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WKPS Response to MHCLG Kent and Medway LGR Proposals 5" February 2026

1. Introduction

| write on behalf of the Weald of Kent Protection Society (WKPS) in response to the 5 February 2026
consultation issued by the MHCLG on proposals for local government reorganisation in Kent and
Medway. This response focuses on the implications of the proposed structural changes for rural
communities, local democracy, and the protection of the Weald of Kent’s landscape, heritage, and
biodiversity, rather than which Unitary Authority model to adopt.

My personal experience spans both high-level corporate management and hands-on local
government, equipping me to assess the challenges and opportunities of local government
reorganisation. In the private sector, | directed global operations for a major bank, leading
organisational change, and in local government, serving as Chair of Tenterden Town Council, its
Planning Committee and development of an adopted Neighbourhood Plan and Design Codes.

2. Weald of Kent

Settlements within the Weald of Kent are typically historic villages and market towns with traditional
architecture and layouts, reflecting centuries of agricultural and rural heritage. These communities are
closely interwoven with the surrounding countryside, forming a coherent and culturally rich landscape
shaped by long standing patterns of farming, woodland management, and rural enterprise. Natural,
historic, and agricultural elements combine to create a distinctive sense of place and strong ecological
value.

It is a nationally significant rural area, characterised by ancient woodland, distinctive landscape
character, and rich biodiversity. It forms the eastern part of the larger Weald, with gently undulating
ridges, fertile shallow valleys, and wooded hills interspersed with pastureland, orchards, and arable
fields. The area includes ancient woodlands, historic hedgerows, ponds, and streams, supporting a
variety of species of national conservation concern. Much of it falls within, or is closely linked to, highly
protected, ecologically rich, historic, and scenic rural areas.

Since 1960, the Weald of Kent Protection Society (WKPS) has acted as an independent, non-political
guardian of this landscape. Our core principles: Protect; Connect; and Respect; guide our work in
conserving the Weald of Kent’s environment, heritage, and rural character.

The Society’s interest in the proposals for local government reorganisation focuses on two main
priorities. The first is preserving the landscape and biodiversity of the Weald of Kent. The second is
ensuring that the correct governance framework is established around the chosen unitary authority
model.

With the potential loss of direct local decision-making powers, it is essential that the governance
structure includes statutory safeguards, formalised engagement mechanisms, delegated
responsibilities, and specialist support. These measures are necessary to compensate for the reduction
in local democratic influence.

Any new unitary authority model must maintain and support delivery of national conservation
initiatives, including the National Landscape Recovery Programme, biodiversity priorities, and
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statutory protections under the High Weald AONB Management Plan. It must uphold local democracy
in planning and environmental decision-making through empowered Parish and Town Councils. The
authority must also recognise and respond to the distinct needs of rural communities and preserve
and enhance the Weald of Kent’s landscape and heritage through robust, locally informed decision-
making structures.

3. Risks of Single Unitary Authority Model

The Weald of Kent is a coherent geographic and cultural unit spanning parts of Tunbridge Wells,
Maidstone, Tonbridge and Malling, Sevenoaks, and Ashford local authority areas. Its protection
depends on decision makers who understand its distinct character, local ecology, historic environment,
and community needs. Any structure that subsumes the Weald of Kent within a single, urban
dominated unitary authority could undermine the Society’s ability to protect the landscape, heritage,
biodiversity, and to support delivery of national conservation programmes.

A single unitary authority covering nearly 2 million residents, while potentially offering administrative
efficiencies, risks creating a democratic deficit for rural communities, particularly within the Weald of
Kent. The scale of representation would inevitably dilute locally informed decision making. Planning
decisions affecting ancient woodlands, historic settlements, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, and
ecological networks could be deprioritised. Delivery of the National Landscape Recovery Programme,
Biodiversity Net Gain targets, and High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Management Plan
priorities may be weakened through reduced local oversight. Parish and Town Councils could struggle
to influence strategic decisions in proportion to urban population centres.

Large, centralised authorities are likely to prioritise urban infrastructure and broad strategic objectives,
potentially overlooking the specific needs and distinctive qualities of rural communities. In practical
terms, a single unitary authority would necessarily focus on high profile issues such as coastal border
controls, congestion at sea faring ports, major transport corridors, housing delivery in urban centres,
and the financial pressures associated with densely populated areas. Decision making risks becoming
increasingly remote from the communities directly affected, with policies shaped at a distance from
the rural front line where landscape management, heritage protection, and biodiversity conservation
are experienced in practice. The rural agenda, including the protection of the Weald of Kent’s
landscape, heritage, and biodiversity, risks being marginalised, reducing the effectiveness of
conservation policy and community focused planning.

These risks demonstrate why the design of any chosen unitary authority model must be accompanied
by a carefully constructed governance framework. Without clear statutory safeguards, formal
engagement mechanisms, delegated local responsibilities, and specialist rural and environmental
expertise embedded within the authority’s structure, the loss of district level democratic influence
would not be adequately compensated. The following section considers how a multiple unitary
authority approach may mitigate some of these risks by providing a stronger local focus, although it
would still remain less locally responsive than the current arrangements.

4. Need for a Multiple Unitary Authority Model

Unless the reorganisation deliberately establishes multiple unitary authorities to maintain a local
focus, there is a real risk that the Weald of Kent’s historic character could be eroded, protected
landscapes degraded, and biodiversity diminished. Multiple unitary authorities would provide better
local focus than a single unitary authority, ensuring that rural areas like the Weald of Kent are
represented by decision-makers with direct knowledge of local conditions, priorities, and sensitivities,
though this arrangement would still be far from ideal. A single authority, by contrast, would
concentrate attention and resources on urban centres and major infrastructure projects, leaving rural
communities at risk of being overlooked.
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For WKPS, this is critical because the protection of the Weald of Kent depends on decision-makers who
understand the local landscape, heritage, and ecological networks. Diluted oversight could undermine
the Society’s ability to deliver its mandate of safeguarding ancient woodlands, historic settlements,
habitats, and national conservation priorities, including the National Landscape Recovery Programme.
Multiple unitary authorities, by maintaining local focus and tailored governance structures, help
provide the statutory, operational, and democratic framework necessary to ensure rural communities,
landscapes, and biodiversity receive the prioritisation, expertise, and lawful oversight they require.

5. Requirements for Local Democratic Planning and Support for WKPS

To ensure that rural communities and the Weald of Kent are not marginalised under any chosen
authority model, the following formal, statutory safeguards are essential. They translate the principles
of local focus and democratic accountability into actionable governance structures.

5.1. Area-Based Planning Committees:

Planning decisions affecting the Weald of Kent should be delegated to Area Planning Committees
within each unitary authority, established under statutory powers to ensure lawful delegation and local
accountability. Councillors on these committees should live in or represent the area and have direct
access to specialist officers in heritage, arboriculture, landscape ecology, and biodiversity. Committees
should be instructed to explicitly consider impacts on the High Weald National Landscape, local
biodiversity, historic settlements, and national conservation initiatives.

The authority’s constitution should explicitly embed the Area Planning Committee structure, its
responsibilities, and the requirement for specialist input, including a stronger, formalised linkage with
statutory consultees, in particular Parish and Town Councils, to ensure that rural and environmental
priorities are formally recognised, consistently applied, and informed by local knowledge and
community perspectives.

5.2. Assessment of Impacts on Rural Communities and Landscapes:

All strategic decisions, including housing allocations and infrastructure projects, should be
accompanied by an assessment of their impacts on rural communities and landscapes, in accordance
with the NPPF. These requirements must be embedded in both revised and new local plans.
Authorities should produce an annual statement detailing how policies and decisions preserve natural
capital, support biodiversity, safeguard heritage and landscape values, and contribute to delivery of
the National Landscape Recovery Programme. Particular attention should be given to the protection
and enhancement of habitats, ecological networks, and species of conservation concern. These
measures will help ensure that planning and policy decisions are transparent, evidence-based, and
aligned with national policy, while supporting WKPS’s objectives and safeguarding the distinctive
character of rural areas.

5.3. Empowering Parish and Town Councils:

A void now exists where the borough council used to make planning decisions and deliver other
services which are key to the sustainability of a parish. Where legally permissible, parish councils
should be empowered through formal delegation and statutory arrangements to exercise local
decision-making functions that were previously the remit of borough councils. We request in MHCLG’s
deliberations that parish councils now become the de facto local authority for their communities, and
will need to strengthen their duties and possibly take on new powers where it is legal for the unitary
authority to delegate.

Parish and town councils become more important under the new unitary system. They act as the
primary conduit between residents and a larger, more centralised authority, taking on a stronger voice,
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more local responsibilities, and a critical role in preserving identity, community cohesion, and
neighbourhood influence.

Parish councils will require financial compensation to manage expanded responsibilities and run larger
numbers of resources. This is essential to ensure that their capacity matches the increased role in
planning, community services, and local engagement. They must also be guaranteed access to a
number of specialist resources within the new unitary authority, including heritage officers,
arboriculturists, landscape ecologists, biodiversity specialists, and planning officers, to enable robust
oversight and informed decision-making on environmental, landscape, and heritage matters, including
planning applications.

To safeguard local democracy and community influence, we propose the creation of a common charter
between the unitary authority and all parish and town councils. This charter would formalise
consultation rights, delegated responsibilities, access to specialist resources, and financial
arrangements. It would ensure that parish councils across Kent have consistent, legally permissible
mechanisms to influence decisions affecting their communities while recognising the statutory duties
of the unitary authority.

Each unitary authority should also establish quasi—area boards or advisory panels, such as a Rural
Affairs Board, with formal representation from parish councillors. These boards would provide
dedicated forums for local decision-making on matters affecting rural communities, historic
settlements, biodiversity, landscape, and infrastructure. They would ensure that parish councils and
local residents have a recognised voice within the unitary authority, with formal access to specialist
officers and delegated responsibilities where legally permissible.

Additional practical measures should include statutory liaison officers within the unitary authority
dedicated to parish engagement, enhanced pre-application consultation on all planning applications,
and delegated functions where legally permissible, including small-scale planning enforcement and
local parks management. They should also include guaranteed budget allocations from the unitary
authority, parish scrutiny panels to review decisions affecting local areas, regular public forums and
digital engagement platforms, minimum representation quotas for parish councillors on quasi—area
boards, and annual parish impact reports on policies and service decisions.

These measures will help ensure that parish councils retain their critical role in influencing planning
applications and other strategic decisions, preserving civic identity and historic settlements,
safeguarding local services, and maintaining community cohesion. By combining financial support,
specialist access, formal charters, quasi—area boards, and structured engagement mechanisms, parish
councils can effectively act as the local democratic anchor in each community under the new unitary
authority structure.

5.4. Dedicated Specialist Capacity:

The unitary authority must maintain teams of heritage officers, arboriculturists, landscape ecologists,
and biodiversity specialists at a local level. Specialist capacity is essential to ensure planning scrutiny is
robust and the delivery of national and local biodiversity programmes continues uninterrupted.
Continuity of expertise is vital to support parishes and WKPS’s work in conservation, habitat
management, and heritage protection.

5.5. Engagement with WKPS:
The unitary authority should commit to ongoing consultation with WKPS on planning, landscape

management, and biodiversity matters, recognising the Society as a proactive partner rather than a
passive consultee.
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6. Why These Measures Are Essential

These measures are indispensable for preserving the Weald of Kent’s identity and ensuring that the
Society can fulfil its mandate effectively. Local democracy must be safeguarded so that rural
communities retain a meaningful and actionable voice in planning applications, environmental
decisions, and service delivery. Embedding these measures in statutory and constitutional
arrangements ensures that local democracy and conservation priorities are enforceable and not
merely advisory. Protection of landscape and heritage is vital to prevent the erosion of the Weald of
Kent’s historic settlements, ancient woodlands, and distinctive landscape character.

Biodiversity conservation and adherence to national programmes are critical to delivering statutory
and national priorities, including habitat restoration, ecological connectivity, and the National
Landscape Recovery Programme. Ensuring robust support for WKPS’s mandate provides the necessary
operational and legal framework that enables the Society to pursue its charitable objectives in
conservation, heritage protection, and community engagement.

Embedding clarity, accountability, and enforceability through formal obligations, reporting
requirements, structured engagement, and statutory linkage with parish councils guarantees that the
unitary authorities cannot bypass their responsibilities. These measures provide the statutory,
operational, and financial framework necessary for parish and town councils to exert meaningful
influence on planning applications, service delivery, and environmental decisions, ensuring that local
knowledge, community priorities, and conservation imperatives are explicitly recognised and
consistently applied.

7. Conclusion

The Weald of Kent Protection Society does not adopt a fixed position for or against any single proposal
in the consultation, with the exception of the single unitary authority, which would be unacceptable.
The success of any new unitary authority model must be measured not only by administrative
efficiency but by its capacity to uphold local democracy, conserve landscape and heritage, and support
biodiversity and national conservation programmes.

The structural safeguards outlined above are essential prerequisites for any unitary authority to deliver
effective local governance. These include area based planning committees, rigorous assessment of
impacts on rural communities and landscapes, meaningful empowerment of Parish and Town Councils,
dedicated specialist capacity, quasi area boards, a common parish charter, and formal engagement
with WKPS.

Together, these measures would help ensure that rural communities, historic settlements,
environmental priorities, and the distinctive character of the Weald of Kent are properly represented,
protected, and sustained for present and future generations.
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