WKpS

Weald of Kent Protection Society Response to Kent and Medway LGR
with Reference to Local Nature Recovery Strategy

| am writing on behalf of the Weald of Kent Protection Society (WKPS) in response to the Government’s
consultation on Local Government Reorganisation for Kent and Medway.

We wish to emphasise that any proposals for restructuring must establish a governance structure for
the new unitary authorities that inherently delivers the Kent and Medway Local Nature Recovery
Strategy (LNRS). The strategy’s objectives and measurable goals must be integrated into the unitary
authority’s functions, ensuring that nature recovery is a core part of decision-making, planning, and
land management.

The Kent and Medway LNRS, published in November 2025, sets out the county’s priorities and spatial
framework for nature recovery, identifying the habitats, species, and locations where action will have
the greatest ecological impact. Prepared by Kent County Council as the Responsible Authority
appointed by DEFRA under the Environment Act 2021, the strategy forms part of a national network
of 48 Local Nature Recovery Strategies across England aimed at halting and reversing biodiversity
decline. Kent and Medway are exceptionally ecologically rich, with over 20,000 recorded species,
nearly 30% of all UK species, including more than 3,400 rare or threatened species. This underscores
the need for governance arrangements in any new unitary authorities to embed LNRS delivery and
ensure public authorities give proper regard to it in planning, land management, and environmental
decision making.

While the Weald of Kent is a landscape of particular ecological sensitivity, the LNRS applies across all
of Kent and Medway. Embedding its delivery within the new unitary authority structure will benefit
every landscape, providing a coherent framework for habitat restoration, species recovery, and nature-
based solutions. The strategy sets measurable goals, including habitat restoration metrics, hedgerow
and woodland expansion, freshwater and wetland improvements, and priority species recovery
monitoring, all of which are especially relevant to the Weald’s ancient woodlands, historic hedgerows,
species-rich grasslands, and river headwaters.

Without an authority structure that inherently embeds LNRS responsibilities, there is a risk of
fragmentation, loss of ecological expertise, weakened statutory compliance, and disruption of
measurable outcomes. Proper governance is therefore essential to ensure that national nature
recovery targets are delivered effectively, landscape-scale ecological connectivity is maintained, and
statutory obligations under the Environment Act 2021 are met.

Relevance to Government Criteria for Unitary Authorities

1. Sensible geography and evidence-based decision-making: Effective delivery of the LNRS requires
that ecological and landscape realities are reflected in the boundaries of each unitary authority.
Priority habitats, species distributions, and ecological corridors frequently cross multiple
administrative areas, and embedding LNRS responsibilities within the authority structure,
alongside cross-authority coordination mechanisms, ensures interventions are coherent, targeted,
and implemented at the landscape scale. This approach preserves connectivity across sensitive
areas, including the Weald of Kent, and enables planning and environmental decisions to be guided
by mapped ecological evidence rather than fragmented administrative boundaries.
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2. Right size and sustainable capacity: Effective nature recovery requires that each unitary authority
has sufficient scale, resources, and ecological expertise to manage LNRS responsibilities. A well-
designed authority structure avoids under-resourcing, loss of institutional knowledge, and
fragmented delivery, and ensures that each authority can integrate climate resilience, flood
mitigation, and nature-based solutions into planning and service delivery.

3. High-quality and sustainable public service delivery: Nature recovery is a critical public service,
including biodiversity net gain, ecosystem services, and environmental health. Integrating LNRS
delivery ensures consistent, legally compliant, and measurable outcomes while maximising co-
benefits such as clean water, flood protection, recreation, and climate resilience.

4. Collaboration and local engagement: LNRS delivery depends on coordinated work between
councils, landowners, conservation organisations, and communities. Embedding LNRS functions
preserves these partnerships, enabling responsive local ecological management, volunteer
mobilisation, and community stewardship.

5. Support for wider devolution: Embedding LNRS responsibilities enables local authorities to

engage meaningfully in future environmental and strategic planning devolution arrangements.
This alignment strengthens the ability of unitary authorities to integrate statutory obligations,
nature recovery, and local priorities with broader devolved powers.
Once a Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA), covering the combined area of Kent and Medway is
established, it may be appropriate to consider transferring LNRS responsibilities to the MSA. This
would provide a single significant strategic body with the scale, capacity, and oversight to manage
landscape-scale nature recovery across the county while maintaining continuity, coherence, and
alignment with statutory and ecological objectives.

6. Enabling stronger community involvement: Authority structures that inherently deliver LNRS
objectives enable communities, particularly in sensitive areas such as the Weald, to participate in
habitat restoration and biodiversity improvement initiatives. This strengthens public support,
reinforces local stewardship, and ensures local priorities guide conservation action.

Structural Options Consideration

Whichever structural unitary authority option is chosen, it is essential that the authority’s governance
inherently incorporates LNRS responsibilities. The delivery of nature recovery objectives should not be
contingent on additional approvals or separate arrangements, ensuring statutory compliance and
landscape-scale coordination across Kent and Medway.

Practical Implementation Mechanisms

To ensure the LNRS is delivered effectively, the unitary authority structure should integrate nature
recovery responsibilities within existing planning, environmental, and land management functions.

For example:

e Designated officers or teams responsible for LNRS implementation and monitoring

e Clear reporting and accountability mechanisms linked to statutory biodiversity targets

e Integration of LNRS priorities into planning decisions, land management schemes, and biodiversity
net gain assessments

e Coordination with conservation organisations, landowners, and local communities to maintain
landscape-scale ecological connectivity

Embedding these mechanisms within the authority structure will make LNRS delivery an inherent part

of operations, rather than dependent on additional directives, thereby ensuring continuity, statutory
compliance, and measurable progress.
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Accountability, Expertise, and Partnerships

Maintaining ecological expertise, monitoring programmes, and established partnerships will be critical
to delivering LNRS outcomes effectively. Embedding these responsibilities ensures that measurable
progress is tracked, transparent, and accountable to both statutory bodies and the public.

Alignment with Broader Government Objectives

Embedding LNRS responsibilities within unitary authorities supports wider Government objectives,
including statutory biodiversity targets, climate resilience, and the delivery of ecosystem services to
communities. This ensures that reorganisation strengthens both local environmental outcomes and
national policy goals.

Risks and Benefits
Risks of failing to embed LNRS delivery into governance include:

e Loss of ecological expertise and continuity of delivery

e Fragmentation of habitat restoration across newly created authorities

e Reduced compliance with statutory biodiversity obligations, with potential legal and regulatory
consequences

e Weak integration of nature recovery into planning and land management decisions

Benefits of a governance structure that inherently delivers LNRS:

¢ Integrated planning and environmental decision-making across each unitary authority

e Continuity of measurable outcomes and monitoring programmes

e Stronger partnerships with landowners, conservation organisations, and local communities

e Enhanced ability to meet statutory nature recovery targets and landscape-scale objectives,
supporting national biodiversity commitments

e Maximised co-benefits such as recreation, flood resilience, and climate mitigation for communities

e Retention of expertise, institutional knowledge, and community engagement structures

Conclusion

The Weald of Kent Protection Society urges the Government to ensure that the new unitary authority
structure inherently implements the LNRS, embedding its statutory, ecological, and measurable
responsibilities into enduring and practical governance. This approach will safeguard biodiversity,
preserve ecological integrity, maintain continuity of expertise, maximise public and climate co-
benefits, and deliver landscape-scale nature recovery across all of Kent and Medway, including the
sensitive Weald of Kent. Such a structure is essential to achieve statutory objectives, maintain public

confidence, and secure long-term environmental and societal benefits.

Yours faithfully,

John Crawford

On behalf of the Weald of Kent Protection Society
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