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Thank you for your email of the 25 September 2023 seeking Natural England’s advice on the
Medway Local Plan Regulation 18 Consultation and associated Sustainability Appraisal scoping

report and Habitats Regulations Assessment.

Natural England remains committed to our shared objective with the Council of realising a sound
local plan for Medway to facilitate economic growth whilst conserving and enhancing the rich natural
and cultural heritage of the Medway area for current and future residents. We are providing this
consultation response to the Local Plan Regulation 18 consultation report and also the
accompanying Sustainability Appraisal and Habitats Regulations Assessment in this spirit.

We are keen to continue working with the Council as the Local Plan evolves and would welcome the

opportunity to reinvigorate our previous collaborative ways of working.

| trust these comments are helpful; please do not hesitate to contact me if there are any queries of
we can assist further with the Plan by email to sean.hanna@naturalengland.org.uk or by telephone

on 0208 0266 064.
Yours sincerely,
Sean Hanna

Senior Adviser
Sussex and Kent Team

Page 1 of 6



Annex A: Natural England’s detailed comments in relation to the Medway Local Plan Regulation 18
Consultation, September 2023

Natural England acknowledge that this is a high level, early stage consultation for the Local Plan.
We note that draft policy wording and preferred site allocations will be provided at later stages of the
Plan process and welcome the opportunity to provide comments at this early stage below.

Given the nature of the consultation, our comments are high level; we will of course be pleased to
work closely with the Council in the coming months to ensure that the Plan ensures that the diverse
natural heritage of the Medway area is conserved and enhanced, is more resilient to the impacts of
climate change and provides high quality, accessible greenspace for residents whilst achieving
sustainable economic growth.

1. Local Plan consultation

Section 2 - Context

Natural England welcomes the commitments for access to high quality greenspaces, the need for
the Plan to address environmental challenges, including climate change and will be please to work
with the Council in more detail on these matters as the Plan evolves.

Section 3 — Vision for Medway in 2040

Natural England broadly supports the Plan Vision (Section 3 of the Consultation) but would welcome
a stronger commitment to conserving and enhancing the rich environmental heritage (both
ecological and landscape) through the Plan period as part of sustainable strategy for growth. We
have suggested some possible changes to the wording below which we hope helps support the
vision for sustainable development within Medway (our suggested additions are underlined).

‘Medway has seeured the-best-efts conserved and enhanced its intrinsic cultural and natural
heritage and landscapes alongside high quality development to strengthen the area’s distinctive
character. Medway has achieved ‘green growth’, development that has responded positively to
tackling climate change, providing for healthier and more sustainable choices of homes, transport
and workplaces, and reducing the risk of flooding. The countryside, coast and the urban open
spaces are valued and benefit as joined up environmental assets in a resilient green and blue
infrastructure network. Important wildlife and heritage assets are protected and enhanced
contributing to the Local Nature Recovery Strategy. Medway has transitioned to a low carbon
economy, with a clear path mapped out to reaching ‘net zero’.’

‘All sectors and ages of the community can find decent places to live. The quality of new
development has enhanced Medway’s profile, and driven up environmental standards in
construction, and older properties have been retro-fitted to improve sustainability. Custom and self-
build housing has provided new living opportunities for residents. Investment in new services and
infrastructure, such as transport, schools, healthcare and open spaces, has supported
housebuilding to provide a good quality of life for residents including the retrofitting of accessible
greenspaces to existing settlements.’

‘Medway is a leading economic player in the region, supporting the growth of its business base and
attracting new investment. It has capitalised on its cluster of higher and further education providers
to raise skills levels across the workforce. Graduates and the wider workforce can develop their
future careers in quality jobs in Medway. There is a broad portfolio of employment sites. Derelict
sites at Grain and Kingsnorth on the Hoo Peninsula have been transformed into thriving economic
hubs. Medway is known for its innovation and creativity, with businesses adapted to changes in the
economy and the environment, and leading in green growth and technology, benefitting from
excellent digital connectivity. High streets are sought after locations for a range of businesses,
providing space for start-ups and co-working facilities that reduce people’s need to commute.
Medway’s farmland produces quality food and drink and is contributing to the management of
natural resources. The contribution of Medway’s rich environmental heritage and the economic
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benefit to the area is valued through eco-tourism.’

Section 4 — Strateqic Objectives

Prepared for a sustainable and green future

Natural England welcomes the inclusion of this strategic objective and are broadly supportive of the
wording. We would however support a stronger commitment within the objective to the use of
nature based solutions for climate change adaptation including measures for coastal and surface
water flooding and urban cooling, for example.

In addition, we would support the amendment of this objective to reflect the requirements of the
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and would we recommend the inclusion of the
additional elements below.

For the first bullet point, in relation to the stated aim of reducing the risk of flooding, a reference to
the need to incorporate sustainable drainage systems (SuDS) within any green infrastructure. Such
an approach is in accordance with Paragraph 161 (c) of the NPPF which states that:

‘All plans should apply a sequential, risk-based approach to the location of
development — taking into account all sources of flood risk and the current and future
impacts of climate change — so as to avoid, where possible, flood risk to people and
property. They should do this, and manage any residual risk, by: ...

c) using opportunities provided by new development and improvements in green and
other infrastructure to reduce the causes and impacts of flooding, (making as much use
as possible of natural flood management techniques as part of an integrated approach
to flood risk management);’

For the third bullet point, we support the provision of a robust green and blue infrastructure networks
which protect and enhances the existing assets. We would encourage the Plan to seek
opportunities to secure the retrofitting of green and blue infrastructure in existing urban areas in
addition to their inclusion within new developments. Such an approach, providing green
infrastructure for existing settlements would help maximise the ecological, health related and wider
ecosystem service benefits for residents that the green infrastructure network can deliver. We
would also support the objective being strengthened by the inclusion of a clear reference to the
delivery of net gains for biodiversity. Such an approach would be in accordance with Paragraph
180(d) of the NPPF which states that ‘...while opportunities to improve biodiversity in and around
developments should be integrated as part of their design, especially where this can secure
measurable net gains for biodiversity or enhance public access to nature where this is appropriate’.

For the fourth bullet point, it may be possible to strengthen the effective management of water by
the inclusion of a reference to incorporating water efficiency measures in new development, for
example. Such an approach would be in accordance with Paragraph 161 (c) of the NPPF.

Supporting people to lead healthy lives and strengthening our communities

Natural England also supports this strategic objective but again, to further strengthen the wording in
relation to NPPF compliance, we recommend the amendments below.

For the second bullet point, open space and local green space are important elements of green
infrastructure in relation to this section’s proposed delivery and the protection and enhancement of
public rights of way (including the King Charles Il Coast Path and other National Trails). (NPPF
100.) Natural England supports the delivery of inclusive areas of green infrastructure that are
accessible by all groups in society. As the Plan evolves, we would support the Council making
reference to, and committing to achieving the Green Infrastructure Standards? for residents.

1 https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/Greenlnfrastructure/GlStandards.aspx
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Securing jobs and delivering skills for a competitive economy

Natural England welcomes the recognition that green tourism can support the economy of Medway
and as recommended above, we would support eco-tourism being more fully recognised within the
Plan vision.

Boost pride in Medway through quality and resilient development

Natural England broadly supports this objective providing the preferential use of brownfield land.
The Plan area has nationally important biodiversity assets on brownfield sites and we would
recommend, as sites are considered for allocation, this is in accordance with the definition of
‘previously developed land’ within the glossary of the NPPF which states that:

‘Previously developed land: Land which is or was occupied by a permanent structure, including
the curtilage of the developed land (although it should not be assumed that the whole of the
curtilage should be developed) and any associated fixed surface infrastructure. This excludes:
... land that was previously developed but where the remains of the permanent structure or
fixed surface structure have blended into the landscape.’

This fourth bullet point of this strategic objective offers an opportunity to require all new
development to have design standards for high quality place making, including landscape character
and green infrastructure. We would support green and blue infrastructure to be included as a
integral component of raising the standards of sustainability and quality for all development
including delivery of urban nature recovery. As the plan progresses, it feels appropriate to reference
the Green Infrastructure Framework Standards and the further guidance contained within the Green
Infrastructure Planning and Design Guide?. These provide details of what good green infrastructure
design looks like, linked to the ten characteristics of well-designed places as set out in the National
Model Design Code® and the National Design Guide®.

Section 5 — Developing a spatial strategy

Natural England notes that the Local Plan, using the ‘Standard Method’ for determining the scale of
housing is needing to allocate land for 28,500 residential units up to 2040. Natural England
recognises the challenge facing Medway in developing its local plan ad we will be pleased to work
proactively with the Council to ensure that the allocations which proceed avoid or fully mitigate their
impacts to designated sites, protected landscapes and wider biodiversity whilst also ensuring
impacts to wider environmental priorities such as agricultural soils are avoided or minimised.

Natural England notes in Section 5.7 the Council’s commitment to resolving congestion at Junction
1 of the M2; this junction largely falls within the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONB) and we would be pleased to work with the Council alongside the AONB Unit to ensure any
proposals are in accordance with the NPPF.

In relation to the sites identified within the Land Availability Assessment (which identified the
potential capacity for approximately 38,200 houses) (Section 5.15), Natural England would support
the use of a comprehensive and robust suite of sustainability indicators to screen these sites.
Those sites where environmental impacts can be avoided or fully mitigated, whilst meeting the Plan
objectives, should then proceed for further consideration. For sites where potential impacts to
designated sites, protected landscapes or wider environmental assets could result, detailed
evidence (such as the Council’s draft Cumulative Ecological Impact Assessment) should be used to
fully consider potential site allocations.

2 https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/Greenlinfrastructure/DesignGuide.aspx
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-model-design-code
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-design-quide)
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For the ‘Urban Regeneration’ scenario, some of the sites along the River Medway and at Chatham
Docks fall immediately adjacent to the Medway Estuary Marine Conservation Zone(MCZ) (as
detailed within Section 5.25). Other sites along the Medway Estuary appear to lie in close proximity
to the Medway Estuary and Marshes Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), Special Protection
Area (SPA) and Ramsar site. Natural England recommends that a full consideration of the potential
for direct and indirect impacts to these sites (including from climate change and coastal squeeze),
and whether they can be avoided or fully mitigated, is undertaken before they proceed for further
consideration as allocations. If impacts cannot be avoided or fully mitigated, then other sites with
lesser or no environmental impacts should preferentially proceed to allocation in accordance with
the ‘avoid, mitigate, compensate’ hierarchy within the NPPF.

As with the ‘Urban Regeneration’ scenario, some of the ‘Suburban Expansion’ sites fall within close
proximity to the Medway Estuary and Marshes SSSI, SPA and Ramsar Site and the Medway
Estuary MCZ. In addition, the sites to the south of the M2 motorway fall within the Kent Downs
AONB. We would again recommend that a full assessment of the potential impacts, and scope for
avoidance or mitigation of impacts, to these sites is undertaken prior to their further consideration for
allocation.

Similarly, for the ‘Rural Development’ site scenario, potential direct and/or indirect impacts to the
Chattenden Woods and Lodge Hill SSSI, the Medway Estuary and Marshes SSSI, SPA and Ramsar
site, the South Thames Estuary and Marshes SSSI, the Thames Estuary and Marshes SPA and
Ramsar site and the Kent Downs AONB may resul from some of the sites. We would therefore
recommend that a full assessment of the potential impacts, and scope for avoidance or mitigation of
impacts, to these sites is undertaken prior to their further consideration for allocation.

For the ‘Greenbelt Sites’ that fall within the Kent Downs AONB and we would recommend that a full
assessment of the potential impacts to the AONB are considered, in accordance with the
Paragraphs 176 and 177 of the NPPF prior to their further consideration for allocation. In addition,
these sites would need to be considered in light of Paragraph 142 of the NPPF.

The ‘Employment’ sites identified within the Consultation on the Isle of Grain and the Hoo Peninsula
have the potential to result in direct and indirect impacts to the coastal SSSIs, SPAs and Ramsar
sites along with the Medway Estuary MCZ. Previous studies have also identified some of these
land parcels as being rich in the invertebrate assemblages they support, due in part to the priority
open mosaic habitat on previously developed land. As such, Natural England would again,
recommend that again recommend that a full assessment of the potential impacts, and scope for
avoidance or mitigation of impacts, to these sites is undertaken. For the sites adjacent to the M2,
these all fall within, or within the immediate setting of, the Kent Downs AONB. The sites along the
River Medway is also adjacent to the Medway Estuary MCZ. We would therefore recommend that a
recommend that a full assessment of the potential impacts, and scope for avoidance or mitigation of
impacts, to these sites is undertaken before their further consideration for allocation.

In addition to these site specific considerations, Natural England would recommend that
consideration to wider environmental assets should form part of consideration for all sites prior to
their consideration for allocation. This should include, for example, the following:

¢ Potential for impacts to best and most versatile soils, where impacts cannot be avoided
preference should be given to sites with lower grade agricultural soils (where this does not
conflict with other sustainability objectives);

e Potential for impacts to local wildlife sites and local nature reserves;

o Potential for impacts to significant populations of protected and/or priority species (the
Council’s draft Cumulative Ecological Impact Assessment and/or data from the Kent and
Medway Biological Records Centre may assist with this assessment);

e Potential for impacts to priority species (the Council’s draft Cumulative Ecological Impact
Assessment and/or data from the Kent and Medway Biological Records Centre may assist
with this assessment);

e Potential for impacts to green and blue infrastructure (including impacts to key sites
identified within the emerging green and blue infrastructure strategy);
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e Potential impacts to delivery of the Local Nature Recovery Strategy;
e Potential impacts to other strategic plans or projects such as Climate Change Plans,
Shoreline Management Plans, AONB Management plans etc.

As mentioned previously, the sites with no, or the least environmental impact should be those which
proceed for further consideration as part of a sustainable growth approach. Opportunities for
delivery of significant environmental gain for people and wildlife should also be considered as part of
the Sustainability Appraisal of the potential site allocations.

2. Sustainability Appraisal

Natural England broadly supports the measures within the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report
(dated September 2023) but have a few comments to make in relation to the decision making
criteria and the associated indicators which we hope are helpful.

For Objective 2 (Climate Change Adaptation), Natural England would support the inclusion of an
indicator on nature based solutions to flooding (both coastal and surface water) and measures to
mitigate the impacts of coastal squeeze.

For Objective 3 (Biodiversity and Geodiversity), Natural England would support the inclusion of an
indicator in relation to the Local Nature Recovery Strategy. We would also support the inclusion of
an indicator relating to the Green Infrastructure Standard, perhaps relating to the achievement of the
‘Accessible Greenspace Standard’, for example.

For Objective 4 (Landscape and Townscape), in addition to the consideration of impacts to the Kent
Downs AONB, Natural England would support the indicators including a consideration of whether
the scheme will conserve and enhance the AONB.

For Objective 5 (Pollution and Water), Natural England would support the inclusion of ecological
receptors within the indicators.

For Objective 6 (Natural Resources), Natural England recommends that the indicators should reflect
the ‘previously developed land’ definition within the NPPF and also reflect how the highest grade
agricultural soils are prioritised within the consideration of potential site allocations.

For Objective 8 (Health and Wellbeing), Natural England recommends that the indicators are
updated to reflect the Accessible Greenspace Standards® within the Green Infrastructure
Standards.

3. Habitats Regulations Assessment
Natural England welcomes the accompanying Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Local Plan

consultation. We have no comments to make at this stage but will be pleased to work with the
Council on future iterations of the Assessment as the Plan evolves.

5

https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/Greenlinfrastructure/downloads/Green%20Infrastructure%20Sta
ndards%20for%20England%20Summary%20v1.1.pdf
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