete stretches of motorway, whilst a welcome 

relief for the residents in the immediate locality, will not, in itself, be enough; 
there is little difference in noise levels between concrete and ‘black top’ rolled 
asphalt, especially in the wet. Having secured a date for the resurfacing of 
junctions 8-9, the next clear priority for the Borough and its partners must be to 
press for the resurfacing of junctions 5-8. At the present time, this is not even on 
the government radar. A case urgently needs to be put together and presented to 
the Department of Transport for the replacement of ‘black top’ so as to ensure a 
uniform surface with an acceptable level of noise throughout the Borough. All 
agencies involved will need to work in a coordinated manner to bring this about. 
 

42. We recommend that the Council should convene a high-level meeting with 
amenity groups, parish councils, neighbouring authorities, KCC, local MPs and 
MEPs and representatives of the regional development bodies and assemblies to 
develop a strategy for lobbying Government to combat the problems of noise and 
air pollution from motorways in the county at the earliest possible opportunity. 
We would like to see the meeting address the various issues we raise in our report 
including noise barriers, resurfacing and (as we discuss below) measures to 
address air pollution and runoff, possible speed restrictions and mechanisms for 
monitoring noise and environmental pollution. As part of the meeting, we would 
like to see all the agencies involved, pushing the Government to prioritise 
resurfacing of junctions 8 to 9 within the scheme of works and to consider 
replacing some of the older ‘blacktop’ motorway road surface. We would like to 
see these issues incorporated into local development plans, KCC strategic plans 
(including the Kent Structure Plan) and other policy documents such as the 
Highways Agency Route Management Strategy for the South East. The issue 
could also be referred to the Council’s Local Strategic Partnership as motorway 
noise and pollution will affect many of the bodies concerned. 
 
 
Speed 
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43. Another key factor and one which has a close relationship with noise, 

pollution and traffic movement is the speed at which traffic travels. At first, when we 
considered the issue, speed limits seemed to be an unlikely solution. However, this 
perception changed as the inquiry went on.  
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BENEFITS 
 

44. The benefits of reducing speed are clear – it would both reduce noise and 
lower the amount of emissions. The UK Noise Association told us that the optimum 
speed for traffic on motorways in terms of noise would be 35 miles per hour, however 
this is obviously not realistic; moreover, pollution can also be higher at lower speeds. 
All witnesses agreed that the optimum speed of traffic in terms of keeping both noise 
and emissions to a minimum is around 55 miles per hour. This suggestion is obviously 
not without its problems. 
 
PROBLEMS 
 

45. The principal argument against speed restrictions is that they would inhibit 
traffic movement and, as a result, have both an economic and social impact as people 
and goods took longer to get to their destination. There is a further problem in that 
speed restrictions have never been introduced to reduce noise levels. Historically, they 
have been introduced primarily for road safety reasons; however, there have recently 
been examples of speed restrictions being used on motorways to improve traffic flows. 
This is the case with some stretches of the M25. To the best of our knowledge, there is 
no precedent for speed reductions being introduced to reduce noise. 
 

46. Despite all this, we believe that there is a very strong case for imposing speed 
limits along some, limited, residential stretches of the M20 for a combination of 
reasons. 
 
OUR CASE 
 

47. We were struck to see how many times the motorways in the Borough have 
been affected by accidents in the course of our inquiry. Impacts of accidents, in 
addition to death and injury, have the potential to cause significant tailbacks, delays 
and, in some cases, to close the motorway completely. In just one incident during our 
inquiry, the M20 was closed for six hours. Such incidents can be very expensive – the 
police estimate that each fatal motorway crash costs all agencies involved £1 million. 
In the Maidstone area, any disruption to motorway traffic can have a significant 
impact on the Town as cars and lorries are diverted away from the motorway. Speed is 
closely associated with accidents. RoSPA have estimated that over a third of road 
traffic accidents are directly attributable to excessive speed, resulting in over 1,000 
deaths, 12,700 serious injuries and 900,000 minor injuries each year. Further research 
has shown that for each 1mph reduction of speed the accident rate would fall by 5 per 
cent. 
 

48. Counterintuitively, it appears that there may be an argument for a 
reduction in speeds actually improving traffic flows. The cost of congestion to 
businesses in the UK is over £19bn each year. A speed limit of 55 mph through the 
residential areas of the Borough would result in a vehicles taking just three and a half 
minutes longer to reach their destination. We believe that, on average, people would 
spend a great deal longer in traffic jams caused by accidents. Similar experiments 
elsewhere (such as Bristol) have shown that variable speed limits can certainly 
improve journey times and reduce congestion and accidents. 
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49. In addition to the argument for improving traffic f lows and safety, there 

is also a strong argument to impose speed restrictions in order to improve air 
quality. The Council’s draft Air Quality Action Pla n notes that “the single most 
effective action to reduce air pollution from the M20 would be to reduce the 
speed of traffic to 50mph … the Highways Agency is aware of the issue”. For 
some time, there has been a reluctance to challenge the national approach to 
speed limits. We believe that this now has to change. National and international 
legislation is continuously being tightened with respect to noise and pollution 
levels and we believe that targets will only be met if radical measures are 
introduced. Other local authorities are coming to similar conclusions. 
 

50. As emissions standards become ever tighter, we believe that the 
Government will be willing to entertain pilots, such as speed restrictions over 
certain sections of motorway, to examine ways in which they can be met. We 
recommend that the Council, together with partners including neighbouring 
districts, and other tiers of local government should press for the introduction of 
variable speed limits along ‘residential’ stretches of motorway that are 
particularly badly affected by noise and pollution. Our research has 
demonstrated that as speeds fall, so too will congestion and the number of 
accidents meaning that the net impact on those using the motorway will be 
negligible. The impacts on residents however will be considerable; reductions in 
air and noise pollution will considerably ease the lives of those living around 
motorways in the Borough. Speed restrictions could represent a 'win, win, win' 
scenario with reduced speed limits regulating traffic flows, reducing accidents 
and improving noise and air pollution.  
 

51. Reduced speeds would also lessen the impact of lorries and cars braking at 
junctions. At the present time, this sharp braking can lead to the squealing of breaks 
and pollution, such as black smuts, as brake linings are abraded. This is a particular 
problem with the junction of the A229. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
 

52. Clearly any speed limits would need to be enforced. At the present time, there 
are a wide variety of ways in which this could be achieved. Those sections of the M25 
that have variable speed technology make use of cameras on gantries – those sections 
of the M20 we are concerned with already have a number of gantries that could be 
used. Other solutions are being sought elsewhere. Neil Ward told us that there some 
authorities were examining the potential of putting speed cameras in ‘cats eyes’. 
Surrey puts ‘camera lines’ on the road throughout its area but doesn’t necessarily place 
cameras at all of these locations, meaning that no-one knows where the cameras are.  
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Environmental Pollution 

 
53. Our inquiry focused on two distinct elements of environmental pollution: air 

pollution and runoff. However, as a result of our investigation, we also examined other 
environmental issues such as light pollution, the impact on wildlife and the effects on 
the human environment. 
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Air Pollution 
 

54. Under national and international legislation, all local authorities are required to 
measure air pollution in their area and, where levels of certain pollutants are above 
prescribed levels, they are obliged to establish an ‘Air Quality Management Area’. 
Pollutants measured included Benzine, Carbon Monoxide, Lead, Nitrogen Dioxide, 
fine particulates and Sulphur Dioxide. Ozone levels are measured in the Town Centre. 
Our Environmental Health experts told us that, having produced an assessment of the 
air quality in the Borough, all targets for 2004-5 would be met except for a small area 
by the M20 where we were likely to exceed our targets for Nitrogen Dioxide. The area 
in question contains some 30 or so properties. We were also told that Ozone was a 
national problem but that the South East has the highest levels in the UK. 
 
IMPACTS OF AIR POLLUTION ON HEALTH 
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55. Dr Jenny Mindell, Senior Lecturer, Imperial College, London, spoke to the 

Committee at length about the effects of motorways on human health. She talked not 
just about the direct impact of pollution but of indirect impacts from motorways and 
traffic in general such as stress, lack of exercise and lack of access. 
 

56. With regard to air pollution, Dr Mindell told us that we knew most about the 
very severe effects but that we knew not as much about the less severe effects that 
actually affect more people. She gave us some figures produced by research from the 
Department of Health about the effects on human health of increases in fine 
particulates and Nitrogen Dioxide. Using the data she provided for the UK as a whole, 
we have calculated that, as a rough guide, for each increase of 10 mcg/m3 in fine 
particulates would result in an additional 1,833 hospital admissions for respiratory 
diseases and an additional 1,407 hospital admissions for cardiovascular disease. 
Similarly, with respect to Nitrogen Dioxide, an increase in 10 ppb would result in an 
additional 1,407 hospital admissions for respiratory diseases and an additional 1,366 
hospital admissions for asthma. 
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57. Of course, all of these figures take a hypothetical level of increase. In fact, all 

the figures we have gathered in the course of our inquiry have suggested that levels of 
pollution are actually declining and are not set to increase until 2010 (when 
improvements to vehicle technology will be offset by traffic growth) however, the 
figures provide an insight into the affects of pollution on health. Finally, a great many 
of the letters we received noted the dirt generated by motorways; dirt that could be 
seen on windows, washing and cars. Importantly, Dr Mindell told us that what you can 
see and smell is not necessarily what does the harm. The bigger particles1 that we can 
see are either deposited rather than breathed in or they get trapped in the nose or the 
upper lungs so do less physical harm. 
 

58. Some things, however, are beyond dispute. Air pollution is definitely a trigger 
for some asthmatics and up to one in four school age children now suffer from asthma. 
The evidence also shows that Nitrogen Dioxide is a trigger however, Dr Mindell noted 
that because many pollutants come in parallel it is often difficult to identify which one 
is the trigger. Similarly, as with noise pollution, it became clear that air pollution 
disproportionately affects the very young but also the elderly and those with illnesses 
affecting their respiratory health such as asthma. She also told us that there was some 
evidence that air pollution had effects on pregnant women and their offspring but that 
not many studies had looked at this and those that had, had been done in countries with 
much higher pollution levels. We were somewhat concerned to hear that, beyond 
health impact assessments, not much had been done to set out a comprehensive 
assessment of the effects of motorways on health. 
 
INDIRECT EFFECTS OF MOTORWAYS ON HEALTH 
 

59. Dr Mindell also told us about a 
number of indirect effects on health from 
motorways and motorway pollution. Dirt 
and dust can also mean that people have 
to keep their windows closed, need to 
clean their property more often, are 
unable to hang their washing outside; they 
might also end up using only rooms away 
from the noise and dirt. All of these 
impacts could be stressful and affect 
people’s wellbeing. It also can result in 
inequities arising from a loss of access, 
for example through journeys not made 
as a result of perceived danger from 
traffic, strangers and pollution. People can also suffer from services being moved out 
of town (shops, hospitals, schools); people with disabilities, children, the elderly, 
women and the poor are all particularly disadvantaged in this respect. All of these 
impacts were far more difficult to measure than the direct effects of pollution from 
motorways. To look at it another way, she noted that by reducing the amount of road 
traffic there would be more benefits on health than simply reducing the amount of air 
pollution. It would also result in fewer injuries, increased access, greater use of public 

                                                 
1 >10 Microns 

(8) Motorways can sever communities 
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spaces and more exercise. She strongly advocated increasing access to and use of 
public transport and rail freight. 
 
POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
 

60. Some efforts are already underway to address the issue of air pollution from 
motorways. In sharp contrast to noise pollution, it has been acknowledged as a 
problem, emissions targets have been set and a system of monitoring put in place.  
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61. In addition, the Highways Agency has produced a list of 24 things that can be 

done to tackle air pollution including low emission zones, working with quality bus 
partnerships, park and ride schemes, and also the use of signage, light railway systems, 
congestion charging on tolled roads, car parking schemes, travel plans and speed 
regulations. The Council’s Air Quality Management Action Plan has just been 
approved by the Cabinet Member as a draft for consultation. The Plan makes a number 
of proposals for improving pollution from the M20 including enhanced screening, 
speed restrictions and moves to extend and improve rail infrastructure and services. 
We welcome the production of the Air Quality Action Plan, particularly those 
elements that relate to motorway pollution. We recommended that the final 
version should take account of the issues raised in our report including issues of 
noise pollution and runoff which are closely related. 
 

62. In addition to some of the proposed measures set out in the Plan, we looked at 
a number of other possible solutions. As we have already mentioned above, the single 
most effective measure to combat air pollution, as well as noise, would be to reduce 
the speed at which vehicles travel on motorways. We have already made clear our 
support for this measure. One other issue that arose, however, and which is not 
covered in the Air Quality Management Action Plan is the use of trees and bushes to 
absorb air pollution. Their potential was acknowledged by both Dr Mindell and Simon 
Price from the Highways Agency. When we raised the issue with Council officers, we 
were told that bushes and trees could also make a difference in removing larger 
particles, but that smaller particles were not attracted to them to the same extent. 
 

63. Recent thinking is beginning to challenge 
these assumptions. Research from the University 
of Sussex and overseas has produced evidence 
that vegetation, particularly trees and shrubs with 
‘hairy leaves’, has the potential to trap the 
harmful fine particulates as they transpire. They 
would obviously also have an impact on reducing 
levels of Carbon Dioxide. 
 

(9) Particulates trapped on leaf hairs (Picture: 
University of Sussex) 
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64. The Chairman of the Committee examined the 

issue in some depth and it appears that there are plenty of 
candidates of ‘hairy’ leaved trees that would both be 
effective and which are native to the local area. Possible 
species would include Large Leafed Lime, White  
Willow,  Hazel,  Elder,   Wych   Elm,  English   Elm,   
Wayfaring   Tree, Whitebeam, Wild Service and Grey 
and Goat willow. In order to give leaf surface impact in 
Winter Months locally characteristic evergreens would 
include Gorse, Box, Broom, Holly and Yew. To provide 
maximum leaf area at ‘vehicle exhaust level’ a coppice 
regime would be ideal. This would need to be 
implemented on a strip basis so that there was always an 
area of re-growth present (perhaps a 14 year rotation 
with each strip being cut seven years into re-growth of 
alternate strip). Such a management regime would also 
bring biodiversity benefits through the introduction of structure and periodic opening 
up to sunlight of ground flora. 
 

65. Simon Price was supportive of our proposals to introduce 'air scrubbing' 
planting schemes on motorway verges and adjoining land. He saw the potential for a 
partnership with the Highways Agency planting appropriate species on its land and the 
Council doing the same where its land adjoined the motorway. The Council could also 
seek to introduce appropriate planting schemes as part of planning conditions. 
 

66. We recommend that urgent steps are undertaken to introduce planting 
schemes of ‘air scrubbing trees’ alongside motorways in the Borough. Discussions 
should be held with the Highways Agency, partner agencies and environmental 
groups to bring this about at the earliest opportunity and Council planning policy 
should reflect this. Not only would our proposals help air pollution, they would 
have some impact on noise as well as the additional benefits of reinforcing local 
landscape characteristics and enhancing bio-diversity 
 

67. Dr Mindell was keen to tackle the problem of air pollution at source and put 
forward a number of wide-reaching proposals. Her view was that efforts should be 
made to reduce traffic and boost public transport. She noted that whereas the 
Government talked about “investing” in roads, it talked about “subsidising” public 
transport. Many of the costs of injury and illness have been found to be far greater than 
the tax motorists pay. Ultimately, the situation would not improve until people were 
prepared to leave their cars for a safe and reliable public transport system. She noted 
that in other European countries, this had been achieved. Germany, for example, has 
higher car ownership than the UK but people are less inclined to use them because 
they have a different mindset.  
 
 
Environmental Pollution from Runoff 
 

68. The second element of environmental pollution that we examined was 
‘motorway runoff’. In the course of our inquiry, we spoke to Dr Neil Ward and his 

(10) Hazel, a Kentish shrub with 
‘hairy’ leaves. 
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associates Dr Robert Hares and Dr Karen Stead. They are among some of the leading 
experts in the world on the issue and, between them, they have collected over 12,000 
samples, largely as part of a privately sponsored environmental impact assessment of 
the Newbury Bypass – one of the largest number ever taken.  
 

69. In evidence, Dr Ward explained some of the pollutants in question: “there is a 
huge chemical cocktail of pollutants and this changes as technology changes – 
different fuels, engines, road surfaces and so on. Exhaust fumes are responsible for 
Carbon Monoxide, Nitrogen Dioxide, Hydrocarbons (as dark smoke), particulates and 
volatile organic compounds … The wear and tear of motor vehicle components, tyres, 
break linings, engine components, exhausts and so on also has an impact leading to 
quantities of Aluminium, Cadmium, Chromium, Copper, Manganese, Nickel, 
Vanadium and Zinc. Fuels, lubricating oils, brake fluids, anti-freeze compounds, 
transmission box oils, greases, engine oils and materials within motorway surfaces 
themselves can lead to depositions of Cadmium, Copper and Nickel”. 
 

70. Dr Ward explained that the levels and extent of pollution would vary 
according to a number of factors including wind, topography, vegetation and so on. He 
told us that whereas, in the early days of motorways there was little discernable impact 
from runoff in terms of pollution, in recent times, with high density roads, stop start 
conditions and wider canopy areas we were beginning to get serious problems. Whilst 
there was a degree of ‘exponential decay’, in extremely dry conditions he had found 
that pollutants could travel up to 400 metres either side of a motorway. The situation is 
exacerbated by the topography of the Borough and the situation of the motorway in a 
valley. 
 

71. Dr Ward went on to explain what this could 
mean for the human and natural environment, citing 
his work on the M25: “Some 100 – 120,000 vehicles 
a day use the motorway. Most of the pollutants sit on 
the motorway until it rains. When it rains, the water 
leaves the motorway into drains. To begin with, the 
drains were just that – pipes carrying water of the 
motorway and just letting the water fall where they 
ended. Then we started using ponds – usually dry – 
that filled up when it rained and then drained away 
into local watercourses to prevent localised flooding. 
However, after two or three years, the dry detention 
ponds were no longer that – they ended up with two 
to three feet of black, smelly, oozy, horrible sludge 
stinking of diesel, oil and other nasty things. This 
was then running off into local watercourses”. He 
continued, “What happens to this sludge? Well when 
it rains … a lot of volatile solids including plenty of 
oil, lead, Cadmium, Copper, Zinc and PAHs [Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons] will 
all be carried out of these ponds into the local watercourses. The impact is very 
considerably worsened by salt … by adding salt to the motorway you are making 
many of the pollutants soluble”.  
 

(11) A drainage outfall that discharges runoff 
from the M20 
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72. He explained the possible 
impacts of this: “Lead and Cadmium are 
two of the most toxic neuro-chemicals. 
With time, they will have a serious 
impact on bio-diversity. Once levels 
reach a certain level, plants will 
disappear, macro-invertebrates will 
disappear, fish will disappear and so on 
up through the food chain. Most people 
will say ‘Where is the problem? We 
don’t see any dead fish’. That is a worst 
case scenario. The impact, whilst 
dramatic, is a slow process. We will 
only realise when it is too late. In the 
River Lambourne, for example, plant life was actually disappearing. As long as there 
are no dead fish, people do not see it as a problem. Lead, Cadmium and Chromium 
will all start having a dramatic impact on fish stocks. This problem is becoming bigger 
and bigger because we are getting more and more motorways”.  
 

73. Dr Ward perhaps is most well-known for his involvement in a case where 
Mohammad Al-Fayed took the Highways Agency to court for polluting his carp pond. 
He explained that “close to Junction 6 of the M25 we had a case where there was a 
balancing pond situated near the house of a well known person. It had an underground 
draining system which drained into a local pond and a lake where this person kept carp 
and in which his children used to swim. Every time it rained, the sludge was carried 
into them. We measured the chemical makeup of the sludge and found that there was 
up to one per cent lead … The problem was that this pond had been in place since the 
motorway was built and there had been no maintenance. It was built to address 
flooding, not pollutants. It turned out to be a trap – a sink for chemical pollutants 
waiting for a big storm to take it into the adjacent farmland … We monitored the site 
for two years. Pollutant levels were well in excess of the European recommended 
levels for drinking water or for the feeding of livestock despite the fact that the water 
travelled some six hundred metres through the drainage system. The case was settled 
out of court and it was said to have cost at least two million pounds to clear up the 
pond. The men had to wear white suits and gloves and they had to take it away to store 
it safely. This was just one site, and there are many, many others, Maidstone 
included”. 
 

74. When we questioned the Highways Agency on the issue, Simon Price told us 
that highways authorities have the right to discharge run off but that this was not the 
same as having a right to pollute. As such, they could still be prosecuted by the 
Environment Agency. He told us that the Highways Agency consulted the 
Environment Agency about how to discharge runoff without polluting. He also noted 
that highway drainage was very clean compared to industrial drainage but admitted 
that there was uncertainty as to its effects. He noted that if pollutants were found in 
balancing ponds and traps then that merely indicated that they were doing their job. He 
told us that the Highways Agency was conducting research on the impact of sediments 
transported through the drainage system to look at impact of accumulation and soluble 
pollutants.  
 

(12) Evidence is beginning to show that streams and rivers can 
be affected. 
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75. Simon Price went on to tell us 
that a couple of years ago the Highways 
Agency had assessed where drainage was 
needed through a risk based assessment 
looking at the traffic on road, those rivers 
which were considered to be sensitive and 
an analysis of network. A list of 56 sites 
was identified where priority action was 
required and a programme is being 
worked through although, it was admitted 
that only ‘a few’ a year were being done.  

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
 

76. There is clearly a problem with runoff from motorways. Whilst all witnesses 
have admitted that it is difficult to link the pollutants it contains to human health, we 
believe that there is enough anecdotal evidence to raise real questions about the impact 
on biodiversity in streams, ponds and rivers. An early priority must therefore be the 
gathering of data to map out a ‘baseline’ with regard to plant species, invertebrates and 
so on. 
 

77. We are also keen to gather further information on the mechanisms within the 
Borough for discharging runoff from motorways. We recommend that, as soon as 
practicable, information should be gathered on what mechanisms are in use for 
the discharge of runoff from the M20 and M2 in the Borough. Information 
should also be gathered on chemical levels in streams, ponds and other waterways 
around these points. This information would considerably strengthen the 
Council’s arm in any subsequent dialogue with the Highways Agency about the 
installation of more advanced traps and ponds. If pollution levels were above 
national or internationally recommended levels, then there could be a case for 
pressing the Environment Agency to take measurements itself and, if necessary, 
to prosecute those responsible for the pollution and to take the necessary steps to 
prevent pollution levels building up again. We further recommend that details 
should be sought of the Highways Agency’s approach to maintaining balancing 
ponds and petrol receptors. Where they exist, we would be keen to learn when, 
how and how often they have been maintained. All of these issues relating to 
runoff should be incorporated into the local area Route Management Strategy. 
 

78. We learned in the course of our inquiry that there could be a European 
dimension to the issue of runoff. Mark Watts told us that the European Environment 
Agency was looking at this but that it had not been looked at by the Commission. 
Whilst the European Environment Agency had done some very good work, runoff was 
not one of their measures of success for environmental impact. He went on to note that 
the Commission was not proactive in these matters but rather that it responded to 
requests. The European Union has been at the forefront of many initiatives to 
establish baselines, gather evidence and to set enforceable standards of noise and 
air pollution. We believe that there is a case for them to consider the issue of 
motorway pollution contained within motorway runoff . We request that the 

(13) In some areas, runoff is discharged straight into streams, 
rivers and ponds 
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European Environment Agency should be requested to look at the issue with a 
view to making suggestions to the European Commission for possible policy 
proposals. We would be more than happy for Maidstone to act as a pilot as part 
of any such studies.  
 
 

Other Issues 
 

79. A number of further issues have come to light in the course of our inquiry that 
we think are worthy of serious consideration. 
 
Light Pollution 
 

80. Light pollution is a serious problem in the 
Borough. Lights on motorways and other major roads 
and the resultant 'skyglow' can have a severe impact 
upon the landscape, rural character and bio-diversity of 
the Borough, particularly in the AONB. Motorway 
junctions with major trunk roads, such as those of the 
M20 and M2 with the A249 and A229, are particularly 
obtrusive. Simon Price noted that, ideally, motorway 
lighting would be downward pointing resulting in 
reduced light spillage. He noted that route management strategies should include 
proposals to reduce light spillage. 
 

81. Some serious thought needs to be given to the issue of light pollution. We 
request an assessment of how and when current lighting arrangements on major 
roads in the Borough can be replaced by less intrusive lighting and that strategies 
for doing so are included in the local route management strategy. 
 
 
Anti-Social Urban Environment 
 

82. Motorways can also lead – directly and 
indirectly – to problems in the built-up urban 
environment. Two particular issues serve to 
illustrate this. Underpasses can be dark, squalid, 
stinking, vandalized, graffiti-scarred no go areas, 
abandoned and burnt out cars are often seen, for 
example at Penenden Heath. We believe that some 
thought urgently needs to be given by those 
involved to see how pedestrian routes under 
motorways can be made more inviting and user 
friendly – both those in existence at the current 
time and those built as part of future motorway 
developments. We recommend that the Cabinet 
Member should hold discussions on the issue 
with the Highways Agency and the KCC Public 
Rights of Way Section. 

(15) Underpasses can be unsightly and 
dangerous 

(14) Skyglow can have a major impact on 
the landscape. (Picture: Environment 
Agency) 
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83. Another, indirect, effect of the motorways in 

the Borough is the fact that, with no official lorry 
parks in the Borough, lorries can frequently be found 
parking on the highways and in lay-bys throughout 
the Town and the rural areas, despite the fact that 
there are specific parking areas near Ashford and on 
the M25. The result is unofficial lorry parking 
throughout the Borough. Areas such as Old Chatham 
Road and Hollingbourne are examples of where this 
is having an impact. We would like to see the 
Council undertaking fixed campaigns to enforce any 
appropriate parking regulations and forcing such 
vehicles back into legitimate lorry parks (for example 
at Ashford). 
 

84. As we have previously mentioned in our 
report on Flytipping, rubbish thrown from vehicles 
can trigger fires. In that inquiry, the Fire Brigade told 
us that grass on highways was extremely unlikely to constitute a fire source in itself 
and that the most common cause of both fire and ignition was rubbish, including 
cigarettes and glass bottles. We were also told that fires on motorways could be 
extremely expensive to deal with We recommend that greater efforts should be 
made by the Highways Agency to keep motorway verges clear from rubbish. 
 
 
Effects on Wildlife 
 

85. Another, more obvious impact of motorways on the natural environment is the 
fact that a great many birds and other animals are run over by traffic on them. This 
problem is particularly acute when new motorways are built or existing motorways are 
widened. Any journey along the M20 or M2 will reveal large numbers of dead 
badgers, foxes, rabbits and birds. English Nature has done some research in this area 
and has shown that motorways produce a ‘barrier effect’ to invertebrates and birds (for 
example, by disrupting flight paths). 
 

86. Insensitive culverting of water courses passing under the motorway is another 
problem. Small bore pipes are often used which discharge water above surface level, 
representing an impenetrable barrier to up and down stream movement of aquatic and 
wetland species such as migratory fish and increasingly rare mammals such as the 
Water Vole and Water Shrew. Historically, the ponds in Grange Lane and the Acre 
Pond adjacent to the A249 supported good populations of the increasing uncommon 
European Eel prior to the culverting of the streams to their South as part of the M20 
development. This has meant that these and other ponds and wetlands are now 
effectively ‘landlocked’ in biodiversity terms. A number of protected species are 
certainly affected by these water course barriers including the Great Crested Newt and 
potentially the Allis Shad. 
 

87. Water courses and bodies south of the M20 appear to have lost previously 
abundant aquatic mollusc populations since the extension and upgrade of the 

(16) Underpasses often attract  abandoned 
vehicles 
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motorway. This is starkly evident in water bodies at Sandling and Vinters Park Local 
Nature Reserve where Great Pond and Ear Snail shells can be found within the silt 
substrate. By contrast, such molluscs survive in water courses and bodies north of the 
M20. In evidence to the Committee, Mr E G Philp (the Kent County Recorder) stated 
that survey work of water bodies close to the M20 had revealed a depleted aquatic 
biodiversity, in particular with respect to sensitive mollusc species. He surmised that 
this situation arose as a result of oxygen depletion caused by pollution from 
oil/petroleum-based products. 
 

88. We recommend that the Council, Highways Agency, Environment Agency 
and English Nature should work together to address seriously the impacts of the 
motorway network upon biodiversity. In particular, thought should be given to 
rehabilitate the water courses disrupted by the motorway through re-engineering 
culverts to more natural bridges with a more natural flow pattern and areas of 
bank included in the void to aid movement by wildlife. Consideration should also 
be given to the use of land bridges to protect wildlife (we understand that such 
mechanisms have been used in Kent to avoid disruption to golf courses!) 
 
 
Effects on Tourism 
 

89. Another feature of motorways in the Borough is that they flank a great many 
tourist attractions and heritage sites. Examples include Leeds Castle, Aylesford Priory, 
the Cobtree Museum of Kent Life, Kits Coty and the White Horse Stone. The Chief 
Executive of Leeds Castle wrote an impassioned letter to the Committee, stating that 
“it seems inconceivable that such a national and international treasure should have its 
environment spoiled in such a way when the relative cost of substantial reduction must 
be affordable in the national context. The solution lies in not only the replacement of 
the concrete surface with the new quieter tarmac surfaces now available but, probably 
more significantly, the erection of motorway noise fencing along both stretches”. He 
noted that whilst there had been some success in using a mound of earth to lessen the 
visual impact of the motorway, it had done little to reduce the intrusion of the noise. 
Motorway noise can clearly have an economic impact on tourist attractions and 
heritage sites in the Borough this should be given full consideration as part of any 
moves to press for resurfacing or noise barriers. 
  
 

Final Thoughts 
 

90. One thing that surprised us when we spoke to Mark Watts MEP was the fact 
that EU funds have been allocated towards mitigating the impact of the Trans-
European Transport Network. The M20, M2 and most of the Kent rail network are all 
included. He noted that for studies, it was possible for either national governments or 
highways agencies to bid for up to 50 per cent of the cost to be refunded by the EU 
and that for capital schemes you could bid for up to 10 per cent (soon to rise to 20 per 
cent). Acknowledging the problems caused by the motorways in the Borough, he 
suggested that it might be possible for the UK to tap into these funds. The South East 
Regional Assembly has just produced a transport strategy which addresses some 
important points with respect to motorways but not the management of the existing 
network. We would very much like to see SEERA examine the potential for a 
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regional bid for European funding to mitigate the impact of those roads in the 
South East that are considered part of the Trans-European Transport Network. 
We would like to see any funds gained being used for further research into the 
impacts of noise and air pollution and for practical measures to ease the lives of 
residents living close to motorways in the region. Measures could include 
resurfacing, the appropriate use of noise barriers, planting schemes to reduce 
pollution and measures to tackle run-off. Funding might also be used to look at 
ways in which current arrangements for dealing with blockages – under 
Operation Stack – might better be organised so as to lessen the impact on minor 
roads and residential areas. 
 

91. Finally, we believe that there is considerable scope for promoting joined-up 
thinking in this area. Almost every witness that spoke to us commented that what we 
were doing was unique and that no efforts had been made to date to bring together the 
various issues associated with motorways: noise, air pollution, runoff, impacts on 
wildlife and so on. Clearly some movement is being made. At national level, 
motorway noise has now been recognised as a problem in the 10 Year Transport Plan 
and some steps are being taken to tackle it. Europe is also in the process of setting 
emissions targets and of gathering information on noise. Much more remains to be 
done however. Mark Watts noted that the EU was bad at examining and disseminating 
best practice. He noted that there had not been a great deal of work in this area and that 
nothing has been pulled together. He suggested that our report should be submitted to 
the Transport Committee of the European Parliament and that they, in turn, could 
request that the Commission should do more work to gather and disseminate examples 
of best practice in this field.  
  
 

Conclusion 
 

92. This has been the longest inquiry conducted by any overview and scrutiny 
committee in Maidstone since the new system of local governance was introduced. 
It has also been one of the most high-profile issues examined and has certainly 
attracted an unprecedented level of interest from residents. We cannot disappoint 
all of those whose hopes have been raised that, finally, something might be done 
about the blight of noise and pollution they experience on a day to day basis. We 
recommend that the Cabinet should give urgent attention to our 
recommendations, in particular, to the need to ensure that as many people as 
possible are pressing our case – MPs, MEPs, the County Council, neighbouring 
districts, parishes and interest groups. The proposed airport at Cliffe was the 
subject of a high-profile campaign supported by KCC and interested districts. It 
would be a travesty if motorways – which affect far more people – were to be 
given any less attention. We firmly believe that if we can gather the evidence and 
make our case loudly, real and meaningful improvements will be made. 
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Summary of Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
We recommend that Cabinet should: 
 
A        Note the following recommendations: 
 
A.1 The fact that children are disproportionately affected by noise is of particular 

concern. 
 
A.2 Unfortunately, noise barriers are not the panacea that they might, at first appear. 

Other methods will be required to address noise pollution from motorways. That 
said, there are areas with no barriers where they could clearly be effective and 
there are other areas with barriers where they are not as effective as they might 
otherwise be because of gaps, inappropriate heights and so on. 

 
A.3 The replacement of concrete stretches of motorway, whilst a welcome relief for 

the residents in the immediate locality, will is not, in itself, enough; there is little 
difference in noise levels between concrete and ‘black top’ rolled asphalt, 
especially in the wet. Having secured a date for the resurfacing of junctions 8-9, 
the next clear priority for the Borough and its partners must be to press for the 
resurfacing of junctions 5-8. At the present time, this is not even on the 
government radar. A case urgently needs to be put together and presented to the 
Department of Transport for the replacement of ‘black top’ to ensure a uniform 
surface and acceptable level of noise throughout the Borough. All agencies 
involved will need to work in a coordinated manner to bring this about. 

 
A.4 Counterintuitively, it appears that there may be an argument for a reduction in 

speeds actually improving traffic flows.  
 
A.5 In addition to the argument for improving traffic flows and safety, there is also a 

strong argument to impose speed restrictions in order to improve air quality. 
The Council’s draft Air Quality Action Plan notes that “the single most effective 
action to reduce air pollution from the M20 would be to reduce the speed of 
traffic to 50mph … the Highways Agency is aware of the issue”. For some time, 
there has been a reluctance to challenge the national approach to speed limits. 
We believe that this now has to change. National and international legislation is 
continuously being tightened with respect to noise and pollution levels and we 
believe that targets will only be met if radical measures are introduced. Other 
local authorities are coming to similar conclusions. 

 
A.6 As emissions standards become ever tighter, we believe that the Government 

will be willing to entertain pilots, such as speed restrictions over certain sections 
of motorway, to examine ways in which they can be met.  

 
A.7 This has been the longest inquiry conducted by any overview and scrutiny 

committee in Maidstone since the new system of local governance was 
introduced. It has also been one of the most high-profile issues examined and 
has certainly attracted an unprecedented level of interest from residents. We 
cannot disappoint all of those whose hopes have been raised that, finally, 
something might be done about the blight of noise and pollution they experience 
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on a day to day basis. We recommend that the Cabinet should give urgent 
attention to our recommendations, in particular, to the need to ensure that as 
many people as possible are pressing our case – MPs, MEPs, the County 
Council, neighbouring districts, parishes and interest groups. The proposed 
airport at Cliffe was the subject of a high-profile campaign supported by KCC 
and interested districts. It would be a travesty if motorways – which affect far 
more people – were to be given any less attention. We firmly believe that if we 
can gather the evidence and make our case loudly, real and meaningful 
improvements will be made.  

 
 
B        Agree to accept/implement the following recommendations: 
 
B.1 We request details of what consideration Maidstone Borough Council has given 

to noise mapping. We further recommend that, prior to noise maps being a 
statutory requirement in 2007, using a combination of measurements and 
predictions, a ‘base line’ is established with respect to noise levels around 
motorways and that similar exercises are undertaken every two years so as to 
enable us to monitor and track the nature of the problem. The results would, in 
all likelihood, assist the Council in any applications for action by central 
government in terms of noise barriers or resurfacing works. 

 
B.2 We recommend that the Borough-Wide Local Plan should clearly state that 

there will be a presumption to deny any planning applications for schools in the 
immediate vicinity of motorways. KCC should examine as a matter of urgency 
the quantity, quality and impact of noise abatement measures in Sandling 
primary school and whether any further action is required. 

 
B.3 Whilst the majority of issues alluded to in this report fall within the remit of 

central government and its agencies, local government also has a vital role to 
play in pressing the case of its citizens. We recommend that the Cabinet 
Member with responsibility for transportation include an objective in his/her 
portfolio plan to bring about improvements to those affected by motorway noise 
(for example resurfacing) and that progress should be reported not just in the 
Corporate Plan but through other media such as the Borough Newsletter, 
newspaper articles, targeted street letters and the Council web site. 

 
B.4 We recommend that an investigation should be undertaken to assess the 

suitability and appropriateness of existing noise barriers along the M20 and M2. 
 
B.5 We recommend that the new Local Plan should take account not just on the 

noise levels likely to be experienced by prospective developments but whether, 
in replacing soft landscaping with hard landscaping, any proposed development 
would impact on the noise levels experienced by existing residential areas. 

 
B.6 We welcome the production of the Air Quality Action Plan, particularly those 

elements that relate to motorway pollution. We recommended that the final 
version should take account of the issues raised in our report including issues of 
noise pollution and runoff which are closely related. 
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B.7 We recommend that, as soon as practicable, information should be gathered on 
what mechanisms are in use for the discharge of runoff from the M20 and M2 in 
the Borough. Information should also be gathered on chemical levels in streams, 
ponds and other waterways around these points. This information would 
considerably strengthen the Council’s arm in any subsequent dialogue with the 
Highways Agency about the installation of more advanced traps and ponds. If 
pollution levels were above national or internationally recommended levels, 
then there could be a case for pressing the Environment Agency to take 
measurements itself and, if necessary, to prosecute those responsible for the 
pollution and to take the necessary steps to prevent pollution levels building up 
again. We further recommend that details should be sought of the Highways 
Agency’s approach to maintaining balancing ponds and petrol receptors. Where 
they exist, we would be keen to learn when and how often they have been 
maintained. All of these issues relating to runoff should be incorporated into the 
local area Route Management Strategy. 

 
B.8 Some serious thought needs to be given to the issue of light pollution. We 

request an assessment of how and when current lighting arrangements on major 
roads in the Borough can be replaced by less intrusive lighting and that 
strategies for doing so are included in the local route management strategy. 

 
B.9 We recommend that the Cabinet should give urgent attention to our 

recommendations, in particular, to the need to ensure that as many people as 
possible are pressing our case – MPs, MEPs, the County Council, neighbouring 
districts, parishes and interest groups. If we can gather the evidence and make 
our case loudly, we believe that real and meaningful improvements will be 
made. 

 
 
C       Press the relevant partner agencies to implement the following  
          recommendations 
 
C.1 In view of the huge visual and noise impact of the M20 and M2 on the Kent 

Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty we recommend that: 
 

• a requirement is included within the Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 
specifically to address the visual and noise impacts of the M20 and M2. The 
Highways Agency should be involved within the consultation and planning 
process; 

 
• a multi-agency landscape strategy should be developed for the AONB 

sections of the M20 and M2 corridor existing grants (such as stewardship 
grants, farm woodland grants and Forestry Commission grants) should be co-
ordinated to protect native woodlands and to bring about new, expanded 
planting programmes. The new Borough Wide Local Plan should provide 
practical planning and landscape prescriptions to soften the impact of the 
M20 and M2 upon the Kent Downs AONB; 

 
• The Highways Agency should be encouraged to spell out how they propose 

to have 'due regard' for the AONB and should reassess, as a matter of 
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urgency, the standard and extent of screening planting, noise bunds and 
barriers within the AONB sections of the M20 and M2. 

 
C.2 We recommend that the Council should convene a high-level meeting with 

amenity groups, parish councils, neighbouring authorities, KCC, local MPs and 
MEPs and representatives of the regional development bodies and assemblies to 
develop a strategy for lobbying Government to combat the problems of noise 
and air pollution from motorways in the county at the earliest possible 
opportunity. We would like to see the meeting address the various issues we 
raise in our report including noise barriers, resurfacing and (as we discuss 
below) measures to address air pollution and runoff, possible speed restrictions 
and mechanisms for monitoring noise and environmental pollution. As part of 
the meeting, we would like to see all the agencies involved, pushing the 
Government to prioritise resurfacing of junctions 8 to 9 within the scheme of 
works and to consider replacing some of the older ‘blacktop’ motorway road 
surface. We would like to see these issues incorporated into local development 
plans, KCC strategic plans (including the Kent Structure Plan) and other policy 
documents such as the Highways Agency Route Management Strategy for the 
South East. The issue could also be referred to the Council’s Local Strategic 
Partnership as motorway noise and pollution will affect many of the bodies 
concerned. 

 
C.3 Motorway noise can clearly have an economic impact on tourist attractions and 

heritage sites in the Borough this should be given full consideration as part of 
any moves to press for resurfacing or noise barriers. 

 
C.4 We recommend that the Council, together with partners including neighbouring 

districts, and other tiers of local government should press for the introduction of 
variable speed limits along ‘residential’ stretches of motorway that are 
particularly badly affected by noise and pollution. Our research has 
demonstrated that as speeds fall, so too will congestion and the number of 
accidents meaning that the net impact on those using the motorway will be 
negligible. The impacts on residents however will be considerable; reductions in 
air and noise pollution will considerably ease the lives of those living around 
motorways in the Borough. Speed restrictions could represent a 'win, win, win' 
scenario with reduced speed limits regulating traffic flows, reducing accidents 
and improving noise and air pollution.  

 
C.5 We recommend that urgent steps are undertaken to introduce planting schemes 

of ‘air scrubbing trees’ alongside motorways in the Borough. Discussions 
should be held with the Highways Agency, partner agencies and environmental 
groups to bring this about at the earliest opportunity and Council planning 
policy should reflect this. Not only would our proposals help air pollution, they 
would have some impact on noise as well as the additional benefits of 
reinforcing local landscape characteristics and enhancing bio-diversity 

 
C.6 The European Union has been at the forefront of many initiatives to establish 

baselines, gather evidence and to set enforceable standards of noise and air 
pollution. We believe that there is a case for them to consider the issue of 
motorway pollution contained within motorway runoff. We request that the 
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European Environment Agency should be requested to look at the issue with a 
view to making suggestions to the European Commission for possible policy 
proposals. We would be more than happy for Maidstone to act as a pilot as part 
of any such studies.  

 
C.7 We believe that some thought urgently needs to be given by those involved to 

see how pedestrian routes under motorways can be made more inviting and user 
friendly – both those in existence at the current time and those built as part of 
future motorway developments. We recommend that the Cabinet Member 
should hold discussions on the issue with the Highways Agency and the KCC 
Public Rights of Way Section. 

 
C.8 We recommend that the Council, Highways Agency, Environment Agency and 

English Nature should work together to address seriously the impacts of the 
motorway network upon biodiversity. In particular, thought should be given to 
rehabilitate the water courses disrupted by the motorway through re-engineering 
culverts to more natural bridges with a more natural flow pattern and areas of 
bank included in the void to aid movement by wildlife. Consideration should 
also be given to the use of land bridges to protect wildlife (we understand that 
such mechanisms have been used to avoid disruption to golf courses!) 

 
C.9 We would very much like to see SEERA examine the potential for a regional 

bid for European funding to mitigate the impact of those roads in the South East 
that are considered part of the Trans-European Transport Network. We would 
like to see any funds gained being used for further research into the impacts of 
noise and air pollution and for practical measures to ease the lives of residents 
living close to motorways in the region. Measures could include resurfacing, the 
appropriate use of noise barriers, planting schemes to reduce pollution and 
measures to tackle run-off. Funding might also be used to look at ways in which 
current arrangements for dealing with blockages – under Operation Stack – 
might better be organised so as to lessen the impact on minor roads and 
residential areas. 

 
C.10 We recommend that greater efforts should be made by the Highways Agency to 

keep motorway verges clear from rubbish. 
 
 
 
 
 


