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SECTION ONE - INTRODUCTION 
 
Community planning is typically an ongoing process. It deals with legacies of the past, the 
dynamics of an ever changing society, and current thinking on what may make things better. 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ΨǉǳƛŎƪ ŦƛȄŜǎΩ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ being faced by a particular community; 
positive change or improvement may take some time and may be dependent upon a 
particular set of circumstances coming together, be they political, commercial, economic or 
some other change. One piece of consultation or a planning exercise may not find a solution 
to a problem but identify further research that is required. 
 
This document is the outcome of a community planning exercise undertaken by a small 
group of people during the first decade the 21st century for the community of Staplehurst, 
Kent.  Its contents are aimed at government and other organisations and individuals with a 
responsibility for, or interest in, improving the environment and wellbeing of those who live 
and work in, or visit, this community. 
 
Within the last 15 years, therŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
Staplehurst Community. These include village-ǿƛŘŜ ŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлΩǎ ŀƴŘ, at the 
turn of the millennium, followed by the creation of a Village Design Statement in 2004. 
These had the goal of improving community life by identifying issues through consultation 
and then stimulating activities and initiatives that would bring about improvement and 
change. 
 
The Staplehurst Appraisal completed in 2001 included many recommendations. A 
subsequently formed Parish Council sub-group produced the Staplehurst Village Action Plan 
which built on the findings of, and comments in, the appraisal. With the involvement of the 
local youth forum, the police and community warden, actions were extracted and prioritised 
to create a forward looking plan that would be implemented over time. 
 
 In 2004, the South East England Development Agency (SEEDA) included Staplehurst in the 
Small Rural Towns programme. The main thrust of this programme was for communities to 
identify a single major project which would make a significant, dramatic and visible 
difference to the renaissance of a town. Funding in excess of £40,000 per project would be 
available to around 60 towns out of the 140 defined as small rural towns, with a population 
between 3,000 and 20,000.  
 
The Parish Council Action Plan sub-group saw the SEEDA initiative as an opportunity to 
obtain economic regeneration funding as well as potentially addressing bigger issues. In 
2005 the sub-group evolved into the Staplehurst Partnership, initially comprising ten 
members representing the parish council, local businesses and residents. This sub-group 
would undertake the pre-ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ΨIŜŀƭǘƘŎƘŜŎƪΩ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {Ƴŀƭƭ wǳǊŀƭ ¢ƻǿƴǎ 
programme.  
 
The three main objectives of the project can be summarised as follows: 
 

 To further develop an action plan to tackle issues and opportunities. 

 To identify economic regeneration opportunities and bid for funding to implement 
these as a project. 

 To develop a more strategic vision for the community as a whole. 
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This report summarises the hundreds of hours of work that has been undertaken in the 
ensuing period and seeks to: 
 

 give an up-to-date picture of various aspects of life in and around Staplehurst  

 document changes that are taking place and issues arising  

 propose matters for further consideration based on the outcomes of the work.  
 
This document is of necessity a summary report and accompanying documents contain the 
comprehensive worksheets that underpin the Healthcheck analysis. These cover four key 
areas of community life: economy; environment; transport and accessibility; social and 
community. Supporting information regarding the work is also provided in the appendices to 
this report, together with references to other resources and inputs. 
 
Staplehurst is today a large rural community with a population of around 6,000 living mostly 
within a well defined envelope of development. There is a small hinterland of a few miles in 
each direction containing some hamlets, farms and numerous individual dwellings. Some 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŦǊƻƳ ƳǳŎƘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ {ǘŀǇƭŜƘǳǊǎǘΩǎ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ [ƻƴŘƻƴ, 
although the exact number is not known. Section 2 ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ ΨtǊƻŦƛƭŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ 
its origins as a small medieval settlement to a significantly sized rural centre.  
 
The Healthcheck incorporates multiple opportunities and requirements for community 
consultation. This ensures there is documented evidence to underpin proposals that come 
out of the process. Staplehurst was in the advantageous position of having undertaken 
relatively recent and comprehensive community-wide consultations and assessments.  
Section 3 outlines how the Healthcheck was able to build upon earlier work and details the 
additional systematic research and consultation that was undertaken.  
 
In taking a fresh look at Staplehurst, many strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
in relation to the community have been identified. There is common agreement in some 
topic areas, and divided and even polarised opinion on others. Numerous suggestions have 
been made on possible improvements to Staplehurst. Some big issues do prevail and which 
would require a multi-agency approach and substantial public and even private sector 
funding to resolve.  Section 4 outlines the key issues that came out of the Healthcheck. 
 
One of the main intended outcomes of the Healthcheck initiative is that communities 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƴ ΨŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ŦƻǊ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
specific actions and policies that reflect the view of the community as a whole. However, 
Staplehurst already had a well developed action planning programme that was put in place 
soon after the turn-of-the-millennium appraisal. Action plans have continued to be 
maintained and progressed by Staplehurst Parish Council and local partners and the 
Communities Together (PACT) group.  Section 5 discusses the many achievements of recent 
years, the existing action plan and how the Healthcheck outcomes relate to the ongoing 
work. Section 6 makes proposals for creating a more strategic vision for the area. A series of 
Appendices finally provide supporting information to references made in various sections of 
the report. 
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The Team is grateful for the support it has received from the Parish Council, the Staplehurst 
Society, and many individuals who have helped throughout this multi-year programme, as 
well as the authors and participants of previous appraisals and the Village Design Statement 
which have been invaluable sources of information. The Staplehurst Partnership team hope 
that its work to date, and the outcomes of the Healthcheck work, as summarised in this 
report, will have a positive and beneficial impact on Staplehurst in the future.  
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SECTION TWO ς A PROFILE OF STAPLEHURST 
 
Staplehurst has an unusual history among the rural communities in the Maidstone Borough 
of Kent. There is evidence of a settlement here from the period preceding the Roman 
occupation, discovered from excavations undertaken in 2002 during the installation of a new 
gas main. StŀǇƭŜƘǳǊǎǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻǳǘŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ wƻƳŀƴ ǊƻŀŘΣ ƴƻǿ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ Ψ!Ω 
class road, the A229. 
 
Staplehurst is not in the Domesday Book, but was firmly established soon after the Norman 
Conquest. Villages were late in coming to the Weald, where isolated dens, or pig pastures, 
expanded into small farms and then into hamlets. It was the presence of the church, 
probably built about 1150, which attracted people to one particular hamlet called 
Staplehurst, which means ΨPost WoodΩΦ 
 
In the following years, the late Mediaeval 
and Tudor cloth industry in the area made 
Staplehurst very prosperous and has given 
an unusually rich legacy of fine houses and 
more humble dwellings. 72 houses in and 
around the locality are recorded in 
IŀǎǘŜŘΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ YŜƴǘ and most of these 
are still in use. The ancient houses and the 
old hostelries including The Lamb, the 
/ǊƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ hŀƪΣ ǘƘŜ .Ŝƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ IŜŀŘ όŀƴ ancient hall house) remain a 
testament to the past even though some of these are now converted to residential 
dwellings. From the seventeenth century there was some decline, with the loss of the cloth 
industry, but the coming of the railway led to a wave of development and a new surge of 
prosperity in the Victorian period. The locality became the mail centre for vast areas to the 
north and south and home to a thriving agricultural market. 
 
From that time a population of around 3000 persisted for many decades until the post 1960 
era when Staplehurst rapidly doubled in size over a short period. Until the early 1ффлΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
community was relatively self sufficient with a wide range of shops and services. The 2001 
census states the population as being 6003 people living in 2265 dwellings. Since then, there 
has been further expansion from housing development, though, compared to the past, this 
has been from smaller multi-dwelling complexes and infill on vacant land or large gardens.  
 
Overall, there is a broad range of dwellings, including privately owned, rented and those 
provided by the housing association. Housing stock is in generally good condition with 62% 
of properties having 3 or more bedrooms. At September 2009 average house prices range 
from £140,000 for a 1 bedroom house to £528,000 for a 4 bedroom house. 
 
According to census data, all four wards that make up Staplehurst are in the top 25% of the 
most affluent in the country. 96% of the population is white British. There are no significant 
local variations in age demographics, unemployment, health or educational attainment 
when compared to regional and national averages. Crime rates are low. 
 
Despite ongoing development, Staplehurst is a rural settlement surrounded by open 
countryside. No point within the main envelope of development is more than a few minutes 
from a public footpath. There is a rich legacy of access routes to the fields and woods. These 
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are valued and well used. Almost 90% of the parish is farming land but over the last century 
the number of farms has fallen from over seventy to twelve as farms have been combined, 
and efficiency has demanded the use of large expensive machinery. Many former working 
farmhouses and outbuildings are now residential dwellings with no economic connection to 
the worked land, as is also the case with numerous cottages, which had previously housed 
farm workers.  
 
Staplehurst is on a primary north/south route connecting Maidstone to the Weald and the 
south coast. The Romans first built a road on this line. The current A229 has kept mostly to 
this route and is now crossed east-ǿŜǎǘ ōȅ ΨCΩ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǊƻŀŘǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ {ǘŀǇƭŜƘǳǊǎǘ to 
neighbours Marden and Headcorn and to destinations beyond. Public bus routes run along 
the main A road north-south but, other than contracted school buses, there is no public bus 
transport along any other routes. The mainline station has very direct and frequent services 
to Tonbridge, Sevenoaks and London to the west/north west, and Ashford and the coast to 
the east. This, combined with the main A road, makes Staplehurst a very popular terminal 
for commuters from a very wide area many miles to the north and south, including people 
from south Maidstone who will use Staplehurst in preference to aŀƛŘǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ own train 
stations. 
 

Staplehurst is designated by Maidstone 
Borough Council ŀǎ ŀ άǊǳǊŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 
ŎŜƴǘǊŜέΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ 
significant loss in retail provision over the 
last 40 years, Staplehurst does have a 
range of services in addition to its 
popular rail service. For example, there is 
today a convenience store, a post office, 
ŀ ōǳǘŎƘŜǊΩǎΣ ŀ ƎǊŜŜƴƎǊƻŎŜǊΩs, a floristΩs, a 
carpet shop, a library, a pharmacy, a 
bank, an Indian restaurant, an 
undertakerΩs and a betting office; there 
are multiple pubs, churches, newsagents, 

solicitors, accountants, personal care services, food take-aways and petrol stations. There 
are two farm shops which are well used.  
 
It has been estimated that there are in excess of 150 local businesses based within the 
parish, operating from the Lodge Road industrial estate and at various other places including 
converted agricultural buildings and in homes.  There are a number of care and nursing 
homes, numerous pre-school facilities and the primary school which has over 400 pupils.  
 
A new and relatively substantial medical centre was built in 2005, a new skate-park was built 
in 2005 then extended in 2007, and new sports field changing rooms were built in 2009. 
There is a weekly Sunday market, held in the station car-park, but stalls are dominated by a 
mix of bric-a-brac and produce retailed by out-of-area traders rather than ōŜƛƴƎ Ψfarmers 
ƳŀǊƪŜǘΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ. 
 
All these facilities do serve and are well used by local residents, those living in the immediate 
hinterland, those using the station and those passing through, visiting or doing business in 
the area. Those living further beyond the parish boundary are more likely to use the facilities 
in neighbouring communities, particularly Marden to the west, Headcorn to the east and 
Cranbrook to the south.  
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The collection of historic buildings and the generally good level of maintenance of land and 
property make Staplehurst an attractive place. Staplehurst has a good sense of community 
and there are around 50 different 
interest and activity groups, all mainly 
run by the voluntary efforts of a 
considerable band of organisers.  
Staplehurst was judged to be the Kent 
Village of the Year in 2003. This was 
based on the quantity and quality of 
voluntary organisations, care for the 
more vulnerable and needy residents, 
and programmes to develop and 
improve communication.  
 
¢ƘŜ Ψ±ƛƭƭŀƎŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ƙŀƭƭ 
premises are in constant use; there is a wide range of special care homes all finding this to 
be an inclusive location in which to be based; newcomers to the area speak warmly of the 
warmth of the welcome that they receive and of continuing support. 
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SECTION THREE - RESEARCH AND CONSULTATION 
 
The Staplehurst Healthcheck aimed to gather information covering all aspects relating to the 
quality of life in Staplehurst and included both qualitative and quantitative findings. Vital to 
the quality of the Healthcheck was involvement by the wider community, to ensure that as 
many views as possible were gathered and taken into account. 
 
The Healthcheck process demands a systematic approach for community consultation and 
analysis. This ensures there is a good audit trail and clear evidence to underpin proposals 
that come out of the process. However Staplehurst was in the advantageous position of 
having undertaken three significant community consultation exercises, preceding the 
decision to participate in this market towns initiative, as follows: 
 

 Staplehurst Village Appraisal 1990-1993 

 Staplehurst Community Millennium Appraisal, published 2001 

 Village Design Statement, 2005 

 
Through the initiative of Staplehurst Parish Council, an action-plan sub group had been 
formed in 2004 to act upon the recommendations that had come out of these assessments. 
The Healthcheck initiative provided a new opportunity, and one with funding support, to 
possibly extend and enhance the action planning work already in place so the Staplehurst 
Partnership was formed in 2005. 
 
¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎǊƻǎǎ-community and multi-agency 
representation in the Healthcheck work above and beyond whatever representation there 
might be in existing parish council or other groups. The Staplehurst Partnership was formed 
ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎǇƛƴ-ƻŦŦΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƛǎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ-plan sub-group. 
 
The general approach was to build on and update the previous assessment work highlighted 
ŀōƻǾŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǊŜ-ƛƴǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘŜŜƭΩΦ aǳŎƘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 
existed. Some of the recommendations from the previous assessments and improvements 
to community life had or were being acted upon through a Parish Council action plan or as 
outcomes of other initiatives (see Section 5). Many core issues still remained though and 
required further consultation and research in order to bring opinion and evidence up to date 
and ensure it was representative and could be acted upon. 
 
The work of the Partnership group from 2005 to 2009 therefore had four major strands: 
 

 Public meetings - a launch event for the Staplehurst Partnership to canvas views and 
opinions about community life and issues, annual parish meetings and a presence at 
other community events to report progress and obtain further feedback. 

 

 Review of Previous Assessments ς to consider recommendations and outcomes of 
previous research work, to assess progress already being made, to identify issues 
and opportunities that still exist and those that require further consultation and/or 
action. 

 

 An on-line survey ς to consult with the community on known key issues and provide 
the opportunity for new ideas and input in other topic areas.  
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 Worksheet-based Analysis ς to identify and document strengths, opportunities, 
weaknesses and threats within the community. 

 
Appendix 1 contains summaries of the outcomes of the previous assessments, colour coded 
to show where there is clear evidence that progress had and has not been made. This 
analysis highlighted areas where further community consultation was required to bring 
information up to date. 
 
It was generally considered by the Partnership group that a further community-wide survey 
in the form of a questionnaire delivered to every household would not be appropriate. Such 
a process had been carried out in the relatively recent appraisals and residents would likely 
be irritated by being asked to complete a further survey. An on-line survey using a 
commercial web-based survey tool would be sufficient to bring existing evidence up to date 
and gauge opinion on other matters. Assisted access to the survey at the parish office, 
library and at a senior citizensΩ interest group was offered for those without computers at 
home. 
 
The scope of the survey work was also influenced by guidance from the rural townsΩ county 
coordinator. Some of the infrastructure challenges faced by Staplehurst would require a 
multi-agency approach plus substantial funding from the public and private sector. Whilst 
such challenges should be addressed in a long-term strategy, the Partnership was advised 
that it would be unhelpful to raise expectations of residents that major issues would be 
addressed through the rural towns Healthcheck initiative. The focus of the survey work was 
therefore on smaller scale infrastructure issues plus numerous other aspects of community 
life.  
 
The on-line survey was available to residents for a period of just under one year, from 
February 2008 to January 2009. The survey was promoted through numerous local 
publications and by a door-to-door leaflet drop. It contained 40 questions on a wide variety 
of topics. During that period, 247 people took part, exceeding the target of a responses rate 
representative of 10% of households. Respondents lived in 104 postcodes, giving excellent 
geographic spread, with more than half of the postcodes having from 2 to 9 respondents. 
There was opportunity for both prompted and un-prompted response. As well as answering 
multiple choice questions, there were 886 free text responses to the main topics of the e-
survey as well as comments and suggestions about many other aspects of community life.  
 
A copy of the survey and summarised results are provided at Appendix 2. 
 
The Healthcheck resources also included a series of worksheets covering four topics areas: 

 the environment 

 the economy 

 social and community issues  

 transport and accessibility. 
 
The worksheets are designed to capture objective opinion reflecting community aspirations 
and concerns. The worksheets collectively contained in excess of 500 questions which were 
completed through desktop research (for example of census data), by group discussion and 
through the involvement of known experts on certain topic areas. The drawing out of 
conclusions for each of the sub-section topic areas of the worksheets was facilitated by 
completion of a SWOT analysis, which recorded strengths, opportunities, weaknesses and 
threats that had arisen from the worksheets. Where an observation was obvious it was 
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classified as a ΨŦŀŎǘΩΤ those that were less clear were qualified with Ψmore information 
neededΩ. The completed worksheets are available as a series of documents accompanying 
this report. 
 
Staplehurst Parish Council, through its web site, has hosted a public discussion forum for a 
number of years which has provided a useful secondary source of public information. At the 
time of writing, the forum receives over 1800 unique visitors per month. In the past, the 
validity and authenticity of some postings has been questionable because of postings being 
made anonymously and on occasion there has been clear evidence of individuals using 
multiple pseudonyms to give the appearance of a groundswell of opinion on certain topics. 
The introduction of a registration system during 2009 has significantly increased the 
credibility of the forum; particularly topical issues recently have been parking at The Parade 
and planning matters related to land use by traveller communities. 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƛƳΩ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ 
Healthcheck process as originally envisaged has not been completed. Specific opportunities 
to bid for funding for economic regeneration have not been identified and further work is 
required to develop a more wide-reaching strategic vision for Staplehurst. The following 
sections of this report summarise the outcome of the research and consultation work 
described above and outline proposals for follow-on work. 
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SECTION FOUR ς KEY ISSUES 
 
There are a number of key issues of concern to Staplehurst residents that have emerged 
from the Healthcheck process. The areas of issues fall into the following eight main 
categories: 
 

 Culture, Heritage and Environment 

 Future Development of Staplehurst 

 Improvements to the Station Area 

 Integration of the Business Community 

 Parking  

 Retail Provision 

 Social and Community Facilities 

 Transport and Traffic 
 
The relevance of the Healthcheck process in determining further action planning and vision 
work, and the role of the partnership group itself, have both emerged as additional issues 
for those participating in these various community planning programmes. 
 
This section summarises the key findings in each of the above categories. The subsequent 
sections draw conclusions from the analysis of the issues arising and make proposals about 
how these matters could be addressed in the future. 
 
1. Future Development of Staplehurst 
 
A number of key references set out past development of Staplehurst and highlight the 
impact that these have had on the community:- 
 

 In a portrait of Kent Villages published in 1975, author Alan Bignell wrote:          
ά{ǘŀǇƭŜƘǳǊǎǘ όǘƻŘŀȅύ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŜŀsant village with a number of modern properties vouching for 
its attraction for newcomers who find its main line station a convenient starting point for 
the daily commuter-trek to London or the county capital of Maidstone, and a soothing 
rural retreat to return to afterwards. But there is no denying that the development has not 
been altogether sympathetic to the old character of the village and, in fact, visually the 
village is a rather glaring example of what too-rapid, poorly-planned growth can do to an 
old and well-ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦέ 

 

 The Village Design Statement (VDS) published in 2005 echoes and expands upon those 
same findings:  άA common finding through consultation has been a sense that the 
planning of the development in physical terms was haphazard and that the organic 
balance of the village was distorted. A second finding is a conviction that all that is 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜέ Ƙŀǎ ƭŀƎƎŜŘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦ ! 
third (finding) centres on the frequently expressed difficulty in accepting that the 
community can still be described as a village. This is a matter of persistent public debate 
about the identity of Staplehurst with a vocal element maintaining that it has the size of a 
small rural town, larger in terms of population than neighbouring towns, but deficient in 
services. ά¢ƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǎǿŀƳǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ !ннф ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
insensitive and poorly designed modern buildings, which have detracted from the visual 
appearance and atmosphere of the old village centre. Strategic planning was not in 
evidence and the new developments do not relate easily to the historical structure. 
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Insensitive development of The Parade has damaged the appearance and atmosphere of 
ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΦέ 

 

  Maidstone Borough /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Ψ¢ƻǳǊ-aŀƛŘǎǘƻƴŜΩ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ {ǘŀǇƭŜƘǳǊǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ 
village in one section and then as a small market town in another. An entry posted on the 
global internet encyclopaedia Wikipedia states that:   άStaplehurst lacks the large 
facilities, like a supermarket and leisure centre, that would enable it to be classified as a 
towƴέΦ  

 

 The South East Rural Towns Partnership web site states that:  άStaplehurst is no longer a 
village, but a small rural townέΦ 

 
The Healthcheck work has shown that there continues to be public debate about the most 
appropriate identity for Staplehurst. In the on-line survey, a few people stated, unprompted, 
that Staplehurst should be described as a town, believing in turn that this will give access to 
additional funding and investment. Others wish to retain the identity of a village, believing 
that this will better protect and conserve the local environmental and heritage.   
 
There is no doubt that since the 1960s there has been a huge growth in the local residential 
population. This was opportunistic rather than planned. The location of new estates gave 
problems about the balance of the development overall and presented problems about 
ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ άǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƭƛŦŜέΦ {ǘŀǇƭŜƘǳrst has 
frequently been viewed primarily as a London-commuter community but evidence does not 
support this. The 2001 census identifies that only around 25% of the working population 
travel more than 40km to work, and not all of these will be travelling to London. However, 
the average distance travelled to work is 22miles compared to the national average of 13 
showing there is good deal of commuting to work taking place. Use of the car is the 
predominant form of transport not only for travel-to-work, but for food and other shopping 
and for social and recreational purposes, as few leisure facilities exist in the neighbourhood. 
 
The polarised views about the best identity for Staplehurst may well have inhibited the 
development of any form of any parish-led strategic plan for Staplehurst in the past since 
none currently exists. Today, though, 75% of respondents to the Healthcheck on-line survey 
would like to see more development in and around the area, either within the current 
boundary or within and beyond it. Equally significant is that almost half of those who initially 
ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ άƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘǎ when it was explained that 
this would mean there would be no more houses, shops, offices, industry, educational or 
social and leisure buildings. This increased the proportion of residents who would like to see 
more development to 83%. Only 14% of respondents said they wanted no more 
development at all, with 3% who did not mind.  
 
There were 579 expressions of interest against a prompted list of things that could be 
developed, with interest shown as follows:  
 

 more small shops (24% of responses) 

 a supermarket (21%)  

 more parking (19%)  

 sports centre (19%)  

 more housing (4%),  

 more offices (3%) and  

 more industry (3%).  
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Where there was an interest in more housing, this was predominantly affordable housing for 
young people and housing suitable for the elderly.  
 
There were 115 free text, unprompted responses giving other ideas for development:  
 

 facilities for young people (15 actual responses); 

 improved village hall (13)  

 more cafes and restaurants (12) 

 improvements to the parade (7) 

 a bypass (6)  

 affordable housing (5) and  

 highway improvements (5). 
 
/ǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ a./Ωǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀŦǘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ 
Staplehurst as a rural service centre. A rural service centre is defined in the Kent and 
Medway Structure Plan as Ψa settlement within a rural area which provides an important 
service role (e.g. employment, shops, and community facilities,) to their local population and 
their immediate rural hinterland.  
 
Whilst a range of businesses, shops, professional service organisations and leisure facilities 
do exist, as Staplehurst has grown so there has been a comparative decline in retail and 
service provision in the traditional centre of the area, with a consequent loss of social use.  
 
There is no evidence of any strategic or proactive planning by the Borough or County to 
underpin, manage or enhance this rural service centre status. There is also no evidence that 
the views and opinions of the local community are influencing local government policy. 
Conversely, for example, Staplehurst is currently being considered for the development of 
more dwellings in the housing review study currently being undertaken by MBC. 
Additionally, planning permission is being repeatedly granted for developments by traveller 
communities in the hinterland, adding further demand to existing services without there 
being any proportionate enhancement to those services.  
 
If development trends experienced in the past continue, then the population of Staplehurst 
will exceed 7000 within the next 5 to 10 years. 
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2. Retail Provision 
 
There is little shopping provision in Staplehurst and the majority of food and other shopping 
takes place elsewhere, accessed by car. 83% of community respondents would like to see 
more development in Staplehurst, with more shops, a supermarket and cafes/restaurants 
being the most frequent requests. Most available floorspace is currently in use. Some 
previous retail premises have been converted to residential use or for professional and 
personal care services.  
 
Many residents would like the visual appearance of The Parade improved, including the 
planting beds which some consider to be detrimental to the area. The VDS of 2005 did 
propose that άplans be developed and adopted to ameliorate the unhappy visual impact of 
The Parade and to restore to this area a Low Weald appearanceέΦ  
 
The Staplehurst Society, supported voluntarily by a local architect, did subsequently work up 
some ideas for improvement and put these proposals to the owners of The Parade. The 
Parade owners do have plans to add additional retail and residential units to the site, but 
there is no evidence of any improvements to existing premises. At this point there has not 
been a planning application for further development at The Parade. Consultation shows that 
many people would like to see more development, especially shops, in Staplehurst, although 
there has been mixed reaction to the proposals in local publications and on the website 
discussion forum. 
 
3. Parking  
 
Parking congestion in and around The Parade has been a persistent problem for many years. 
The 1990-мффо !ǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άAny opportunities to expand car parking facilities in 
the centre of the village should be investigatedέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άBusinesses and residents in the 
vicinity of the Parade car park should ensure their cars are parked elsewhere to release 
parking spaces for shoppersέΦ 
 
Until 2009 perceptions about the inadequacy of parking at The Parade and long-term 
consumption of spaces by nearby businesses and residents had pervaded.  
 
The Healthcheck consultation 
resulted in many comments and 
suggestions about parking. There 
was significant interest in 
controlled, but free parking at 
The Parade with widespread 
belief that it is used for long 
term parking by shop-workers 
and residents. Frequent 
comments were that pay-and-
display parking is un-enforceable 
because many stop for only a 
short time anyway, and that it 
would harm the local economy. 
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When specifically asked, 81% of respondents said they would be prepared to have time- 
limited parking at The Parade (free for a set period), but 74% of respondents would not be 
prepared to have a pay-and-display system.  
 
 
There were numerous requests for:  

 existing parking at The Parade to be better marked   

 the use of the car be more widely discouraged in preference to visiting the area on 
foot or by bike.  

 
There were many suggestions that  

 the planting bed area could be used to provide more space  

  there should be better enforcement of existing parking restrictions near the area. 
 
There were numerous comments about the Medical Centre car park being made more 
widely available in a controlled manner, with comments that there was a missed opportunity 
for a more strategic approach to parking in the area as a whole.  
 
In June 2009, the owners of The Parade introduced time-limited parking. This was 
understood to be implemented as a result of their own research linked to proposals to 
develop The Parade, rather than as a response of the Healthcheck outcomes or any other 
parish-led initiative. Some spaces are now reserved for permit holders in business premises 
and free parking is now limited to one hour; wheel clamping and associated charging is 
applied to those attempting to park for a longer period or in spaces reserved for permit 
holders.  
 
Although many Healthcheck consultees supported time-limited parking, a very vocal 
element of the community objected to the new arrangements. Some residents without their 
own off-street parking were adversely affected by the changes and others felt that the 
restriction to one hour would have an adverse affect on the local economy. It has not been 
possible to quantify the actual number of objectors.  
 
Parking spaces are now always readily available at The Parade, but the action taken by The 
Parade owners has resulted in nearby estate roads and lanes now having cars parked on 
them for long periods of the day. There has been a recent clampdown by the police on 
pavement parking, which has become prevalent on the A229 and in other places. There is no 
regular policing of restricted parking zones.  
 
Increasing car ownership combined with the lack of parking spaces and garages for many 
houses means on-street parking is at capacity in certain residential areas. 68% of community 
survey respondents consider there is insufficient parking in Staplehurst generally.  
 
4. Transport & Traffic 
 
The growth in the size and spread of Staplehurst over the last forty years has not been 
matched by appropriate development of the transport infrastructure, including the provision 
of public transport. The decline in local retail provision, combined with the absence of 
recreational and leisure facilities, means that local people frequently travel in and out of 
Staplehurst, with the car being the predominant form of transport.  
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Historically, access from one part of the community to another was easy and safe: the 
evidence for this is in the pictorial archive of the Staplehurst Society. Increase in traffic flow 
on the A229, which is now a Primary Route, has had a significantly adverse effect on the 
quality of life and to some degree has divided the community east-west. There are two 
controlled pedestrian crossing points across the A229: one at The Parade; and the other at 
/ǳŎƪƻƭŘΩǎ /ƻǊƴŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ 
difficult for pedestrians and cyclists to move easily from the eastern to the western part, 
where most facilities are located. 
 

The estates to the east and west of 
the A229 are all heavily dependent on 
the Headcorn Road/Marden Road 
cross-roads for access and these 
minor roads also provide one of the 
few east-west routes across this part 
of the Weald. As a result, the 
/ǳŎƪƻƭŘΩǎ /ƻǊƴŜǊ ƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ 
significant bottleneck; many vehicles 
sit in queues at the traffic lights along 
each leg of the junction for lengthy 
periods. The volume of east-west 
traffic creates a further division of 
Staplehurst into four quarters. 

Overall, the speed, noise and pollution from traffic makes passage on foot to the central 
shopping area, school, medical centre and station somewhat unpleasant and seemingly 
dangerous when fast-moving vehicles go past. 
 
Staplehurst Station is a very popular as a railway terminal for commuters from many miles 
around. The station is at the extreme north of the main envelope of development and at the 
opposite end to the shopping and other 
services. There is no evidence that the 
station specifically enhances the local 
economy, but it does have a negative 
impact because of the traffic volumes it 
creates. Rail and bus services are also not 
particularly well integrated. There is 
congestion at the junction of Station 
Approach with the A229. With increasing 
risk of accident due to volume, speed and 
visibility issues, there is significant 
interest in having better traffic control at 
this location.  
 
The community survey also shows there remains some interest in Staplehurst having a 
bypass; this is understood not to be a Highway Authority priority and has not been 
mentioned in any policy or planning document for many years. The bypass was not raised as 
a particular issue or opportunity, but there were 63 unprompted suggestions for a bypass in 
the community survey. There were also comments that a bypass would have a detrimental 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǉǳƻǘƛƴƎ [ŀƳōŜǊƘǳǊǎǘ ŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƎƘƻǎǘ ǘƻǿƴΩ 
since its bypass was developed.  
 


