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Planning Context 

3.1
Government Policy
3.1.1
Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) 13 on Transport was issued in March 2001.  It recognises that existing travel habits and the continued growth in road traffic are harming the environment and contributing to global warming (para. 1).  In responding to this challenge, particular emphasis is placed upon integration, including ‘within and between different types of transport’ and in planning and transport policies, with the objective of promoting more sustainable transport choices for both people and for moving freight (paras. 2 and 4).  

3.1.2
The PPG relates its approach to rail freight to the Government’s 1999 Sustainable Distribution Strategy.  In this context, the PPG acknowledges the continuing role of road transport freight movement, but requires land use planning to promote more sustainable distribution, including, where feasible, the movement of freight by rail and water (para. 45).  Local authorities are asked to:-

· Identify and protect sites and routes which could be critical in developing infrastructure for freight movement, such as interchanges allowing road to rail transfer;

· Locate developments generating substantial freight movement, such as distribution and warehousing, away from central and residential areas and ensure adequate access to trunk roads;

· Promote opportunities for freight generating development to be served by rail by influencing the location of development.

3.1.3
The urgency to be attached to making provision for major rail freight interchange facilities is indicated particularly in the Government Statement of 19 July 2005.  In this, the Secretary of State underlined that efficient freight transport ‘is increasingly vital to the UK economy’ and that the Government welcomes the recent growth in the rail freight market ‘and wishes to see it continue’.  Reference is made to the Government’s ‘clear policy aim to see goods moved in a sustainable way, which maximises the benefits to the economy and society’.  Rail is seen as having ‘a crucial role to play in goods transport alongside other modes’.  Specifically, the Secretary of State emphasises the Government’s ‘wish to see private sector investment in major rail freight facilities, such as intermodal terminals, continue’.  

3.1.4
More recently, the Government has expressed important policy intentions for rail freight in the White Paper: Delivering a Sustainable Railway, presented to Parliament in July 2007.  This describes the strong growth that has occurred in certain rail freight sectors over recent years, after several decades of decline (para. 9.10).  Independent forecasts are referred to which 

provide a consistent picture of future growth in freight carried by rail of 30% in the next 10 years (para. 9.12).  The White Paper identifies a need to plan for rail freight.  One aspect is the intention to develop a comprehensive Strategic Freight Network to serve the country, which will include the railway line serving the KIG development.  Clearly, the achievement of the forecast growth will also be facilitated if the other necessary freight facilites are developed, including well located and efficient intermodal interchanges.  

3.2
Regional Policy

3.2.1
The Regional Transport Strategy (RTS) was issued by the Government in July 2004, as a replacement for Chapter 9 of the existing Regional Planning Guidance for the South East (RPG 9), originally issued in March 2001.  In respect of rail freight, Policy T14 of the RTS promotes the development of the railway system to carry an increased share of freight movements, focusing on 4 corridors, including ‘Dover/Channel Tunnel to and through/around London’.  Policy T15 relates to encouraging efficient freight movement and safeguarding key sites.  

3.2.2
Policy T16 concerns intermodal interchanges and draws on the Strategic Rail Authority (SRA) work in confirming a need for 3 to 4 large facilities within the South East, with both intermodal capacity and rail connected warehousing potential.  Policy T16 specifies up to 3 facilities, well related to rail and road corridors of adequate capacity and to proposed markets and London.  Potential sites should be of sufficient size and a suitable configuration to yield an appropriate rail layout, transfer operation and ‘added value activities’.  They should be rail connected or capable of being so at a reasonable cost and should have good road access.  In addition, they should to be situated away from incompatible land uses.  

3.2.3
The RTS forms the basis of section D4 of the draft South East Plan covering Communications and Transport, with RTS Policies T14-16 being similar to draft South East Plan Polices T11-13.  The draft Plan was submitted to the Government on 31 March 2006 and looks ahead 20 years to 2026.  The Examination in Public (EiP) has taken place and the Panel’s Report was issued in August 2007.  

3.2.4
Policies T11, T12 and T13 of the draft South East Plan provide a general encouraging climate for preserving existing freight facilities and for new proposals that facilitate intermodal transfer from road to rail/water transport.  Policy T12 particularly is aimed at encouraging a greater proportion of freight to be moved by rail, focusing on several corridors including ‘Dover/Channel Tunnel to and through/around London’.  Policy T13 requires joint working between relevant stakeholders to identify broad locations within the region for up to 3 intermodal interchanges.  These should be well related to road and rail corridors capable of accommodating the anticipated level of movements, to the proposed markets and to London.  

3.2.5
SEERA made an EIP proposal to delete Policy T13 requiring provision of broad locations for up to 3 intermodal facilities.  The Assembly considers that the remaining freight policies, T11 and T12, contain sufficient general guidance in the interim, pending further detailed study.  

3.2.6
The Panel Report issued in August 2007 endorses the need for RSS to support the provision of further freight interchanges in the South East.  It also specifically recommends that a broad location be identified towards the north western end of the of the Channel Tunnel-London corridor.  

3.2.7
Maidstone does not fall within any of the specific sub-regional policy areas in the draft South East Plan, but its circumstances are specifically referred to in section D1 concerning cross-cutting policies.  On account of the range of multimodal transport services in certain settlements, these are identified as ‘regional hubs’.  They include both Maidstone and Tonbridge/Tunbridge Wells.  Paragraph 1.23 states that they:- 

"…are identified as accessible settlements of regional significance with Maidstone identified as having the potential to accommodate significantly higher levels of development during the Plan period than other urban settlements located outside the sub-regional strategy areas”.  

3.2.8
Proposed Policies CC8b and CC8c cover 'regional hubs' generally and specifically the functions of Maidstone and Tonbridge/Tunbridge Wells as regional hubs.  At Maidstone it is proposed that in local development documents (LDDs):-

"…there will be provision for housing and employment of sub-regional significance".  

3.2.9
The August 2007 Panel Report supports the policies for regional hubs, although it considers their roles should be set out more clearly in terms of several functions, including acting as centres for ’transport and other infrastructure’ and for ‘economic activity and employment’.  

3.3
2006 Adopted Kent and Medway Structure Plan

3.3.1
The time-span of the Structure Plan is up to 2021 for employment provision.  

3.3.2
Within the area policies section, Policy MA1 covers Maidstone.  Provision for economic development in the town should be reappraised to comply with Policy EP2(c).  This reappraisal should not undermine the strategic gap between Maidstone and the Medway Towns to the north, as defined on the Maidstone side 'by the M20'.  This would potentially allow the Borough 

Council subsequently to release areas south of the M20, such as the western end of the KIG site, from strategic gap notation.  Also, the reappraisal should not prejudice the role of the North Downs special landscape area (SLA) 'in protecting the foreground' of the North Downs AONB.  

3.3.3
Policy EP2 sets out employment land provision requirements.  It gives priority to developing existing sites with planning permission or allocated as at 2001, amounting to some 129,000 sq m of floorspace in Maidstone Borough.  

3.3.4
Transport Policy TP8 covers strategic transport schemes to be promoted through local transport plans and includes the B2163/A274 Leeds/Langley bypass, with an 'earliest possible start' date of 2009-10.  The general alignment links the A20 and A274 roads east of Maidstone, the northern end of the route being just east of the application site.  

3.3.5
Policy TP13 generally encourages rail freight and handling facilities.  Policy TP23 deals with major distribution and transhipment centres and provides for the provision of 'an inland intermodal interchange to serve the Channel Tunnel, or a major new distribution and transport centre elsewhere in Kent'.  Any site needs to be easily accessible by trunk road and served by rail sidings/water.  The provision should be necessary and viable, without significant adverse effect on the local highway network, or having significant adverse effects on the local economy, countryside character or the environment, including the Kent Downs AONB.  

3.3.6
In relation to SLAs, Policy EN5 enables their boundaries to be reviewed in local development documents (LDDs).  

3.4
December 2000 Adopted Maidstone Borough wide Local Plan 

3.4.1
The existing Local Plan was prepared against the background of the previous December 1996 Kent Structure Plan.  It spans up to 2011 for employment.  


Environment

3.4.2
The environment section includes the following policies of relevance to the application site:-

· Policy ENV5 on tree protection, in particular ancient woodland;  

· Policy ENV28 relating to protection of the countryside, defined as all those parts of the plan area outside the development boundaries shown on the proposals map;  

· Policy ENV31 to prevent significant extension of urban areas into the defined strategic gap between Maidstone/the Medway Gap urban areas and the Medway Towns to the north.  This affects the western part of the appraisal site between Water Lane and Thurnham Lane;  

· Policy ENV34 to protect the defined SLAs.  The North Downs SLA includes the area controlled by KIG.  

· Policy ENV36 to ensure that the physical character and appearance of rural lanes are maintained.  


Employment 

3.4.3
The Plan emphasises the geographically strategic location of Maidstone and its role as the county town of Kent.  Also, the Plan area is described in paragraph 2.1 as being:-

“…located on the major motorway and railway communication links between London and the rest of the UK on the one hand, the Channel Ports and Europe on the other”.  

3.4.4
Overall, Maidstone is regarded by the Plan as ‘a natural centre for business activity in the county’.  

3.4.5
The 1996 Structure Plan guideline for employment development over 1991-2011 is 150,000 sq m of A2/B1 space and 110,000 sq m of B2/B8, giving a total of 260,000 sq m.  Existing allocations brought forward from the previous local plan were considered to cover the then Structure Plan requirement.  Only limited new allocations were made.  


Transport

3.4.6
The Plan’s Transportation section refers to the high priority given to the off-line Leeds/Langley by-pass scheme.  This is included within Policy T18.  

3.5
Maidstone Borough Local Development Framework (LDF)

3.5.7
In January 2007, the Borough Council issued its Core Strategy-Preferred Options document for consultation.  This confirms the Government’s decision to name Maidstone as a ‘New Growth Point’.  The implication for the LDF is that around 10,080 homes are proposed in the Borough over the next 20 years, the precise number to be confirmed through the approval of the South East Plan, together with provision for at least 10,000 new jobs ‘in a range of sectors and locations’, in order to balance the housing growth with employment opportunities and to increase economic prosperity.  The August 2007 Panel Report recommended that the 10,080 dwelling figure be confirmed.  

3.5.8
Following an initial emphasis on previously development land and urban consolidation within Maidstone itself, the Core Strategy envisages a need for significant development on greenfield land outside the existing built up area.  The preferred approach is to create a new mixed use community to the south east/east of the town.  To achieve sustainability objectives, this will require a ‘critical mass’ of development of a minimum of 5,000 dwellings, together with commensurate employment opportunities.  

3.5.9
In this context, it is to be noted from the Key Diagram that the KIG land is substantially included within the areas of search for development sites, on the northern edge of the built up area and within the major growth location on the south east/east side of the town.  The Key Diagram also shows the KIG area to be well away from any of the flood-plains.  Additionally, it confirms that the area relevant to the issue of separation of settlements commences on the north side of the M20, which does not include any part of the KIG site.  In addition, we note that Policy CS11 proposes to review the SLA, at present including the KIG land, in the context of other plan objectives.  

3.5.10
Following the receipt of representations on the Core Strategy Preferred Options on behalf of KIG, the Borough Council resolved in July 2007 to extend the Core Strategy work programme to include a further round of evidence gathering and public consultation on the issue of whether the land comprising the application site should be accommodated in the Strategy for an inter-modal freight depot.  
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