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This report is part of a wider research project looking at community involvement in the planning system across the South East of England jointly undertaken and funded with The Countryside Agency.
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This work has been conducted in conjunction with The Countryside Agency as part of a wider examination of community involvement in the statutory planning system. The first phase of the project assessed the impact of Parish Plans across the South East, whilst this phase of the research evaluates the role and function of Village Design Statements within the Kent Downs AONB.

The European Regional Development Fund has also part-funded this research as part of a partnership project between the Kent Downs AONB Unit, the Kentish Stour and White Cliffs Countryside Projects and the Parc Naturel Régional (PNR) des Caps et Marais d’Opale in northern France. This cross-channel partnership is funded under the Interreg Programme designed to promote stronger regional cooperation within Europe.

Under the Interreg programme the PNR des Caps et Marais d’Opale and the Kent Downs exchange experiences and knowledge on tackling similar issues within their respective European territories. In order to protect the built heritage and improve community participation in that protection the PNR des Caps et Marais d’Opale operate a similar model to Village Design Statements called ‘Études Paysagères’.

Unfortunately a comparison of Village Design Statements and Études Paysagères is beyond the remit of this research. However, the existence of differing methods to achieve the same aims in the Kent Downs and the Caps et Marais d’Opale has led to the commissioning of further research.

Thus, this research will inform wider research on other European models of landscape protection including built heritage. Other European models of heritage protection will be compared to the model operated by the Kent Downs and other AONBs within the UK. This research is to be funded by the Kent Downs, the PNR des Caps et Marais d’Opale, The Countryside Agency and the European Regional Development Fund. It will be completed in Spring 2006.
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VDS, and the plural VDSs, are used throughout this report to represent both Village Design Statements and Parish Design Statements.

	ACRK
	Action for Communities in Rural Kent (formerly Kent Rural 

Community Council)

	AONB
	Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty

	DETR
	(former) Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions 

	GOSE
	Government Office for the South East

	KRCC
	Kent Rural Community Council

	LDF
	Local Development Framework (which replace Local Plans in the new planning system)

	LDS
	Local Development Scheme (the project plan for the LDF process)

	ODPM
	Office of the Deputy Prime Minister

	PPS 7
	National Planning Policy Statement on the Countryside

	PPS 12
	National Planning Policy Statement on Local Development

 Frameworks

	RIBA
	Royal Institute of British Architects

	RICS
	Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors

	RTPI
	Royal Town Planning Institute

	SCI
	Statement of Community Involvement

	SEEDA
	South East England Development Agency

	SEERA
	South East England Regional Assembly

	SPD
	Supplementary Planning Documents

	SPG
	Supplementary Planning Guidance



1. The Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 2004 - 2009 attaches fundamental importance to conserving and enhancing the built heritage of the AONB. Policies of the Management Plan also encourage greater involvement of local people and communities in the planning process and support community-led initiatives that encourage and maintain the vitality of community life and that contribute to the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty.

2. The Kent Downs AONB Unit has been providing a programme of support including  training, funding and advice to AONB parishes to encourage the preparation and use of Village Design Statements since 1998. This research has established that 167 representatives of 67 AONB parishes have attended VDS training days and workshops to date; that 11 Village Design Statements have been produced and are in operation across the Kent Downs, with 9 more in preparation; and that within the next 12 months 14% of AONB parishes will have a VDS. 

3. This report is part of a wider examination, in association with The Countryside Agency, of the effectiveness of methods of community involvement in the statutory planning system across the South East of England. The first phase of this work was published in March 2005 and assessed the impact of the Parish Plans Grant scheme across the South East region. This second and final phase evaluates the programme of VDS promotion that has been operating in the Kent Downs AONB since 1998. 

4. The views of the communities who have worked to complete a VDS have been gathered, along with views of local planning authorities across the AONB and a sample of developers who have worked on schemes in villages where a VDS is in operation. To assess the obstacles that discourage communities from engaging with the planning system we have also spoken to communities who have received training in the production of Village Design Statements from the AONB Unit but who have not pursued the project. A sample of other AONB Units across the South East have been interviewed to discuss the role of Village Design Statements in their areas and to get an indication of the range of methods for built landscape enhancement and protection. 

5. At the beginning of the 21st century the landscape, built heritage and settlement patterns of the Kent Downs AONB are under considerable pressure with two of England’s four designated growth areas, the Thames Gateway and Ashford, bordering the AONB. The Thames Gateway growth area is scheduled to provide 120,000 new homes and between 120,000 and 180,000 new jobs over the next 12 years. Ashford will see the construction of 31,000 new homes and the provision of 28,000 new jobs by 2031. Development at this scale and pace will result in unprecedented levels of pressure on the landscape of the AONB and its networks of rural lanes and small historic villages. The experience of Green Belt authorities points to an inevitable rise in, amongst other things, traffic levels and demands for recreation and leisure use across the AONB in the coming decades. 
6. In assessing the impact of VDSs on protecting the built heritage we have sought to clarify the nature of current development pressures which face the villages of the Kent Downs. To this end we examined 300 planning applications submitted in settlements where VDSs are operating to produce a typical development application profile for both small and large villages in the Kent Downs. This work reveals that the large majority of development proposals that currently come forward for decision in villages of the Kent Downs are for minor alterations to existing dwellings – additional windows, loft conversions, extensions and so on.  Such ‘creep’ development is where Village Design Statements are best placed to offer appropriate guidance, focusing as they do on the details of local characteristics in the built form and on materials at a fine-grained local level. 
7. The added value of VDSs in relation to the objective of protecting and enhancing built heritage is not easy to quantify. Much of that heritage is already protected through Conservation Area and Listed Building designation and associated Local Plan policies. However, this research has revealed that VDSs are being increasingly utilised in planning decision-making. Given the unique level of local detail that a VDS contains, their increased usage will, we believe, serve to enhance such decision-making, playing an important role in the protection of the built heritage and character of the AONB.

8. VDSs offer an opportunity for a community to speak with one voice on the issue of design which, if adopted as SPG/D by the local planning authority, must be listened to in the decision making process. This research concludes that the take up of VDSs across the Kent Downs is an indication of the desire of local communities across this AONB to raise their voices and play a role in the protection and enhancement of the built fabric of their own villages.
9. The AONB programme of supporting VDS work has concentrated to date on the production process. We have concluded that there is a need for the promotion of not only the benefits but also the pro-active nature of the VDS process by the AONB Unit to Local Authorities, developers and other stakeholders.

10. In order to assess the extent to which adopted VDSs are influencing the decision making process within the planning system we spoke to the planning authorities of the AONB and to a sample of developers who have worked on schemes in a number of the villages with a VDS. We also examined a sample of recent planning decisions and appeal statements from villages where VDSs are in operation.

11. The majority of Councils which we interviewed actively support groups undertaking VDSs, though emphasise that this approach has to be with a light touch given the demands on authorities’ resources and the fact that for such documents to play a role in the decision making process they should be initiated and produced by communities themselves.
12. The view of the majority of Local Authorities we spoke to and the evidence gathered from an examination of a sample of planning applications in settlements with a VDS is that VDSs are increasingly being recognised and used within the decision making element of the planning process.  Local Authorities stressed that in their opinion it is important that impact is not assessed purely in terms of the number of planning decisions in which a VDS is implicated. As important to planning authorities are the indirect benefits which accrue from bringing communities together around the issue of good design.
13. To assess the range of alternative approaches to the protection and enhancement of built heritage we interviewed a sample of other AONBs across the South East region. This revealed that the Kent Downs AONB is at the forefront of VDS work in the South East region. Other AONBs have chosen to target their planning work predominantly at the strategic level, where they feel development policy is increasingly shaped. Involvement in design is focused on the production of building design guides for use across the AONB in question. Targeting resources at what are perceived to be key issues, or threats, is beginning to emerge, most notably on the matter of wind farms. Evidence of priority being given to encouraging community engagement in the protection and enhancement of built heritage amongst other AONBs was limited.
14. To assess whether VDSs are the most effective method for meeting the AONB objectives we examined a number of alternative approaches, such as Planning for Real™ and Parish Plans. We concluded that such processes tend to focus on a wider field than just the built heritage, though all of them offer ways of enhancing community participation. Two methods, Development Briefs and Enquiry by Design workshops are considered appropriate tools to meet the AONB objectives for villages where land is allocated for new development in emerging LDFs. In villages where no development over and above minor development, infill and domestic extensions is planned, VDSs remain the most appropriate method of protecting the built heritage and encouraging the greater involvement of local people in the design of their local built landscape.

15. Recent planning guidance at national level continues to promote Village Design Statements. The 2000 Rural White Paper endorsed the preparation of village design statements as “a particularly helpful design tool when considering new development in villages, or other rural settlements”. National planning policy guidance on development in rural areas supports the utilisation of Village Design Statements by local planning authorities to encourage good quality design throughout their rural areas. 

16. The last two years have however seen considerable changes introduced to the statutory planning system in this country and to the many tiers of planning policy guidance at local, regional and national levels. There is currently much confusion as to the future role within this system of community initiated and produced documents such as Village Design Statements. We found that this confusion is reflected in the guidance being given to communities across the AONB by their local authorities, which in turn has reflected the often complex and sometimes confusing advice that they themselves have received from government. Clarification is urgently needed alongside the promotion of VDSs to both local and regional planning bodies as good examples of community involvement in the planning system.  We conclude that such facilitation, including a working conference, is led by the AONB Unit given their responsibilities across the Kent Downs.

     Key Recommendations

17. The Kent Downs AONB programme of support for VDSs has consisted of funding, advice and training for communities which express an interest in undertaking a VDS. This work meets the objectives of the AONB Management Plan and we therefore recommend that this work should continue.

18. Concern exists in some of the larger villages we examined as to the use made of VDSs in large new developments allocated in local plans. In such larger, and thus more sustainable settlements, development pressure is most acute. We recommend that the AONB Unit promotes the use of Development Briefs and/or Enquiry by Design workshops which we conclude offer an effective site-specific method of meeting the objectives of the Management Plan when land is allocated for new housing or commercial development.

19. Given that the Kent Downs AONB borders 2 of the 4 national Growth Areas, this research concludes that the priorities of the Kent Downs AONB as set out in the policies of the Management Plan would be well-served by a strengthening of the role and influence of the AONB Unit at the strategic and regional planning levels.

20. The principle issue affecting the continued ability of existing and future VDSs to be adopted as SPD under the new planning system, and thereby being used in the determination of planning applications, is the new requirement that each VDS be subject to a Sustainability Appraisal. Given the AONB Unit’s geographical coverage, current remit and tradition of working with both communities and Local Authorities, we recommend that the Unit considers offering to undertake Sustainability Appraisals to ensure a good future for the VDS programme.


Village Design Statements (VDSs) were launched in 1996 by the then Countryside Commission to encourage good and appropriate design in new development in rural areas and to help reverse the widespread erosion of distinctiveness in villages. Village Design Statements are initiated and produced by local communities who assess the character of their localities to provide a context for new developments. Uniquely among publicly funded community initiatives the purpose of VDSs is to improve the design and setting of new development and is, therefore, deliberately orientated towards action within the planning system.

The Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) Unit has been providing a programme of support, including training, funding and advice to AONB parishes to encourage the preparation and use of VDSs since 1998. To date eleven VDSs have been produced and are in operation across the Kent Downs.

At the beginning of the 21st century the landscape, built heritage and settlement patterns of the Kent Downs AONB are under considerable pressure. Two of England’s four designated growth areas, the Thames Gateway and Ashford, border the Kent Downs AONB. At the same time the statutory planning system, within which VDSs must operate, has changed, with a consequent period of planning policy upheaval as all Local Authorities respond to new government guidance on involving communities in the planning system.

Against this backdrop it is timely to reflect on the effectiveness of the programme of Village Design Statement support; the impact it has made to the built heritage across the AONB, and how best to encourage community engagement in the planning system in the future insofar as this can be seen to influence the protection and enhancement of the built environment. 

This report is part of a wider examination, in association with The Countryside Agency, of the effectiveness of methods of community involvement in the statutory planning system across the South East of England. The first phase of this work was published in March 2005 and assessed the impact of the Parish Plans Grant scheme across the South East region. This second and final phase evaluates the programme of VDS promotion that has been operating in the Kent Downs AONB since 1998. 

The research that forms the basis of this report has been undertaken through a series of interviews with:  

· communities who have worked to complete a VDS;  

· 9 of the 12 Local Authorities from the Kent Downs AONB;

· a sample of developers who have worked on schemes in villages where a VDS is in operation; 

· communities who received training on VDSs from the AONB Unit but who decided against pursuing the project; 

· a sample of 6 other AONB Units across the South East;

together with analysis of the use of VDSs in a sample of planning applications and appeals. 



The objectives of this report are as follows :

a) to review and assess the programme of VDS promotion that has been running in the Kent Downs AONB since 1998;

b) to examine the overall impact of the AONB’s training programme in terms of the views, expectations and experiences of those involved, to understand any perceived successes and shortfalls;

c) to examine whether the character of AONB settlements is under threat from inappropriate or insensitive development, and if so to examine the nature of that threat with specific reference to the Kent Downs but in addition drawing on the experience of selected AONBs in other areas in the South East; 

d) to examine the experiences, views and methodologies of other South East AONBs in relation to built landscape enhancement and protection;

e) to examine what is expected of VDSs by different groups and organisations involved in the AONB programme, the AONB Unit, Local Authorities, local groups and developers to understand if similar and realistic expectations are present;

f) to assess the views and experiences of parishes who have been involved in the VDS process, in particular drawing out the social capital benefits;

g) to discover the reasons why a sample of those who were trained in VDS production did not pursue or complete the project;

h) to analyse the use made of each of the completed and adopted VDSs by the relevant local planning authority in the assessment of development proposals, planning applications and appeals for the villages/parishes they cover (where possible taking several case studies showing both good and bad examples of VDSs in practice);

i) to examine the views of a sample of developers on VDSs, their use or non-use of them,and why they may or may not use VDSs;

j) to promote VDS support and use amongst Local Authorities, whilst examining what motivations and what barriers exist for these separate groups to use, not use, promote or not promote VDSs;

k) to establish the impact of VDS use on the conservation and enhancement of the landscape in the AONB; 

l) in the changing field of local plan policy, to establish the relationship between such community-based VDSs and Local Development Frameworks (LDFs) being produced by local authorities, particularly in relation to Statements of Community Involvement required to accompany emerging LDFs;

m) to examine whether VDSs are the most effective tool to achieve the AONB Unit’s aims and what other tools exist to achieve similar aims and what their relative effectiveness might be e.g. Enquiry by Design;

n) to give clear and strong recommendations on the most effective ways for the AONB Unit to use the planning system to achieve the three aims of:

· promoting the conservation and enhancement of the built landscape within the AONB;

· encouraging greater involvement of local people and communities to influence and inform development planning;

· supporting community-led initiatives that encourage and maintain the vitality of community life and that contribute to the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty.


To meet these objectives, the following research and analysis was undertaken:

a) background research on all areas relating to the objectives;

b) collection of data from villages/parishes that have received AONB training or support for the production of VDSs since 1998, and all VDSs completed and in progress;

c) face-to-face interviews with 8 communities in the Kent Downs AONB who have completed a VDS since 1998;

d) telephone interviews with a sample of community representatives who attended workshops run by the AONB Unit on the VDS process but did not  pursue such a project;   

e) interviews by telephone and face to face with nine local authorities (Ashford Borough Council, Canterbury City Council, Dover District Council, Kent County Council, Maidstone Borough Council, Sevenoaks District Council, Shepway District Council, Swale Borough Council, Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council) across the AONB as selected by the client;

f) telephone interviews with a small sample of developers involved in housing schemes in villages with VDSs;

g) examination of the use of VDSs in planning application decisions and appeals;

h) analysis of 300 planning applications across the AONB in villages where VDSs are in operation;

i) interviews with 6 South East AONBs (Chilterns, Surrey Hills, High Weald, Sussex Downs, East Hants, Cotswolds) selected by the client;

j) interviews with other relevant bodies including the Kent Downs AONB Unit and GOSE. 


1: Continue to support communities who wish to produce a VDS through advice, training and funding.

2: Take on the role of undertaking Sustainability Appraisals of completed VDSs to enable them to be adopted and continue to play a role in the planning decision making process.

3: Strengthen attention ‘upstream’ where planning frameworks are settled, and community needs are calibrated.

4: In villages where land is allocated for new development in an LDF promote the use of site specific processes, such as Development Briefs, as an effective way of meeting the objectives of protecting or enhancing built heritage and encouraging community participation.

5: Take a lead on the resolution of the current confusion surrounding the future of VDS in the new planning system.

6: Promote the use of VDSs in the planning decision making process. Such promotion should include the hosting of a working conference to include representatives from local authorities, developers and other stakeholders to test and grow support for effective community engagement in the AONB.

7: Draw up, agree and monitor a Protocol on VDS use in conjunction with the Local Authorities of the AONB.

8: Support and encourage the preparation of VDSs in communities where resources and appropriate expertise is not readily available.

9: Investigate developer tariffs/contributions resulting from regional growth areas as a means of funding a programme of built environment improvements across the AONB.

10: Consider the introduction of a high profile Design Award Scheme (as at Chilterns AONB) possibly as a category in the annual Kent Design Awards.

11: Prepare a joint letter with a body such as the Kent Planning Officers Group to parish clerks clarifying the new planning system and providing reassurance that that there is still a role for VDS in the planning system even though for the time being there may be difficulties in formally adopting them as Supplementary Planning Documents.

12: Encourage Local Authorities to include VDSs and Village Design Groups in their Statements of Community Involvement and Local Development Schemes.

13: Work to promote VDSs to professional bodies like the RTPI, RIBA, and  the RICS in association with other AONBs to strengthen the attention given to local design issues and the place of VDSs within the planning system.

14: Encourage the use of fliers as a way of promoting completed VDSs to planning applicants and developers.

15: Draw attention to the increased confidence in the planning system given to communities when planning enforcement is properly resourced.

16: Ensure that any VDS training for community representatives is attended by an officer from the Parish Council.

1.
PART ONE: The Kent Downs, Planning and Village

                                         Design Statements


1.1.1 The Kent Downs AONB was designated in July 1968 under the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949. It covers 878 km2 (339 square miles) and covers just under a quarter of the area of Kent. The Kent Downs is the fifth largest AONB in England and Wales, and administratively one of the most complex, falling within twelve local authorities and lying wholly or partly within 137 parish council boundaries.

1.1.2 The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 enhanced the status of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty so that AONB designation now provides one of the highest levels of protection within the statutory planning system. Local Plan policies typically require that priority will be given over other planning considerations to the conservation or enhancement of natural beauty when considering planning applications in an AONB. Public bodies, statutory undertakers, government agencies and utility companies are now bound by a legal duty of regard to take account of the need to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of AONB landscapes in exercising or performing any functions affecting or in relation to land in an AONB. The most historically significant elements of the built heritage of an AONB are further protected by both listed building status and conservation area designation. 

1.1.3 The purpose of AONB designation is primarily to conserve or enhance natural beauty. Recent government guidance defines ‘natural beauty’ as follows:


“Natural beauty is not just the look of the landscape, but includes

             landform and geology, plants and animals, landscape features

             and the rich history of human settlement over the centuries.” 

                                                                                             [our emphasis]

1.1.4 Such a rich history of human settlement is clear in the villages across the Kent Downs, which exhibit a wealth of evidence of the area’s historic and built heritage. The AONB is home to many hundreds of listed buildings, 98 Conservation Areas and 94 Scheduled Ancient Monuments. Villages across the AONB provide an important visual tapestry of locally distinctive architectural styles and building materials.

1.1.5 The geology and topography of the Kent Downs has in the main shielded its villages from many of the large scale infrastructure projects that have been developed in and adjoining the AONB. These include the construction of four motorways, the expansion of the port of Dover and the construction of the Channel Tunnel and the high speed Channel Tunnel Rail Link, since its designation as an AONB. The imposing chalk downland ridge of the Kent Downs has confined such projects to the edges of the AONB but recent national planning pronouncements are likely to result in increased pressures on the landscape and built heritage of the AONB as a whole.

1.1.6 In 2003 the Government launched its Sustainable Communities Plan to deliver the national planning and housing agenda. At the heart of this plan was the creation of four new ‘Growth Areas’ where substantial levels of new housing and employment opportunities would be concentrated. Two of these are in Kent and both directly abut the boundaries of the Kent Downs AONB. The Thames Gateway growth area is scheduled to provide 120,000 new homes and between 120,000 and 180,000 new jobs by 2016. Ashford will see the construction of 31,000 new homes and 28,000 new jobs by 2031.

1.1.7 Development on this scale and at this pace will result in unprecedented levels of pressure on the landscape of the Kent Downs AONB and its networks of rural lanes and small historic villages. The experience of Green Belt authorities points to likely increases in pressure in terms of increases in levels of traffic, and demands for employment, recreation and leisure use across the AONB in the coming decades. 

Map insert 
                           Source: ODPM (2003) Sustainable communities: building for the

                                        future, p54

            Figure 1: Growth Areas and AONBs in the South East 


1.2.1 The aim of a VDS (also known as a Parish Design Statement (PDS)) is to make an assessment of village character and distinctiveness, as valued by local people. It should be prepared by local residents, should provide an illustrated record of local distinctiveness and should make recommendations on matters relating to the design of new development in the village or parish. The overall intention is to influence the operation of the statutory planning system by providing a context for new development based on local character or sense of place.

1.2.2 The Countryside Agency considers
 that the most important characteristics of an effective VDS are that it:


           Table 1 : Key Requirements of a Village Design Statement

1.2.3 It is interesting to note that the term Village Design Statement implies an end point, a fixed position. Our research illuminates the crucial importance of seeing the statement as the start of an ongoing process of vigilance, influence and education. VDSs are not an end in themselves, they are a step on a continuing journey towards better, more appropriate types of design in new developments in villages of the AONB. We suggest this should be emphasised in the way they are promoted. Without a joint commitment to ongoing education and enforcement by both the local planning authority and the community the effort to produce a VDS can be ineffective.


1.3.1 The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 introduced considerable changes to the statutory planning system in this country and to the many tiers of planning policy guidance at local, regional and national levels. Such changes have direct implications for community-initiated and produced documents including Village Design Statements.

1.3.2 Planning guidance at national level continues to promote VDSs. The 2000 Rural White Paper endorses VDSs as “a particularly helpful design tool when considering new development in villages, or other rural settlements.”
 National planning policy guidance on development in rural areas published in 2004 supports the utilisation of VDSs by local planning authorities to encourage good quality design throughout their rural areas
. Of concern however is the lack of any reference to VDSs as a way of involving communities in the planning system in the recent government guidance on community involvement in planning
. This appears to reflect an assumption at national level that involvement is a top-down process, initiated solely by local authorities and other public agencies.

1.3.3 Up until September 2004 local planning authorities could adopt VDSs as Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG) to the relevant Local Plan and thus be used as a material consideration in planning decisions. The Planning and Compulsory Order Act 2004 introduced the replacement of Local Plans with Local Development Frameworks (LDF). These are a portfolio of documents comprising a core strategy, site-specific allocations of land, a proposals map, area action plans where these are needed, and Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD). Each of these elements is required to include a sustainability appraisal. Local authorities also have to produce a Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) setting out how they will involve communities in the planning process. 

1.3.4 There is currently considerable uncertainty as to how this new system will operate in practice as each local planning authority begins work on the production of a Local Development Scheme and associated Statement of Community Involvement. It is clear that Village Design Statements can no longer be adopted as SPG.  In order to be adopted as SPD under the new system, VDSs need to be subject to a Sustainability Appraisal (SA) and be linked to a specific policy in the new Local Development Framework (see Annex Three). 
1.3.5 The relationship between community-initiated documents and the SCI is not clear; indeed, there is little evidence in the legislation and accompanying guidance of an awareness that Supplementary Planning Guidance/Documents are produced by bodies other than local planning authorities. Involvement remains equated with consultation in the new planning system, encouraging adversarial rather than collaborative dialogue and participation.


           Figure 2:  The Local Development Framework

                       Source: OPDM (2004) Planning Policy Statement 12: Local 

                                     Development Frameworks, p 2

1.3.6 The additional procedures resulting from the new requirement to undertake a Sustainability Appraisal (encompassing a Strategic Environmental Assessment now required under European law) are leading a number of authorities to advise communities that VDSs will not be adopted as SPD.  The future of existing VDSs, currently adopted as SPG, is unclear.  However, to be adopted as SPD existing VDSs also need to be subject to a Sustainability Appraisal, otherwise they can only be adopted as informal planning documents under the new system.  A number of Local Authorities across the Kent Downs AONB have written to parish councils to advise them of the current position on this matter and to urge that work in progress on VDSs is put on hold for between 6 –12 months. Their positions vary widely (see Annex Two).

1.3.7 One Local Authority in Surrey has however recently pioneered a way forward in this area. The work of Tandridge District Council, summarised overleaf, illustrates how, with a clear procedure in place for assessing VDSs against sustainability objectives, adoption as SPD is achievable.


           Table 2 : Sustainability Appraisal of Woldingham Village Design 

                           Statement

1.3.8 With so many VDSs currently completed and in preparation across the Kent Downs AONB there is an urgent need for clarification on this issue. In order for VDSs to play a clear role in the planning decision-making process, and should the requirement for a Sustainability Appraisal of each existing and future VDS continue, the development of a clear, user-friendly procedure to undertake such assessments is also needed as soon as possible. Such work has to be carried out with an appropriate degree of independence. Local Authorities currently have to concentrate resources on the production of the portfolio of documents that will comprise their LDFs and are unlikely therefore to be able to address this matter until late 2007 at the earliest. For these reasons, and given its bridging work between Local Authorities and the communities of the Kent Downs, it is suggested that it is appropriate for the AONB Unit to consider offering to undertake this area of work. The development of a thorough, user-friendly procedure for carrying out such appraisal work over the coming year will enable a smooth transition for VDSs into the new planning system when it is fully up and running.

1.3.9 Alternatives to formal adoption as SPD do exist for VDSs. In particular, Local Authorities can resolve to use VDS as ‘a material consideration’ in planning decisions. West Berkshire council for example has advised all town and parish councils that this is the approach they will follow and that in order for such documents to be afforded weight in the planning process it will remain important to show that a VDS has been produced in consultation with the local community and stakeholders, and that it conforms with relevant development plan policies. It remains unclear however how much weight un-adopted documents can carry in the decision making process at local level or at appeal.

2.
PART TWO : Research Findings


2.1.1 The Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 2004 - 2009 attaches fundamental importance to conserving and enhancing the built heritage of the AONB. This relates directly to the primary purpose of the AONB designation and is seen by the AONB Unit as the primary focus when considering the effectiveness and impact of VDS work. The following Management Plan policies form the basis for VDS support, funding and training by the Unit
.


           Table 3 : Extract from Kent Downs AONB  Management Plan 

                           2004 - 2009

2.1.2 As can be seen from these policies the encouragement of greater community participation in the planning process and the support for community-led initiatives are also important aims of the AONB Unit and therefore the assessment of effectiveness of the VDS support programme is also made against these objectives.

2.1.3 The promotion of Village Design Statements has resulted in the completion of 11 VDSs across the AONB between 1998 and 2005. Each of these has been adopted by the relevant local planning authority as Supplementary Planning Guidance. Nine more VDSs are currently in progress. 

	District
	VDS completed (villages in bold are in the Kent Downs AONB)
	Total (AONB)

	Ashford
	Bethersden, Biddenden, Boughton Aluph & Eastwell, Charing, Chilham,  Great Chart, Hamstreet, Pluckley, Woodchurch, Wye
	10       (4)

	Canterbury
	Chartham
	1         (1)

	Dover
	0
	0         (0)

	Gravesham
	0
	0         (0)

	Maidstone
	Marden, Teeston
	2         (0)

	Sevenoaks
	 Edenbridge, Leigh, Seal, St Lawrence, Underriver, Westerham & Crockham Hill
	6         (4)

	Shepway
	0
	0         (0)

	Swale
	Lynsted
	1         (1)

	Tonbridge & Malling
	East Malling, Shipbourne
	2         (1)

	Medway
	0
	0         (0)

	All Districts
	
	22      (11)


       Table 4 : Completed Village Design Statements in Kent Downs AONB

                        (as of September 2005)  

	District
	VDS in preparation (villages in bold are in the Kent Downs AONB)
	Total (AONB)

	Ashford
	Egerton, Hastingleigh, Smarden
	3        (1)

	Canterbury
	Littlebourne, Thanington
	2        (0)

	Dover
	Great Mongeham, Walmer
	2        (0)

	Gravesham
	Meopham
	1        (1)

	Maidstone
	Staplehurst
	1        (0)

	Sevenoaks
	 Halstead, Hextable, Horton Kirby & South Darenth, Otford, Sevenoaks Hartsland, Sevenoaks Weald
	6        (4)

	Shepway
	0
	0        (0)

	Swale
	Ospringe, Upchurch
	2        (1)

	Tonbridge & Malling
	Plaxtol, Birling
	2        (2)

	Medway
	0
	0        (0)

	All Districts
	
	19      (9)


     Table 5 : Village Design Statements in preparation in the Kent Downs

                     AONB  (as of September 2005)

2.1.4 VDSs offer a good opportunity for a community to speak with one voice on the issue of design which, if adopted as SPG/D by the local planning authority, must be listened to in the decision making process. The take up of VDS across the Kent Downs is an indication of the desire of local communities across this AONB to raise their voices and play a role in the protection and enhancement of the built fabric of their own villages.

2.1.5 Early work carried out on the take up of the VDS initiative across the country
 indicated a tendency for VDSs to be initiated in villages where there is already design awareness. Our research has reinforced this and revealed that the driving force behind VDSs completed in the Kent Downs to date has tended to come from those with an existing expertise and interest in design and/or knowledge of local government. We found many instances where the lead on VDS work was being or had been taken by local residents who were architects, planners, developers and civil servants. 

2.1.6 Eight of the eleven communities that have produced a VDS for their village were interviewed as part of this research. The Design Statements of Chilham and Chartham were completed during the course of this research and the impact of such documents is therefore too early to assess. Members of the community of Westerham and Crockham Hill were unable to take part in this work due to illness. The experiences of each of the eight communities interviewed are set out in Annex One of this report. The findings of this element of the research are summarised below :


Table 6 : Summary of Community Interviews 


2.2.1 In assessing the impact of VDS we have sought to clarify the nature of development pressures which currently face the villages of the Kent Downs. To this end we examined 300 planning applications submitted in settlements where VDSs have been operating over the last four years.  This allowed us to produce a typical development application profile for both small and large villages in the Kent Downs. 


            Figure 3: Planning Application Profile in small parishes in the Kent 

                            Downs

2.2.2 This work reveals that the large majority of development proposals that currently come forward for decision in villages across the Kent Downs are for minor alterations to existing dwellings – additional windows, loft conversions, extensions and so on.  This is an area of development where Village Design Statements are best placed to offer appropriate guidance, focusing as they do on details of the local characteristics in built form and materials at a uniquely fine-grained local level.

2.2.3 However, as Figure 1 shows, the Kent Downs AONB is sandwiched between two of the country’s four Growth Areas where significant levels of new development are planned. Although protected by its landscape designation from major development, the built heritage of this landscape will undoubtedly be under increasing pressure from such large scale development right on its doorstep (see paragraph 1.1.7 above).

           Figure 4: Planning Application profile in large parishes in the Kent 

                           Downs 

ANGEL – CAN THIS FIGURE GO WITH THE OTHER FIGURE AND BE THE SAME SIZE TOO PLEASE
 

2.3.1 One of the key methods employed by the Kent Downs AONB Unit to support VDSs has been in the area of training. Ten workshops have been run between 1998 - 2004, attended by 167 representatives of 67 parishes across the AONB. A sample drawn from those who had attended these workshops were interviewed for this research. Everyone spoken to appreciated the training they had received and spoke warmly of the support they had had from the AONB Unit on environmental matters. Their expectations had been met and people generally thought the training itself was excellent with good speakers. They commented that it was very informative and practical. In particular, respondents felt that the AONB had hit the right balance between sharing existing best practice and inviting participants to work through what was right for them in their local circumstances.

2.3.2 Since 2003 the Unit has spent £13,000 on providing training and grants to support VDSs. Based on the feedback we received, in our view this represents excellent value for money. However, as explained elsewhere in this report any further investment in training on VDSs needs to be timed to coincide with the LDF adoption timetable being followed by all Local Authorities across the AONB, or expectations will be raised that cannot be met. Also in future we recommend that participants for such training include representatives from parish councils as well as communities to ensure commitment and understanding to implement the VDS following its adoption for use in the planning system.


2.4.1 Representatives from communities that received training on VDSs but did not go on to produce a VDS were interviewed. This element of our work was aimed at understanding more about the issues and hurdles which may prevent or dissuade community groups from producing a village design statement, and whether these were matters with which the AONB Unit could help.  Many reasons emerged, which are listed below :

· Advice from Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council that the preparation of any new VDSs should be delayed. The reason for this is that the new planning legislation sets out a formal procedure for preparing Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD). It is necessary to establish the local policy framework (LDF) first before preparing SPD. GOSE has urged Planning Authorities not to undertake the preparation of any new SPD under saved policies in old Local Plans, and to concentrate on getting new policies in place under the terms of the new LDF system.  GOSE advice is that until new Local Development Documents have been approved there is no means of preparing new SPD under the new system. So the Council has advised Parish Councils that they should delay preparation of Village Design Statements. This has naturally dissuaded the community of West Peckham, for example, from continuing with their plans.
·  The Parish Council lacked enthusiasm. This was the reason in two cases (Trottiscliffe and Elham). Priority was placed on the parish planning process, and community activists eventually lost heart and gave up the idea of doing a VDS. This was also the case in Riverhead where the parish council was considering doing a parish plan and decided that they could not also do a VDS.  This contributed to the VDS project being abandoned. The suggestion was made that unless parish councillors themselves also attend the training then there is a danger of community groups’ expectations being raised which are not then fulfilled. Our research subsequently strengthened this view and we have included a specific recommendation on it. 
· Community projects require much (unpaid) time and commitment. Time is a limited resource in many communities especially where a lot of people are self employed, as in Newington. Conversely, other parishes which have a high number of retired people may be able to commit more time to community projects. 
· Feedback from other localities (both within the Kent Downs AONB and outside) gave them doubts about whether the effort was worthwhile.  Only the community of Riverhead cited this as one of the reasons why they decided against proceeding with a VDS. Our case studies subsequently illustrated how community views on VDSs vary greatly depending on the relationship they have with their local planning authority. Feedback from a locality which has had a negative experience can be enough to dissuade another parish from proceeding.
· The financial cost and the need to fundraise. A number of communities regarded the process as expensive. On probing further, it was difficult to establish a consensus on what would be regarded as a reasonable cost. Where people felt genuinely convinced of the value, money did not seem to be an issue.
· A village group could not be readily identified to oversee the project. Countryside Agency advice is that a VDS should be prepared by the local community with the support of the parish council. To get one off the ground it clearly needs both parish council support and local activists; one without the other isn’t enough.
· The lack of a distinctive heritage. Westwell Parish Council concluded that their area was very diverse, lacking a distinctive heritage (although it had a large number of listed buildings), and a VDS was not therefore really appropriate as there weren’t enough common features. 

2.5.1 In order to assess the extent to which adopted VDSs are influencing decision making within the planning system we spoke to a sample of the planning authorities in the AONB.  We also spoke to a sample of developers who have worked on schemes in villages with a VDS. We went on to examine a sample of recent planning decisions and appeal statements from villages where VDSs are in operation.

2.5.2 Most of the Local Authorities we interviewed actively support groups undertaking VDSs, though emphasise that this approach has to be with a light touch given the demands on authorities’ resources and the fact that, for such documents to play a role in the decision making process, they should be initiated and produced by communities themselves. Several councils, including Ashford, Swale, Canterbury, Sevenoaks, and Dover, fund groups through contributions to printing costs for example and the organising, often in conjunction with the AONB Unit, of training workshops for interested parishes. All authorities provide a point of contact for community groups involved in VDS work, usually in their planning policy teams.

2.5.3 There is a general feeling by Councils we spoke to that VDSs are increasingly being recognised and used within the decision making element of the planning process but that it is important that impact is not assessed purely in terms of the number of planning decisions in which a VDS is implicated. As important to planning authorities are the indirect benefits which accrue subliminally from bringing communities together around the issue of good design and the effect that a VDS can have on mobilising the community to regulate itself without needing to call on the resources of the local authority at all (as at Underriver, for example).

2.5.4 Shepway District Council does not promote or fund VDSs, not because they see them as a bad idea per se but because the Council feels that there are more important claims on its resources. It also points to recent proposals by Action for Communities in Rural Kent to bid for lottery money for community planning across the district. When Shepway’s town and parish councils were asked directly whether or not they wanted to engage in this type of work there was no clear demand and some plainly negative responses. Consequently the project was not proceeded with. 

2.5.5 An examination of a sample of planning decisions from villages with adopted Design Statements reinforces the view of planning authorities that, from a slow start, VDSs are becoming increasingly embedded in the planning system. Usage of VDSs in the determination of planning applications between 2000 and 2002, when such community produced documents were just beginning to come on stream, was slight. Since 2003 to date, however, this situation has improved and references to VDSs in planning reports and appeal decisions are increasingly common across the AONB. 

2.5.6 The experience of Wye village is a good demonstration of the general growing awareness and use of VDSs. In the early years of the Wye VDS permission was granted for a scheme on a sensitive site in the centre of this village and in a conservation area. Although a brief reference to the VDS is made in the officer’s report the assessment of the proposal does not use or appear to reflect the principles of the VDS. 

2.5.7 In contrast, following the allocation of land on the edge of the village for housing development, the local parish council and Local Authority jointly commissioned a Development Brief for the site, in part to ensure the early involvement of local people in this new development, as set down in the VDS. This project, which drew on the principles of the VDS and applied them to the circumstances of this site, served to bring the community on board upstream in the planning process and was welcomed and supported by local residents. It is hoped that such work will provide good foundations for the development of a scheme which reflects the guidelines of the VDS and the original aims of the Countryside Commission, namely the promotion of local distinctiveness in the design of new developments in villages such as Wye.

2.5.8 The passage of a proposal for 23 new dwellings on the site of former agricultural buildings in Lynsted parish also illustrates how Parish Design Statements are playing a role in representing the views of the community in the planning process. Although planning permission was granted contrary to the views of the parish, the design group and the planning officers the PDS strongly influenced the conditions that were attached to that permission. Of the 21 conditions 11 are “in the interests of achieving the objectives of the Lynsted Parish Design Statement”. Such mainstream use of the Design Statement provides a good example of the use of VDS in the development control process, which could be promoted and adopted across the AONB.

2.5.9 While there is evidence for the use of VDSs by planning authorities, there are also a number of examples where the view of the community and that of the planning authority differ widely on the use made of a VDS. 

2.5.10 The case of an allocated housing site on the edge of Charing village is indicative of this area of concern. The Design Group objected to the proposal for 35 houses and felt that the permitted scheme does not accord with the Parish Design Statement. They therefore concluded that the PDS wasn’t used, or given enough weight. The passage of the development through the planning system however reveals a different side to the story. An initial application was recommended for refusal as officers did not believe that it was in accordance with the guidance set out in the PDS. A decision on a second application was deferred to allow “officers to negotiate amended plans to achieve a scheme which more closely follows the guidance in the adopted PDS”. The final report, which recommended approval, quotes from the PDS extensively. It is therefore evident that the PDS did play a role in the officers’ deliberations and that the views of the Parish Design Group were taken into account, even though the final decision did not endorse the design group’s overall view on the scheme. 

2.5.11 These case studies reflect problems that can inevitably arise from community engagement in what is, ultimately, an adversarial planning system. VDSs can help to foster a more collaborative approach to decision making, as seen in the more recent case in Wye and in the use of the Lynsted PDS, by facilitating pre-application collaborative dialogue but more work is needed in this area. In particular, in instances where decisions go against the views and principles of VDSs, it is incumbent on local authorities to demonstrate how they have taken such issues into account, to prevent frustration that only lip service is paid to community–initiated planning documents at the point of decision. 

2.5.12 The issue of publicising VDSs is illustrative of the need for stronger and clearer communication between communities and Local Authorities. A number of communities we interviewed were unhappy that their VDS did not appear on the Local Authority’s website, sometimes having initially been placed there and then withdrawn. This was viewed as either an ignoring of the VDS or the affording to it of a lower status than other council produced SPG documents. However, Local Authorities are often reluctant to put a VDS on their website as they are aware that the sale of such documents brings in a small level of revenue to the community while documents on council’s websites have to be available to be downloaded for no fee.

2.5.13 It is also important for those village design groups, which continue after the completion of the VDS, to use their VDS as adopted SPG and as representative of the views of the community as a whole, in framing their responses to planning applications. Village design groups, unlike parish councils, are not statutory consultees or democratically accountable bodies and it is, by virtue of the involvement of the whole community that VDSs can carry weight in the decision making process. 

2.5.14 It is also worth noting that generalisations can mask the fragility of the system. For example, several communities commented that the use of VDS varied between individual Development Control Officers within the same team. If experienced planners change jobs, new recruits can often come from urban based planning backgrounds. One consultee observed that ‘these days planners had to be expert in everything’ with the risk that relatively low priority issues like rural design, as opposed to urban, can be perceived to be overlooked.  


2.6.1 There were only a limited number of appeal decisions affecting applications in AONB villages with VDSs.  An analysis of a small sample of these reveals a mixed picture of the influence such documents are playing at that level of the decision making part of the planning process. 
2.6.2 In an appeal in 2005 for a site in Boughton Aluph and Eastwell parish, the planning inspector stated that he would attach only limited weight to the PDS as he did not know if the public consultation that took place as part of the production of the document met the requirements of government guidance. (The planning officer in this instance stated that the PDS had proven of considerable use in the preparation of his evidence and in particular in the assessment of the landscape character of the appeal site). 

2.6.3 At the other extreme, an appeal decision in 2004 for a proposed development in Lynsted parish draws extensively on the Lynsted PDS, again in the assessment of the immediate landscape setting of the appeal site. In this case the planning inspector used the specific environmental qualities of a feature of the parish, which had first been identified in the PDS, to shape his conclusions.

 

2.7.1 The involvement of developers in AONB villages with VDSs was not significant and thus developers did not feature in our analysis as much as might have been expected given the timescales and geographical area under examination. This is probably a result of the profile of applications submitted in such settlements over the period we studied (see Figures 3 and 4) which reveal a high dominance of applications for minor extensions to dwellings; conservatories, loft conversions etc. We do not therefore consider it appropriate to extrapolate firm conclusions from this element of the research given the small sample size.

2.7.2 We interviewed developers who had worked in AONB villages with a VDS and the developers were all aware that those villages had a VDS.  Furthermore, it was evident that the existence of a VDS does indicate to developers that the community wishes to get involved in the process of drawing up development schemes. Enhanced consultation opportunities therefore tended to occur on key developments in such villages with evening and weekend meetings and exhibitions held.  However this approach was often cited as an attempt to engage with the wider community.  A number of developers raised concerns about the non-democratic accountability of Village Design Groups, and questioned how representative of the wider community VDS Groups are.
2.7.3 Given the adversarial nature of the planning system it is perhaps not surprising that a number of developers interviewed found that community involvement tended to introduce tensions to the planning process. The potential role for VDSs to enable community views to be taken onboard upstream in the planning process does not yet appear to have been promoted to developers. In the element of the wider research project in which this work sits
, which examined the impact of Parish Plans, we found that upstream community involvement has the direct benefit of ensuring that subsequent discussions are rooted in realistic issue assessment by all sides, which in turn can offer an increased chance of local acceptance, or even, ownership, of planning decisions further downstream in the process. 

2.7.4 Awareness of the positive and pro-active aims of VDSs was not apparent in discussions with some developers, who felt that such documents were attempts to push through agendas of no change. Developers were often unaware of the time and cost saving benefits that a VDS provides, in terms of enhanced local ownership of schemes that accrue from such upstream community involvement. We conclude therefore that there is an urgent need for these benefits to be promoted to developers as key players in the planning system. Such promotion is most appropriately undertaken by Local Authorities in the early stages of site discussions.


             Table 7 : Edenbridge Village Design Statement  Experience


2.8.1 To assess the range of alternative approaches to the protection and enhancement of built heritage we interviewed a sample of other AONBs across the South East region
. A brief assessment of other methods of community involvement in planning is also included in this section.

2.8.2 This research indicates that the Kent Downs AONB is the only AONB Unit amongst South East AONBs to so actively promote VDSs as part of its planning work.
	AONB
	            Planning priorities

	Chichester Harbour AONB
	· Views every planning application in the AONB (this AONB covers the smallest geographical area in the south east region).

	Chilterns AONB
	· Concentrates on strategic issues.
· Does not get involved in VDS work.
· Has produced a countryside design summary.
· Runs a successful Design Awards Scheme.

	Cotswolds AONB
	· Concentrates on strategic issues.
· Works with three regional assemblies.
· Represented on South West Landscape Forum.
· Targeting resources on key issues such as wind farms.

	East Hampshire AONB
	· Concentrates on strategic issues.
· Focuses on influencing regional assembly, ODPM and GOSE.

	High Weald AONB
	· Concentrates on strategic issues.
· Involved in the Area Action Plan for East Grinstead.
· Does not get involved in VDS work.

	Surrey Hills AONB
	· Has produced guidance on the preparation of design statements for developers, agents and landowners.

	Sussex Downs AONB
	· Concentrates on strategic issues.
· Does not get involved in VDS work; keen to start promotion though sceptical of real aims of VDS work. 


            Table 8 : Planning priorities of other South East AONB Units            
2.8.3 As Table 3 illustrates, with limited resources at their disposal other AONB Units have chosen to target their planning work at the strategic level, where they feel development policy is increasingly shaped. Cotswolds AONB Partnership, for example, focus their efforts on strategic influence including getting their 17 local planning authorities to include AONB interests in their Statements of Community Involvement, and involvement in the County Transport and Mineral Waste Plans. They work with three Regional Assemblies and are represented on the South West Landscape Forum. East Hampshire AONB feels that power and influence lies predominantly with SEERA and ODPM/GOSE, and therefore focus their main planning efforts in that direction. The Cotswolds also work with the spatial strategy group on the South East Regional Plan, but were disappointed when the recent draft didn’t mention AONBs. This AONB is also starting an interesting project with West Berkshire Council to measure landscape sensitivity, so they can feed that into the regional debate.
2.8.4 The Chilterns Conservation Board also take a strategic approach to securing influence and awareness, and do not get much involved with village design statements or with individual planning applications. This is also the approach taken by the High Weald AONB Unit and the Sussex Downs Conservation Board, though the latter is keen to begin promoting VDS work as a means of encouraging communities to take pride in their built and landscape heritages.  (The exception to this approach is the Chichester Harbour AONB which covers a small geographical area and which looks at every planning application which comes in for this area).
2.8.5 As part of the interviews with other AONB Units we sought reasons for the decision not to target resources at VDS work. These emerged as including:

· a belief that settlements within AONBs are already strongly protected by landscape designations; 

· that local planning authorities already operate tight settlement boundary and appropriate design policies for AONB villages;

· that such work is more appropriately carried out by local planning authorities via their local plans and the designations of conservation areas;

· limited resources are more appropriately targeted at strategic level issues.

2.8.6 Other AONBs do get involved in the field of design however. Surrey Hills has recently completed guidance for the production of design statements for developers, architects, local authorities and agents. The Chilterns Conservation Board, for example, has produced a countryside design summary, which describes village types and has been adopted as SPG by local authorities. They have followed this up with design guidance papers on specific issues - working with flint, brick, and roofing materials, for example. A high profile and successful Design Awards Scheme has also been introduced which attracts over 200 entries a year. This AONB also drew our attention to moves afoot to shift from Archaeological Asset Registers to Heritage Asset Registers, which they feel is a good opportunity for District and County Authorities to work together to ensure a proper inventory of the built environment. 

2.8.7 Targeting resources at what are perceived to be key issues, or threats, to the natural beauty of AONB landscapes is common across AONBs of the South East. Cotswolds AONB Partnership are getting involved with policy on wind farms while East Hampshire have got some local authorities to adopt their AONB Management Plan as a material consideration, a document which was recently used and cited in the dismissal of a planning application for a wind turbine. The High Weald AONB is involved in the Area Action Plan for East Grinstead which is focusing on the impact of possible expansion of Gatwick Airport and Crawley.

2.8.8 Evidence of priority being given to encouraging community engagement in the protection and enhancement of built heritage amongst other AONBs was limited. Sussex Downs Conservation Board is seeking to get communities involved and believes that VDSs do have a future in this area (though representatives we spoke to did question whether VDSs were often drawn up to, in effect, prevent development).


2.9.1 The Government’s wider attempts to renew local democracy makes VDSs just one of many initiatives to improve the levels of engagement with local communities, manifest in processes like community planning, Neighbourhood Renewal, Parish Planning and so on. It is important for all parties to remember that VDSs are therefore just one call on the resources that local communities have at their disposal. When examining other methods of involving communities in the planning system, this research has identified that the demand for such involvement is most evident, perhaps unsurprisingly, in settlements where new development is targeted and where as a result the stakes are highest.

2.9.2 Levels of frustration amongst communities in the Kent Downs AONB who feel their voices are not being listened to are most frequently encountered in the small number of villages which see land allocated for development, predominantly for housing. Such allocated sites, typically for between 20 and 60 new dwellings, raise issues which go beyond matters of design and materials and impact on many aspects of the settlement fabric. Recent years have seen the emergence both of a recognition that the impact of such medium to large scale additions to small settlements must be addressed holistically and of methods for doing so. Involving the local community is central to such approaches and priority is almost always given to ensuring the protection or enhancement of the existing built heritage of the village in question. 

2.9.3 Such approaches tend to be tightly focused on individual sites. Development Briefs for example provide detailed guidance for land where the principle of development has already been established by the local planning authority. They set out a detailed analysis of issues affecting a site and establish ground rules for the design and layout of development. To be most effective they are drawn up in consultation with the local community and draw on such existing policy guidance as VDSs, but this is not always the case. Development Briefs can be produced by Local Authorities, developers or independent consultants.

2.9.4 Enquiry by Design workshops are an alternative method of involving communities in the design of new development in their areas. They tend to be used on large scale development proposals. Major stakeholders are brought together to discuss, develop and draw possible urban design and planning solutions to a particular site. Through the workshop process, options are investigated interactively with a design team who then debate and design concept schemes. This approach was pioneered by The Princes Foundation and has been used recently for two large scale developments in Ashford, for example. 
2.9.5 Planning for Real™ is another innovative method of including the local community in major planning decisions, though it has also been employed within the AONB by small communities. Consultants work with the community to build a large scaled model of their village, which is then used as a basis for discussions on future developments and priorities. It is a method which has more practical applications for Parish Plans than for VDS production.  However, the debates that this process stimulates centre more on holistic issues, such as community and social facilities and traffic matters, than those of design. Harrietsham Parish Plan for example staged a Planning for Real™ event at which 300 members of the community used a giant 7m x 2m model of the village built by the children of Harrietsham Primary School, to point out problems, opportunities and things they would like to change about their community. 

2.9.6 Perhaps the most recent of options for community involvement in the future of their settlements and surroundings are Area Action Plans. The 2004 Planning Act seeks to encourage a holistic approach to development and offers the opportunity to develop tailored solutions to specific rural challenges and interests. Area Action Planning is being developed as a component of the reformed planning system, to provide the planning framework for areas where significant change or conservation is needed. PPS12
 says that Area Action Plans should focus on implementation and should: 

· deliver planned growth areas;

· stimulate regeneration;

· protect areas particularly sensitive to change;

· resolve conflicting objectives in areas subject to development pressures; or

· focus the delivery of area based regeneration objectives.

2.9.7 All of these circumstances could apply in rural areas and AONBs. Using the principles of spatial planning, Area Action Plans offer considerable potential for bringing together differing needs and objectives on an area-specific basis, allowing community engagement, and integrating social, economic and environmental concerns. 

2.9.8 The potential of Area Action Plans for specified areas of the countryside has recently been explored in research for The Countryside Agency, published in July 2005
. Early results show however that the promotion of such Plans is problematical. They are being awarded low priority by Government Offices, which advise local authorities not to progress them and in some instances are requiring them to be deleted from Local Development Schemes. South Cambridgeshire District Council are however currently pursuing an Area Action Plan for the land affected by the Growth Area there, while North Wessex Downs AONB Unit are looking to prepare such a Plan for the part of the AONB under pressure from the growth of south Swindon. Work for the Countryside Agency has recently concluded in the case of Suffolk Coasts and Heath AONB that there is little scope to convert their AONB Management Plan to an Area Action Plan.

2.9.9 Of these four alternatives to VDS work only the first two – Development Briefs and the Enquiry by Design process – concentrate on design issues. Such processes, when viewed against the requirement to protect and enhance the built heritage of the AONB can offer an alternative to VDS work. In terms of involving the community and encouraging community participation in the planning system however Planning for Real™ has proved to be a highly effective way of achieving widespread community involvement, though on a more holistic agenda than purely design issues.

2.9.10 The major issue to be considered however when assessing the relative merits of these alternatives to VDSs is the fact that Development Briefs, Enquiry by Design, Planning for Real and Area Action Plans are used, and are most applicable, at the macro level of the planning system i.e. for sites which have been allocated for large scale development. As Figures 3 and 4 demonstrate the majority of development pressure in the settlements of the AONB is at the micro level. The AONB Unit may however wish to give consideration to the promotion of Development Briefs or Enquiry by Design workshops on a site by site basis in the event of land being allocated for development in settlements across the AONB. For the majority of issues affecting the built heritage of the Kent Downs the VDS process seems the most appropriate way of meeting both the objective to enhance the involvement of communities in the planning system and the protection and enhancement of the built heritage of the AONB.

3.
PART THREE : Conclusions and Recommendations


3.1.1 The AONB programme of support for VDSs has consisted of funding, advice and training for communities which express an interest in undertaking a VDS. This work has been well received and is appreciated across the AONB. It has resulted in the production of 11 VDSs, with 9 more in the final stages of preparation and the training of representatives from 67 parishes. It has helped bring communities together around issues of design and has focused residents of settlements that are in the process of producing a VDS on the importance of good and appropriate design and materials in new development. 

3.1.2 One of the core functions of an AONB as set down by The Countryside Agency is the provision of planning advice and related activities. As part of this role the Kent Downs AONB Unit promotes, funds and supports VDSs in order to:

· promote the conservation and enhancement of the built landscape of the AONB;

· encourage greater involvement of local people and communities in influencing and informing development planning; 

· and support community-led initiatives that encourage and maintain the vitality of community life and that contribute to the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty. 

3.1.3 The Unit considers that the first of these relates directly to the primary purpose of AONB designation and therefore remains their primary focus when considering the effectiveness and impact of VDS work.


3.2.1 The rich built heritage of vernacular buildings and historic settlements characterise the historic and cultural fabric of the Kent Downs AONB and contribute to the overall beauty of the landscape. Much of this built heritage including all of the historic buildings and part of most villages are already protected by conservation area and listed building designation. Such designations, by virtue of their legislative basis, afford the highest level of protection to such elements of the built landscape of the Kent Downs.

3.2.2 The added value of VDSs in relation to this objective is not easy to quantify. This research has revealed that VDSs are being increasingly utilised in planning decision-making. Local Planning Authorities accept that in the early years reference to VDSs as part of the planning process was minimal. However, as their numbers grow and awareness of their role, aims and methods of production rises VDSs are being increasingly used in planning application and appeal decisions. Given the level of local detail that a VDS contains, their increased usage will, we believe, serve to enhance decision-making in planning applications, playing an important role in the protection of the built heritage and character of the AONB.


3.3.1 VDSs are drawn up by local communities and therefore have clear benefits in securing enhanced community participation in the planning system. Every community interviewed as part of this research was glad that they had produced a VDS. The view of Local Authorities where VDSs are in operation is clear that the benefits accruing from the production of VDSs, such as bringing communities together to focus on design issues, are as important as the impact in terms of numbers of decisions in which VDSs are used. 

3.3.2 Enhanced community engagement in the future of built heritage is less tangible certainly, but it is a benefit of VDSs which will reap rewards over the longer term. Those authorities that promote and use VDSs in the planning system feel it would be a definite backward step in the field of community involvement in planning if the new planning system led to a cessation of such community-driven engagement opportunities.


3.4.1 The alternative methods currently in use for engaging communities in the future development of their villages and towns (Section 2.9) differ from VDS in two main ways. Parish Plans and Area Action Plans are wider-ranging in their remits than VDSs, whilst Development Briefs and Enquiry by Design workshops are most applicable at a site specific level. 

3.4.2 In villages where land is allocated for new development, we recommend that the AONB Unit provide advice for such communities on such site specific processes as Development Briefs and Enquiry by Design as an effective and focused method of enabling the community to participate in the planning process. 

3.4.3 In villages where no development over and above minor development, infill and domestic extensions is planned VDSs remain the most appropriate method of protecting the built heritage and encouraging the greater involvement of local people in the design of their local built landscape.



Introduction

3.5.1 In shaping the recommendations we have been aware of the tension that naturally exists for an organisation like the AONB which is both a demand led (providing what its member authorities and communities want) and supply led (influencing communities and agencies to advance its collective interests). 

3.5.2 Our research, for example, included asking communities what they wanted from their AONB and naturally enough a number of them mentioned that it would be helpful to have technical planning expertise on hand to help them fight particular applications. However for a small body like AONB, with limited resources, the question has to be asked whether that is a sensible way to use resources. Our recommendations inevitably draw on our own judgement as to where that line should be drawn.  

	Recommendation 1: Continue to support communities who wish to produce a VDS through advice, training and funding.

	The current programme of support over the last 7 years has been well received and has resulted in a significant number of VDSs across the AONB. It has helped bring communities together around issues of design and has focused residents on the importance of good and appropriate design and use of materials in new development.


	Recommendation 2: Take on the role of undertaking Sustainability Appraisals of completed VDSs to enable them to be adopted and continue to play a role in the planning decision making process.

	The development of a thorough user-friendly procedure for carrying out such appraisal work over the coming year will enable a smooth transition for VDSs into the new planning system when it is fully up and running.

Given its work with both Local Authorities and the communities of the Kent Downs, it is suggested that it is appropriate for the AONB Unit to consider offering to undertake this area of work. It is considered that the AONB Unit would offer the appropriate level of independence required for such a procedure by legislation.


	Recommendation 3: Strengthen attention ‘upstream’ where planning frameworks are settled, and community needs are calibrated.

	In the same way that community engagement in the planning system becomes more effective when taking place upstream within that system, this research concludes that the priorities of the Kent Downs AONB as set out in the policies of the Management Plan would be well-served by a strengthening of the role and influence of the AONB Unit at the strategic and regional planning levels. This should include stakeholder representation in the development of the two national growth areas, the Thames Gateway and Ashford Development Area which border the AONB. 


	Recommendation 4: In villages where land is allocated for new development in an LDF, promote the use of site specific processes, such as Development Briefs, as an effective way of meeting the objectives of protecting or enhancing built heritage and encouraging community participation.

	Where allocations for new development occur in villages of the AONB (and where we discovered the problems of effective community engagement are often most acute) explore with local communities a site specific approach to ensuring both the involvement of that community in the development of the site and the protection and enhancement of the settlement’s built heritage, for example through the joint funding of a Development Brief.


	Recommendation 5: Take a lead on the resolution of the current confusion surrounding the future of VDSs in the new planning system

	As promoters and funders of VDSs this is an area that the AONB Unit could take a lead on, both acting on behalf of the communities in the AONB in discussions with GOSE to promote and allow VDSs to continue to play a real role in the planning system, and by providing advice to Local Authorities to ensure a uniform approach is adopted for the future role of VDSs.


	Recommendation 6: Promote the use of VDSs in the planning decision making process. Such promotion should include the hosting of a working conference to include representatives from local authorities, developers and other stakeholders to test and grow support for effective community engagement in the AONB.

	The AONB programme of supporting VDSs has concentrated to date on the production process and not on the promotion and supporting of such Statements as working documents. This is an area where we have identified problems, with lack of confidence in some communities that their VDSs are being used in the planning decision making process.


	Recommendation 7: Draw up, agree and monitor a Protocol on VDS use in conjunction with the Local Authorities of the AONB.

	We have identified a short term need for a Protocol to be drawn up and adopted by planning authorities for the usage of VDSs. This is a task that affects, and thus which would benefit, all communities across the AONB and therefore one in which the AONB Unit is uniquely placed to take the lead on. Such a Protocol, and regular monitoring of its usage, would help assure communities that their VDSs are speaking on their behalf and being listened to, even if ultimate decisions do not always reflect the representations of that community. 

Several communities asked whether it might be possible for planning authorities to keep them better informed about where their views were being taken into account, even when the decision ‘goes against them’. This can happen at the officer level or at the committee stage and would help in raising the confidence of communities that the VDS is being used, an area where we have found discrepancies between perceived and actual references to VDSs.


	Recommendation 8: Provide additional support and encouragement in  the preparation of VDSs in those communities where resources and appropriate expertise is not readily available.

	One of the challenges for the AONB Unit is to encourage the expansion in the production of VDSs beyond ‘the usual suspects’ and to communities where resources may be more limited but where development pressures are no less acute than in other areas of the AONB.


	Recommendation 9: Investigate developer tariffs/contributions resulting from regional growth areas as a means of funding a programme of built environment improvements across the AONB.

	Current opportunities for benefiting from development tariffs currently being advocated by SEERA, for example, on new house building in these regions, should be actively pursued by the AONB Unit. (It is our understanding that environmental projects, including both the built and landscape heritage, have benefited from a form of developer levy on infrastructure projects in the Parc Naturel Régional des Caps et Marais d’Opale, for example. Furthermore, developer contributions for education facilities and highway improvements are now an established part of the planning process in this country).


	Recommendation 10: Consider the introduction of a high profile Design Award Scheme (as at Chilterns AONB) possibly as a category in the annual Kent Design Awards.


	Recommendation 11: Prepare a joint letter with a body such as the Kent Planners Officers Group to parish clerks clarifying the new planning system and providing reassurance that that there is still a role for VDSs in the planning system even though for the time being there may be difficulties in formally adopting them as Supplementary Planning Documents.


	Recommendation 12: Encourage Local Authorities to include VDSs and Village Design Groups in their Statements of Community Involvement and Local Development Schemes.


	Recommendation 13: Work to promote VDSs to professional bodies like the RTPI, RIBA, and the RICS in association with other AONBs to strengthen the attention given to local design issues and the place of VDSs within the planning system.


	Recommendation 14: Encourage the use of fliers as a way of promoting completed VDSs to planning applicants and developers.


	Recommendation 15: Draw attention to the increased confidence in the planning system given to communities when planning enforcement is properly resourced.


	Recommendation 16: Ensure that any VDS training for community representatives includes an officer from the Parish Council.


ANNEX ONE



Description of community:

Boughton Aluph and Eastwell is a parish of approximately 1,900 people lying to the north of Ashford town. The parish includes the the extensive grounds of the Eastwell Park estate, the village of Boughton Lees, a large swathe of agricultural land rising from the floodplain of the Great Stour to the wooded crest of the North Downs and the whole area of a recent housing development of about 740 dwellings on the northern edge of the town, known as Goat Lees.

Reasons for doing a VDS:

Following a seminar on village design statements run by Ashford Borough Council the parish council decided to embark on the production of a parish design statement in 2001. The aim of this project was to produce a statement of what the community felt was good local design, which could then be used by the parish council in responding to planning applications. A steering group was established from the local community and they met monthly throughout the course of the project to ensure  momentum was maintained.

Summary of process:

The Design Statement took just over two years to produce at a cost of £5,500. Funding was received from the Borough and Parish Councils, Kent Rural Community Council, the National Lottery and the Kent Downs AONB Unit as well as a number of charitable trusts and private donations. Income from the sale of the PDS also contributed to meeting some of the costs.

An introductory leaflet and questionnaire were delivered to every household in the parish and local residents were kept informed of progress of the PDS project through the parish magazine, the local borough councillor’s quarterly circular and the local press. The first public meeting was attended by over 70 local residents and this high level of local interest was maintained in subsequent workshops (part funded by the AONB Unit) and parish surveys, which saw local residents taking photographs across the parish and recording local features. 

Assistance and advice from the local planning authority and from the local borough councillor was beneficial at this stage and the steering group was also able to learn from the experience of the nearby village of Charing whose PDS exhibition they visited. On the whole however the steering group relied on their own research and analysis of VDSs from across the country to draw up their own document – a meticulous process which involved no less than 31 drafts and correspondence with the Oxford University Press. A public exhibition of the final draft was staged for the community to make their comments.

Relationship with Local Authority:

Negotiations with the local planning authority on the final drafts of the PDS delayed the final production for over nine months, to the frustration of the steering group. It was not clear to them what the borough council wanted to see in the document.  Given that the Parish Design Statement had to be produced by the community and that only the design principles were to be adopted as supplementary planning guidance by the local planning authority, the steering group was unclear what remit the Local Authority had to seek changes to the overall content. As a consequence, the steering group suggested to the local authority that they produced a set of guidance notes for use by other parishes in the borough in the production of their VDS or PDS. This they subsequently did.

Outcome:

When the Parish Design Statement was completed, a free copy was distributed to every household in the parish. Copies were also sent to parish businesses and clubs, funders of the project, the Borough Council, the KRCC, the AONB Unit, the library in Ashford and CPRE. The local community was delighted with the quality of the finished Design Statement, which is highly spoken of in the parish, and the Borough Council wrote to congratulate the Group on its achievement. Members of the Group are proud of the Design Statement and the interest given to the process by which it came about. They believe it brought the community together and has triggered an increased awareness of, and interest in, matters of design and local history.
The steering group is confident that the PDS is increasingly being used by the local planning authority and has had assurances from the council to that effect. Boughton Aluph and Eastwell is not a parish however which is likely to see further large pressures for development. With the exception of the Goat Lees development (which is now almost complete) along the southern boundary of the parish, the majority of applications for planning permission since the PDS was published have been for minor extensions to houses in the parish. The steering group has now disbanded and do not feel there is a need to update the PDS in the near future.


Description of community:

Charing village, with a population of 2,694 in 2001, is currently identified as one of the more sustainable settlements in the Borough of Ashford. It is well served with shops, community facilities and public transport services, including a mainline railway station, and is therefore a village where new housing development on identified sites is supported and advocated by the local planning authority. It was this status and the knowledge that the village of Charing was coming under pressure to accept some of the borough’s housing allocation, in addition to a concern with an increase in applications for infill development, that triggered the decision to produce a Parish Design Statement for Charing.

Reasons for doing a PDS:

A Design Statement Group was formed in 2000 with the aim of producing a document that would represent the community in the planning process, protect the character of the village and guide developers. Charing is a historic village with a large number of listed buildings, 67 of them within the conservation area, which originally grew up around the 14th century Archbishops Palace. The Design Group was realistic in its aims for the Design Statement, as the document itself makes clear :


“Although fears of undue urban influence and encroaching pressures 


are implicit in the Statement, it is accepted that its main purpose is to


manage change, rather than to prevent it. It is less about 

             whether development should take place, and more about how it 

             should be conditioned, so as to harmonise with the existing character of 

             the parish and its natural surroundings.”

Summary of process:

Leaflets describing the project were sent to all parishioners who were invited to a workshop. 80 residents attended a public meeting and 60 took part in the subsequent workshop. The draft document was exhibited for public comment in the autumn of 2001 and for several months in the local library.  The training and advice given by the AONB Unit was seen as ‘extraordinarily helpful’ and the Group also received help and advice from the communities of both Wye and Lynsted who had recently produced Village Design Statements themselves. The borough council’s Planning Manager was ‘hugely supportive’ and the parish councillors also supported the Group through the process.

Relationship with Local Authority:

The Group were however unhappy with what they felt was a watering down of the community’s views by the local planning authority when the final draft was being put together and are disillusioned with the seeming lack of use that has been made of the document since it has been adopted, to the extent that one of the Group feels the whole exercise was irrelevant. Charing took the unusual and innovative step of producing flyers highlighting the existence of the PDS, for the planning authority to include with application forms for those applying for planning permission in the parish. They are not confident however that this action is being taken and have raised the matter with the council. 

Outcome:

This lack of confidence in the use of the PDS, is based to a large extent on the community’s experience of the recent development of two allocated sites in the village. The first has seen the erection of 35 new houses on the edge of the village. Although the Design Group met with both the Local Authority and the developer the changes to the scheme achieved by the group were marginal only. The Group’s requests for greater use of tile-hanging and weatherboarding were not taken up, and their objections to the use of prefabricated materials (notably roof tiles and weatherboarding) went unheeded. Such experiences leave the impression in the community that lip service only is being paid to the PDS, an impression reinforced by the fact that decisions on the colour and detail of materials (issues where the content of the PDS is directly relevant) are taken by planning officers without the involvement of Design Groups or any requirement to be seen to take account of any VDS/PDS.

Consequently the local community in Charing believes that the influence of the PDS on the final scheme was minimal and the ‘added value’ of having produced a PDS is difficult to see. This view is held even though some decisions for the development of this site were deferred to allow “officers to negotiate amended plans to achieve a scheme which more closely follows the guidance in the adopted PDS” and despite the fact that the final report, which recommended approval, quotes from the PDS extensively.  Their view is somewhat borne out by a development of standard houses on the edge of an historic village in Kent,  which includes plastic chimneys, weatherboarding and door hoods. 

The development of a second site in the centre of the village of Charing also exposed the problems of the role of design statements in the choice of materials and the capacity of the community through a PDS to really change elements of the design of a development. In this instance, materials contrary to both the PDS and approved plans (plastic as opposed to wooden glazing bars and crude cut as opposed to rubbed bricks at window openings) have been allowed, despite the issue being raised by the Design Group.

Following these experiences the Design Group, which has spent many hours commenting on planning applications, passed on to them by the parish council with whom they have good relations, is of the opinion that mere lip service is being paid to the PDS with the extent of the community’s role in the design of new development going no further than titivating the edges without meaning. They now no longer have the desire to continue beyond commenting on the large schemes. 

Charing is a village which is likely to see further land allocations in the future. The Design Group feel the character of the parish is also under pressure from creeping infill development and from unauthorised uses of surplus parcels of CTRL and M20 land. The parish is home to a large chalk quarry and a number of sand pits and the community is concerned over extensions to the workings of these resources and their use when work ceases. The Design Group had believed that the Parish Design Statement once adopted would work on behalf of the community as their voice in the planning system and feel disappointed at the impact it has had, feeling that the considerable time and efforts which went into the project have not helped ‘manage change’ in their community as they had been led to believe. 


Description of community:

Lynsted is a small, predominantly rural parish in the district of Swale in north Kent, characterised by scattered farmhouses in an agricultural landscape, with a population of 1,036 in 2001. The M2 motorway cuts through the southern part of the parish, while the A2 London Road forms its northern boundary. Fruit and hops have been the traditional crops in this part of the Kent Downs AONB for centuries, benefiting from the flinty acid soils which overlie the chalk.  The resultant orchards and glorious blossom in springtime characterise the local landscape of Lynsted Parish. The local soil conditions are also particularly suited to brick production which was a large employer in this area throughout the 17th to 19th centuries.

Reasons for doing a VDS:

The decision to carry out a Parish Design Statement for Lynsted was triggered by a general concern over planning and development, crystallised by a member of the parish council who had become aware of Design Statements via his work for the CPRE. The Parish decided that they wanted a stronger voice in changes to their environment and a Design Group was established in 2000. Representatives met with the Chief Planning Officer from Swale Borough Council at the outset and maintained regular and good relations with the local planning authority, including the conservation and planning officers, throughout the process and following completion of the Design Statement. 

Summary of process:

The Parish Design Statement took two years to complete and involved extensive community consultation events. A training day organised and run by the Kent Downs AONB Unit for the Design Group and officers of the borough council was considered very useful in providing a catalyst at the outset. A village character workshop was held, attended by local residents and supported by the mayor and representatives of KRCC (now ACRK). The Group feels that having such training early in the process was very important. Neighbouring parish councils, the police and ambulance services, CPRE  and a large number of local businesses, farmers and local landowners were also involved in the process of drawing up the Design Statement. 

The process of producing the Lynsted PDS was supported by the Parish Council, although a period of tension emerged when the questionnaire was completed and the Parish Council were refused access to the detailed returns that could identify residents. Residents had been assured that access to the detailed results would not be released to a third party. Once completed, the Parish Council did experience some difficulty in understanding and applying the document, which was to be expected. They overcame this by inviting a presentation by the authors.

Relationship with Local Authority and Outcome:

When the document was completed it was sent to every household and all those involved in its production. The local Borough Council placed it on their website. The Group are pleased with the finished Statement and feel that both their aims and expectations of this project have been met. They are confident that the Design Statement is being used by the local planning authority as it is referred to in both decisions and conditions attached to planning permissions in the parish. However, the PDS Group were concerned that the initial enthusiastic support given by Borough and County Councillors during the production of the PDS was not sustained after its completion. It is felt that Councillors remain unclear about the concept of VDS/PDSs and there are doubts that the PDS is taken into serious consideration during their discussions on planning. Neighbouring parishes are using the Lynsted Design Statement for issues such as appropriate tree species to request in new developments.

Lynsted is not a parish which is likely to see pressure for major housing allocations but is an area which the Design Group feel is under threat from some of the macro-level projects in Kent, particularly the Thames Gateway, whose designated area reaches the borders of this parish. Infrastructure projects associated with this large scale development, including the possible widening of the M2 and a southern relief road around Sittingbourne, will directly affect the levels of traffic using both the A2 and the rural lanes of this parish.

Despite problems during the production of the PDS, the Design Group is pleased that they decided to produce a PDS. They are delighted it is being used.  They are also delighted with the real interest in design issues and local history which has been triggered in the wider community, including the establishment of a local Society as a direct result of the project. 


When the possibility of Village Design Statements was first mooted, Sevenoaks District Council encouraged Seal Parish to prepare one VDS for the whole parish, which covers Seal village, Underriver and Stone Street/St Lawrences.  Initially the Parish Council for Seal took a similar view. However the communities involved felt that the character of the three areas was quite different. Underriver is a tight knit village, Stone Street is a loose assembly of settlements and Seal village is a larger concentration bisected by a major trunk road. In practice this meant the content of the VDS would be very different so the three areas decided to each go their own way. In Underriver and Seal there was a concern that buildings should fit in with adjacent dwellings. In Stone Street it is more a case of wanting new development to be unobtrusive, so as not to interrupt the rural landscape. 

In the 2001 census a total of 2,491 people were recorded as living in the whole Seal parish.

Seal Village

Description of community:

Seal is an old village lying at the northern end of Seal civil parish in the district of Sevenoaks. It is bisected by the A25, which carries very heavy traffic, and within a short distance of the M26. The whole area lies within the AONB. The historic centre of the village is a Conservation Area and includes 62 listed buildings. In the 1991 census 779 families were recorded in the Seal ward. 

Reasons for doing a VDS:

One of the key developments which triggered the decision to do a Village Design Statement was a case involving the conversion of some agricultural buildings into residential accommodation. Officers initially recommended approval but following representations from the local community the District Planning Committee rejected the proposal. The developer took the case to appeal and lost. In the light of this experience local people felt they wanted to strengthen their arm in the future, and move from being re-active to pro-active. They thought the VDS would help to marshall their views. 

Summary of process:

The process was started in August 2000 by a committee set up to oversee the project. Interestingly, the Chairman of the Parish Planning Committee, and the Parish Council’s representative on the VDS project, is himself a developer, although not a large scale one. One of the main difficulties faced by the VDS committee was getting the community involved. They were surprised by this.  For example they sent out 800 questionnaires and only got 40 responses. They had a public meeting and only four members of the public turned up.

The training seminar organised by the Kent Downs AONB Unit was helpful. The view of those we interviewed was that the AONB got the balance right between saying how others had done a VDS and saying that each village must approach the project for itself. The direct costs to the parish council were about £950 as a result of grant aid from a number of sources including the Rural Community Council. 

A draft VDS was completed in 2002, however it was not until July 2004 that the document was finally adopted by the District Council and subsequently published. Some of the time between draft and adoption was taken up with the statutory consultation period; but the bulk was taken up with what the VDS committee regarded as minor changes and as a result the committee working on the VDS got very despondent at what they saw as very slow progress. This has left a legacy in that they have recently had a real problem reassembling a committee to work on a parish plan. 

Relationship with Local Authority:

Throughout the process the committee had an excellent relationship with the District Council’s Conservation Officer. When they first started out the community felt that the District Planning Officer was not that sympathetic with the role of the Conservation Officer but that has now changed.
The relationship between the Seal community and planning officers is now quite good, partly because they have used their contacts with elected members where necessary. The view was expressed that officers are slowly ‘being forced’ to take the VDS into account as a result of elected member pressure. (It was regarded as unfortunate that the District Council took the VDS off their web site after it had been adopted as Supplementary Planning Guidance; something they have pointed out and asked to be reinstated).

Outcome:

One year on, the Parish Council perspective is that they are happy to have a VDS and refer to it a lot. While there have not been any high profile cases since adoption, a few development proposals have been refused because of detailing e.g. upvc windows in dormers, flat roofs. However, despite efforts at education and communication they feel some developers aren’t aware of VDS and architects in particular could be better informed. 

According to the working group for the Seal VDS, the biggest perceived threat in Seal village is infill, and particularly the threat from creeping development whereby buildings progressively take on a residential nature over time. Though there are other less obvious threats such as excessive and inappropriate lighting, which the community regards as a big problem in the area.  


Description of community:

St Lawrence’s is an ecclesiastical parish covering approximately 980 acres of Kentish landscape, including the hamlets of Bitchet Green and Stone Street, and parts of Seal Chart, within Sevenoaks District. At the time the VDS was published there were about 180 occupied houses and about 360 adult residents. The whole parish has green belt status and falls within the Kent Downs AONB.

This part of Seal parish does not have a natural meeting place but they are blessed with a lively Residents Association, which was the obvious place to start community engagement. The annual meeting of the Residents Association became the centrepiece of the process for generating the VDS. 

Reasons for doing a VDS:

The decision for producing a VDS for this small settlement was triggered by an invitation from the Parish Council, who gave them a small grant, and by widespread disquiet in the community over the planning system after a small bungalow had progressively been turned into a large five bedroom house. 

The aim of the St Lawrence’s VDS was to preserve the rural character of the landscape against what the community representatives we spoke to described as ‘creeping development’ e.g. woodland becomes paddock becomes garden, becomes garden with hut, garden with stable, garden with granny annex. Traffic levels and street furniture design and proliferation were additional areas of concern. The committee also wanted to draw out what people in their community saw as ‘admirable’ or ‘loathsome’ in terms of design. 

Summary of process:

A questionnaire was distributed to all homes in the parish. The questionnaire was deliberately open ended to try to get people on board, and it seemed to work, they were quite pleased with their response rate of around 50%. 

After getting the questionnaires back they prepared a rough draft which was debated and improved by the specially formed committee. They were concerned that it shouldn’t be drawn up exclusively by a band of ‘elderly middle class professionals’. It helped that the committee included one of the largest landowners in the parish. This person, while not a full time developer, had relevant experience in restoring old properties. Then they sent out a second draft into the community. They were able to use the regular meetings of the Residents Association to hold their public consultations. 

Relations with Local Authority:

Unlike Underriver and Seal Village they didn’t feel that the District Council took too long to adopt it as Supplementary Planning Guidance. They had been told at the start that it would take a long time so expected it. Like their colleagues at Underriver and Seal they found the Conservation Officer a great help throughout the process.  They also had some helpful design guidance from Sevenoaks District Council whose officers mentioned things like reflective glass, which otherwise they would not have thought of.  

Prior to doing the Village Design Statement members of group say they might have regarded planning officers as incompetent, out of touch, or even corrupt. They were concerned that planners tended to come from more suburban areas, and they doubted their ability to understand rural issues and feelings. However the process has helped instil more confidence in the community and they now enjoy quite a good relationship.

Outcomes:

There have been several specific cases where the VDS has been taken into account with good effect. One concerned a temporary classroom over which they were certain ‘cosmetic’ issues, including colour. In this case Kent County Council were the planning authority and the community were pleasantly surprised that it adopted most of their recommendations. A second case involved the substantial extension to a house. The VDS was referred to and the appeal dismissed. There has also been some modest progress with lighting issues including modifying the external lighting of a tennis court. There is a feeling now that there are now fewer anxieties about planning developments, which might have been partly due to having the VDS. Overall, although they accept it is early days, Seal VDS group feel it has made a difference, given the community something to rally around and use as their policy, moving beyond NIMBYism  to something more positive.

Description of community:

The village of Underriver comprises some 1500 acres of farmland, woodland, orchards and gardens, situated in the southerly part of the parish of Seal, within the Sevenoaks District. The whole village is in the Green Belt and nearly all is in the Kent Downs AONB. At the time the VDS was published there were approximately 130 dwellings in the village. 

Reasons for doing a VDS:

At Underriver the VDS process started in late 2000 when the community became aware that the Rural Community Council was offering grants for work on Design Statements. Their aim was to protect the character of the area, get people to keep to rural Kent vernacular design, prevent light pollution, and act as a guide to people doing extensions or replacements. They felt a VDS would be a good way to influence decisions made by Sevenoaks District Council.

In terms of local development pressures, there have been only three houses built in the last 15 years in addition to several extensions. Interestingly, the biggest perceived pressure is from something that has never happened and that is an influx of travellers. 

There are occasional problems with enforcement but these problems seem to be isolated and, unlike the Shipbourne experience in neighbouring Tonbridge and Malling, have not led to a loss of confidence in the system. When we interviewed the District Council about this we noted that the resources devoted to enforcement seemed comparatively generous (6 posts) compared to other local planning authorities in the AONB and this investment clearly seems to have helped community confidence in the planning system.
Summary of process:

They developed their own questionnaire and were pleased with the 60% plus response rate, with at least 85% agreement to each recommendation. From this they prepared their draft VDS which appeared in March 2002. The AONB Unit was very helpful throughout. 

Relationship with Local Authority:

The working group’s expectation was that Sevenoaks District Council would agree the draft VDS in about six months. In fact it took two years, finally being adopted in April 2004 and this was the source of their biggest complaint. Most changes required by the local planning authority over this period were minor. 

Before the Village Design Statement was completed, relationships with Sevenoaks District Council were sometimes difficult and unpredictable. Now they feel that Seal Parish Council does get listened to, that ’officers now seem to be interested’ and ‘take more notice’. However, there is scope for greater awareness of the VDS, especially by planning officers. It was noted recently for example that the Chair of the Development Control Committee was not aware of it. 

Outcome:

Whilst a test case is ongoing at the moment where the community feel that proposals do not comply with the VDS, overall the Working Group feel the VDS has been quite successful in protecting the built environment. They successfully opposed a first application at a property known as the Old Coach House on the grounds that it was too large for a replacement dwelling. The fact that it did not comply with the VDS was a significant factor in this. They also feel they have had an effect on light pollution. An interesting feature of the Underriver experience is the evidence it provides of what proactive community members can achieve by using a VDS without going through the planning authorities at all. Through their own vigilance the chairman of the Association wrote to one property and asked them to tone down their lighting and there was a significant improvement. There have been no outright rejections of VDS recommendations yet.

A suggestion was made that the AONB could perhaps provide advice to help VDS working groups to mount specific responses to planning applications. These often require a quick turnaround and there is a feeling that the voice of the community is more likely to influence decision makers if it is underpinned by a grasp of the technicalities of planning regulations and processes. However, it is recognised that such a suggestion would have resource implications.


Description of community:

Shipbourne lies within Tonbridge and Malling Borough. It is a predominantly agricultural landscape in which the most distinctive feature in the village of Shipbourne is a large domed open space in the centre of the Conservation Area. The parish of Shipbourne is sited within the Green Belt and within a Special Landscape Area. In 2000 some 450 inhabitants were recorded as living in Shipbourne. 26 listed buildings are identified in the VDS

Reasons for doing a VDS:

A local resident, also a Parish Councillor, was the prime mover in undertaking a Village Design Statement, the first in this District. The idea was conceived in 2000, and the VDS adopted in 2002. The costs to the Parish Council were substantially offset by a grant from Awards for All via Kent Rural Community Council, which was invaluable. The local Parish put in £500 towards the costs. They also managed to sell some of their VDSs subsequently, which offset costs slightly.

The aim of this community was to describe the special character of the village and seek to protect it against creeping urbanisation and blandness. They don’t feel they really suffer from the threat of infilling as they have plenty of existing protections as a result of the Green Belt, the AONB and Conservation Area status already. They expected the VDS to be used as supplementary planning guidance.

Very little was known about the historical background to Shipbourne, indeed it was felt that the local district assumed they may not have much of a history. As a parish however they uncovered a fascinating history, which gave them insights into why things were laid out as they were and has been one of the main, and unexpected, benefits of doing the VDS.

Summary of process:

The main barrier was getting people involved. Some people thought that having a VDS would restrict what they could do to their properties. However about 20 people turned up to a workshop, which they thought was quite good.  A related problem is consultation fatigue. At the Parish Council they feel they are deluged with consultation requests but they have no easy mechanism to seek people’s views.

Once complete, the draft VDS went to local builders as well as community groups, residents and businesses. The parish decided against doing a parish plan, as they felt they were too small. 

Relations with Local Authority:

Officers at Tonbridge and Malling and at the Rural Community Council were very supportive and helpful.
Outcome:

One of the big issues that they have encountered is that while individual planners are supportive, planners as a profession are not generally familiar or alert to design issues. For example, it was suggested that they do not understand that concrete tiles weather differently from clay tiles, or that ragstone is difficult to work with etc. The working group feel that the Kent Design document is regarded as a very good document. Shipbourne feel it would be very helpful if the relevant agencies could collaborate to improve planners’ understanding of design by organising workshops for planners in design issues. 

Another serious concern in the community is the belief that planners are over worked and ‘scared of being taken to appeals’. So the perception is that they buckle under the pressure giving rise to permissions being granted even when contrary to the VDS. The Parish Clerk mentioned there was a case of a site where there were 5 retrospective applications for planning permission. Neighbours took one case to the Ombudsman, matters were found in their favour, but nothing was done to enforce the decision. Out of 10 cases that they raise, it is felt that only two get enforced. In this parish at least, incidents like these have led to a lack of confidence in the enforcement of planning guidelines and a consequent loss of faith in the whole process by the community. The Parish Council feels it is not listened to unless neighbours complain. 

There were mixed views about the outcome of the VDS. The Parish Clerk felt quite negative about the outcome of the VDS. ’They appeal to people to look at the VDS and take it into account but people just go ahead and ignore it’.  He also felt that VDSs give a lot of emphasis to bygone days, wattle and daub, for example. He mentioned problems of security lighting where he feels they have little influence. (This contrasted somewhat with Underriver, where the direct approach of the working group to residents had been quite successful). Despite these setbacks, they feel they achieved their main aim in having the VDS adopted as SPG. To that extent their expectations were met, and as a parish council they use it a lot. They are therefore disturbed that Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council have advised that it may be necessary for them to go through certain phases of the VDS again to enable them to retain Supplementary Planning Document status under the new legislation.


The Wye Village Design Statement was one of the first to be produced in the country and is currently on the syllabus of at least one university course in urban design as a good example of this form of community involvement in the planning system. 

Description of community:

Wye is a large village of 2,384 residents in 2001 lying to the north of the town of Ashford on the Great Stour River. It has been home to the Department of Agricultural Sciences of Imperial College London and consequently has a sizeable student population. The future of this campus is currently uncertain. 

Reasons for doing a VDS:

The Design Statement was originally launched in 1997 as part of a series of projects by the village to mark the Millennium. A group of local residents was set up with a good and appropriate range of skills. This Group worked well together and with the Parish Council which was supportive of the project. Representatives of the group who we interviewed felt these aspects of the project were fundamental to its successful completion.

The decision to undertake a Village Design Statement for Wye was triggered by a contentious development at that time in the heart of the village which was opposed by large numbers of local residents. This experience led to a desire in the community to strengthen their voice in any future developments affecting their village and to work to ensure that the views of the community were taken into account in the planning decision making process. The production, by communities, of VDSs was being promoted by the government at the time as offering just such an opportunity. Members of the Group we spoke to as part of this research refer to seeing a completed VDS as a tool with which to equip the community in positively influencing future developments. 

Summary of process:

Flyers were sent out to all members of the community launching the proposal and enlisting support for the project. The Design Group received help and advice from the Countryside Commission, the borough council, and from the Kent Downs AONB Unit which ran a successful training day for the local community, as well as from the small number of communities which had already completed a VDS, including Edenbridge (which along with Wye was one of the Countryside Commission’s pilot VDSs). The project also benefited from the skills within the Group which held workshops and organised photographic surveys of the village by local residents. The costs of this VDS were the highest of those we studied at £8,800, but as an examplar there were additional costs of outreach to other communities and a large print run. Funding was received from the Kent Downs AONB Unit, the Countryside Agency, the ERDF and a loan from the parish council which was subsequently repaid in full.

Work on the VDS lost momentum following the death of one of the founding members and driving forces of the Group, and the Statement was not completed and adopted by the local planning authority as Supplementary Planning Guidance until 2000. 

Relations with Local Authority:

The community had expected the production of the VDS to lead to improved relationships with the local planning authority and for its influence on the quality of new developments in the village to be apparent. In common with other Design Groups we have spoken to it was felt that the VDS would work by itself to represent the views of the community in the planning process and there is frustration amongst current members of the Group, which is still active, that this has not always been the case in the recent development of a number of high profile, sensitive sites in the village. 

In particular, permission was granted soon after the adoption of the VDS for a scheme on a prominent brownfield site in the conservation area in the heart of the village. In coming to this decision, brief reference is made in the officers report to the VDS, but the assessment of the proposal pays scant regard to the document and does not use or appear to reflect the principles of the VDS. 

In contrast, following the allocation of land on the edge of the village for housing development, the local parish council jointly commissioned a Development Brief for the site with the Local Authority, in part to ensure the early involvement of local people in this new development, as set down in the VDS. This project drew on the principles of the VDS and applied them to the circumstances of this site.  It also served to bring the community on board upstream in the planning process and was welcomed and supported by local residents. This site is highly protected and sensitively located on land on the edge of the village and is visible over considerable distances. Its development provides an interesting test case of the commitment of the Local Authority to enforce the guidelines of two community initiated documents. 

Outcome:

The VDS is being used by the Design Group, which remains active, in responding to planning applications, but it is not clear whether it is also used by other groups and individuals in the village. The development referred to above led to a feeling of disillusionment as to how far such documents can really influence decisions. The widespread local unease which followed this decision resulted in a meeting between the Local Authority’s planning manager and representatives of the Design Group (along with representatives of two other Village Design Groups in the borough) to attempt to resolve concerns over the use of VDS, in December 2003. A number of solutions were identified but progress on these remains unclear. 

In recent months however, as the use and awareness of VDSs widens across the region, the Wye VDS is being used by the community, the local planning authority and the developers of a key housing site on the edge of the village, offering a useful example of the role of a VDS which can be applied to developments in the village in the future.
	VDS
	Duration of process
	Cost (£)
	Trained by

	Boughton Aluph & Eastwell
	2 years
	5,500
	Ashford Borough Council & the Kent Downs AONB

	Charing
	18 months
	4,750
	Kent Downs AONB

	Lynsted
	2 years
	3,500
	Kent Downs AONB

	Seal
	4 years
	950*
	Kent Downs AONB

	St Lawrence’s
	3 years
	***
	Kent Downs AONB

	Underriver
	4 years
	***
	Kent Downs AONB

	Shipbourne
	2 years
	500*
	KRCC

	Wye
	3 years
	8,800
	Kent Downs AONB


*      Costs to the parish council  

***   ‘covered by grants’

Communities were unable to provide exact figures on the numbers of individuals involved in the overall VDS process.

Table 9: Key Statistics of Village Design Statement Process

ANNEX TWO

	Local Authority
	Advice given to communities on future of VDSs 

	Ashford

(letter to all parish councils  issued)
	· Existing VDSs remain an important element of the planning system and will be ‘saved’ ie remain in operation, for 3 years until 2007 when the LDF will be adopted. 

· At the end of this period, work, including a SA, to each VDS will be required to enable them to be adopted as SPDs. 

· The Local Authority states that it will endeavour to lead this work. It is not clear how long such work will take.


	Canterbury

(advice provided for this research)
	· System is very unclear
· May adopt VDSs in future as ‘material considerations’ for development control purposes

	Dover

(advice provided for this research)
	· VDS must be identified in LDS before being able to be adopted as SPD

	Maidstone

(letter to all parish councils issued)
	· It is unlikely that VDSs will be able to be adopted as SPD given the requirement to undertake a SA. 
· Groups currently working on such documents are urged to delay the process until the situation becomes clearer.

	Sevenoaks

(letter issued)
	· VDSs will be adopted as ‘Material Planning Guidance’ which will carry less weight than SPD

	Shepway
	            No advice given

	Swale

(advice provided for this research)
	· Existing VDSs remain an important element of the planning system 

· Will recognise VDS as material considerations providing the preparation process is based firmly on existing guidance

· Work, including a SA, to each VDS will be required to enable them to be adopted as SPDs. 

· The Local Authority states that it will endeavour to lead this work. 

	Tonbridge & Malling

(letter to all parish councils issued)
	· When the LDF is adopted in 2007 all existing SPG documents, including VDSs, will have no effect.

· Existing VDSs may have to be prepared all over again. 

· Work on VDSs should be halted for a year or so and communities are advised that as Local Authority staff will be extremely busy preparing the LDF, assistance with VDS work may not be available.


ANNEX FOUR


	Village 
	District
	Training Rcvd
	In AONB

	Addington
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 13/01/01 
	Yes

	Aldington
	Ashford
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Barham
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Bekesbourne & Patrixbourne
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Biddenden
	Ashford
	AONB 3/12/01
	No

	Birling
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes

	Bishopsbourne
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Boughton Aluph and Eastwell
	Ashford
	ABC 8/6/01
	Yes

	Brasted
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by Others
	Yes

	Bridge
	Canterbury
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Challock
	Ashford
	Trained by KRCC  Attended ABC workshop 8/6/01
	Yes

	Charing
	Ashford
	AONB 31/08/00
	Yes

	Chartham
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Chesterfield
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	No

	Chevening
	Sevenoaks
	ABC 8/6/01
	Yes

	Chilham
	Ashford
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Cuxton
	Medway
	AONB 13/01/01
	Yes

	East Malling
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 13/01/01 
	No

	Eastling
	Swale
	AONB 2/9/00
	Yes

	Eastry
	Dover 
	AONB

3/12/2001
	No

	Edenbridge
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by KRCC
	No

	Elham Parish
	Shepway
	AONB talk
	Yes

	Elmsted Parish
	Shepway
	AONB 3/12/01
	Yes

	Eynsford
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes

	Godmersham
	Ashford
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Gravesham BC
	Gravesham
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Great Mongeham
	Dover 
	AONB

03/12/2001
	No

	Hackington
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	No

	Hadlow
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 13/01/01
	No

	Halling
	Medway
	Trained by Others
	Yes

	Hartley
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Hartlip
	Swale
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Hastingleigh
	Ashford
	ABC 8/6/01
	Yes

	Higham
	Gravesham
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Horton Kirby
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 13/01/01
	No

	Ightham
	Tonbridge and Malling
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Kemsing
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by Others
	Yes

	Knockholt
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes

	Leigh
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by KRCC
	No

	Lenham
	Maidstone
	AONB 13/01/01 AONB 31/8/00
	Yes

	Lyminge
	Shepway
	AONB 3/12/01
	Yes

	Lympne
	Shepway
	AONB 3/12/01
	Yes

	Lynsted
	Swale
	AONB 2/9/00
	Yes

	Newington
	Shepway
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Offham
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Ospringe
	Swale 
	ABC 

8/6/ 01
	Yes

	Otford
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by Others
	Yes

	Petham
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	Platt
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Riverhead
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes

	Seal
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 13/01/01 
	Yes

	Selling
	Swale
	Trained by  KRCC
	Yes

	Sevenoaks BC
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 16/09/03
	

	Shepherdswell with Coldred
	Dover 
	AONB

3/12/2001
	Yes

	Shipbourne
	Tonbridge and Malling
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Stone Street/St Lawrence
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 13/01/01
	Yes

	Sturry
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	No

	Thanington
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	No

	Trottiscliffe
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 13/01/01 
	Yes

	Trottiscliffe
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes

	Underriver
	Sevenoaks
	AONB 13/01/01 
	Yes

	Waltham
	Canterbury
	AONB 1/07/03
	Yes

	West Malling
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	West Peckham
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Mereworth, & Hadlow
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	No

	Westerham & Crockham Hill
	Sevenoaks
	Trained by KRCC
	Yes

	Westwell
	Ashford
	AONB 31/08/00
	Yes

	Wouldham
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB pre 8/01
	Yes

	Wrotham
	Tonbridge and Malling
	AONB 16/09/03
	Yes



	Wye
	Ashford
	AONB
	Yes


VDSs completed in bold

VDSs in preparation in italics


Richard Alderton                      Strategic Planning Manager, Ashford Borough Council

Corry Bain Smith                                                             Charing Parish Design Group

Stella Bandu                                                                             Kent Downs AONB Unit

Richard Bartley                                                                     Wye Village Design Group

Steve Bessant                                      Chief Planning Officer, Swale Borough Council

Jim Boot                      Community Planning Coordinator, Maidstone Borough Council

Catherine Brady                                                                       Kent Downs AONB Unit

Jan Brittain
    Environmental Services Manager, Buckinghamshire County Council 

David Carman         Principal Landscape Planning Officer, Hampshire County Council 

Mark Chaplin                                                Urban designer, Ashford Borough Council

Matthew Chapman                                                                Tandridge District Council

Mark Davies                                                Planning Officer, Ashford Borough Council

Richard Davison


   
                           Edenbridge VDS Group

Mike Downing






  Edenbridge Parish Clerk 

Sidney Dray                                                                     Charing Parish Design Group

Robert Deanwood                                                                                           Entec UK

Stephen d’Este-Hoare           Principal Landscape Officer, East Hants District Council 

Rob Fairbanks                                                                                  Surrey Hills AONB

Dick Feasey



 
      

        Kent County Council

Adrian Fox                                         Principal Planning Officer, Dover District Council

Curtis Galbraith



        Tonbridge and Malling Parish Clerk

John Green





           St Lawrence’s VDS Group

Lis and Nigel Heriz-Smith                                                           Lynsted Design Group

Mike Higgins                                     Conservation Officer, Sevenoaks District Council

Dave Illsley                                         Regeneration Officer, Shepway District Council

John Johnson        Group Leader, Boughton Aluph and Eastwell PDS Steering Group

David Kincaid                                                                           Canterbury City Council

Phil Linskey                         Planning Officer, Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council 

Marion Lynn                                  Boughton Aluph and Eastwell PDS Steering Group

Peter Mountfield





   Seal Village VDS group

David Paine                                                       Government Office for the South East

Sarah Pearson                                                                Charing Parish Design Group

Sue Powell                                                                           Wye Village Design Group

Steve Roderick


       Chief Officer, Chilterns Conservation Board 

Ralph Sanders                              Boughton Aluph and Eastwell PDS Steering Group

Andrew Shaw                                     Policy and Research Officer, High Weald AONB

Martin Small                           Planning Manager, Sussex Downs Conservation Board

Gail Sperrin                                                                                      Surrey Hills AONB

Rebecca Stott                                             Planning Officer, Ashford Borough Council

John Tabor


   


    Cotswolds Conservation Board 

Lorna Talbot






  
  Seal Parish Clerk

Anne-Marie Taylor




     Cotswold Conversation Board

Michael Thornton 
 Policy and Environment Manager, Maidstone Borough Council 

Jan Tulett                                       Boughton Aluph and Eastwell PDS Steering Group

Martin Vink                                   Principle Planning Officer, Ashford Borough Council 

Robin Watson




           Chair of Seal planning committee

Malcolm Watt



 Planning Officer, Cotswold Conservation Board 
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DO THEY MAKE A DIFFERENCE?











An Analysis of the Effectiveness of Village Design Statements in the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 1998-2005
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Statement of Objectives and Methodology





Objectives





Methodology





1.1	The Kent Downs AONB





1.3	The Changing Planning System








Sustainability Appraisal of Woldingham VDS





Using the most recent guidance from ODPM, Tandridge District Council has recently carried out a Sustainability Appraisal on this VDS to allow its adoption as SPD in September 2005. This work has had the support of GOSE and was carried out by planning officers who had not been involved in the preparation of the VDS to give the process a sufficient degree of independence. Tandridge District Council worked with other Surrey Local Authorities to develop a set of sustainability objectives and assessed the VDS against these, together with national, regional, county and local objectives.





This Sustainability Appraisal considered the impact of each draft guideline of the emerging VDS against a range of social, economic and environmental objectives. It then drew conclusions as to whether the VDS needed to be modified either to improve impacts on such objectives or to reduce or mitigate any adverse impacts.





Given the very focused nature of VDSs it emerged that a very large number of the VDS guidelines were not considered to have any applicability with respect to sustainability. It was also noticeable that as guidelines become more specific, the applicability to sustainability declines.
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2.1	Village Design Statements in the Kent Downs AONB





Summary of Community Interviews





All communities are pleased that they completed a VDS and are proud of their documents.


All communities were very satisfied with the training and advice they had received from the Kent Downs AONB Unit.


An average VDS takes about 2 years to produce (excluding the time taken for adoption) and costs between £1,000 to 5,000.


The proportion of the community and overall numbers of people who choose to get involved in the production of VDSs varies widely between communities both at the outset of the project and throughout the process.


Key community individuals with relevant expertise in design are frequently crucial to the initiation and success of the project.


The majority of communities have gained ‘soft benefits’ in the form of a deeper sense of communal history and identity.


Networking benefits were evident from VDS Groups working and sharing experiences with other communities.


Five of the eight communities we interviewed are confident that their VDSs are being used in planning decisions.


Only two Village Design Groups (Charing and Wye) have continued to operate after the completion of their VDSs.


Dissatisfaction with the influence exerted by VDS appears to be highest in the two largest villages we interviewed where allocations for housing occur and where development pressures are therefore more acute.


A convincing correlation between dissatisfaction with the impact of a VDS and the lower level of resources committed to planning enforcement by the relevant planning authority was indicated in the case of Shipbourne.


This sample group included one good example (Lynsted PDS) of high level local authority support up front and a mutually supportive relationship throughout the process and as a working document.


Communities and local planners feel there is scope for more collaboration with each other and with developers early in the process of constructing a development proposal.


Problems can arise at local level between parish councils and village design groups.





2.2	Nature of Development Pressure in the Kent Downs AONB
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Training Feedback and Cost Effectiveness








2.4	Reasons why VDS training not pursued





2.5	The use of VDSs by Planning Authorities 





2.6	The use of VDSs in planning appeals





2.7	The use of VDSs by developers








Edenbridge 


Although outside the Kent Downs AONB, it is useful to note the experience of Edenbridge as this was the first VDS to be adopted in the County and has therefore been in use as a working document longer than any other in Kent. Both the Clerk to the Parish Council and Chairman of the Working Group regard it as a considerable success. Prior to having a VDS they felt uncomfortable with the generally reactive approach that was typically taken by their community. Now they feel they have helped to educate developers and the community, and have succeeded in managing progress rather than simply impeding it. For example a major developer submitted a plan for several £500,000 houses, all of standard designs. Through representations backed by the VDS, influence was brought to bear and the developer responded with what the community felt were much more suitable designs.





Approaches to built heritage protection and enhancement  adopted by other AONB Units across the South East Region





Alternative approaches to built heritage protection and community involvement in the planning system





3.1	Conclusions





3.5	Recommendations 
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is developed, researched, written and edited by local people,


is representative of the views of the village as whole,


has involved a wide section of the village community in its production,


describes the visual character of the village,


demonstrates how local character and distinctiveness can be protected and enhanced in new development,


is compatible with the statutory planning system and the local planning context,


is suitable for approval as Supplementary Planning Guidance (now Documents),


is applicable to all forms and scales of development,


and is about managing change in the village, not preventing it.
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1.2	Village Design Statements








EXECUTIVE SUMMARY





SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS (see Section 3.5)





3.4	Alternative methods of achieving such objectives





3.3	Village Design Statements and Community Participation





3.2	Village Design Statements and the Built Heritage








CCP4 The historic and locally distinctive character of rural settlements and buildings will be identified, maintained and strengthened by ensuring that new development will be high quality in design, respecting local character and distinctiveness, and


complementary in form, setting, scale and use of materials.





CCP5 Opportunities to provide locally-derived materials for


construction, restoration and conversion work will be


encouraged, where the source of material meets development


control policies, and conservation and enhancement of the


natural beauty of the AONB is given full consideration.





SDT2 Local character and distinctiveness will be reflected in the


design, scale, setting and materials of new development and


promoted through landscape and building design guidance.





SDT3 The greater involvement of local people and communities in


influencing and forming development planning will be


supported, particularly through the development and use of


Parish Design Statements.





SVC1 Community-led initiatives that encourage and maintain the


vitality and diversity of rural community life, and which


contribute to the conservation and enhancement of natural


beauty will be supported.








Communities in Kent which have received VDS training
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