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The New Local Plan claims that three exceptional circumstances apply to the current 
proposal at Birchfield Grove, namely: 

• The provision of a Doctors surgery, which cannot be delivered without the housing/or on 

another site 

• The provision of land for future school expansion 

• A significant provision of green space and biodiversity net gain 

I would argue that all three of the ‘exceptional circumstances’ cited in the current proposal 
are unfounded.  These are examined in detail below. 
 
Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) 
The current proposal claims it will provide ‘significant biodiversity net gain’, however it will 
in fact lead to a devastating loss of biodiversity, and therefore cannot be considered an 
exceptional circumstance to justify the proposed major development of this site.  
 
The Birchfield Grove site comprises wood pasture and parkland (a priority habitat under 
Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006).  Within 
BNG wood pasture and parkland is classified as a very high distinctiveness habitat 
(VHDH). As per the Statutory Biodiversity Metric User Guide (Defra, 2024) VHDH are 
‘highly threatened, internationally scarce habitats which require conservation action, and 
impacts to these habitats should be avoided in line with planning policy’.   
 
Natural England (NE) confirmed that the site constitutes wood pasture and parkland 
habitat in November 2023, and this correspondence was passed to TWBC planners 
ahead of the planning committee meeting. NE stated they will be including the Birchfield 
Grove site on their priority habitat inventory. 
 
The wood pasture and parkland habitat was not identified as part of the 
22/02664/HYBRID planning application (despite multiple comments via the planning 
portal highlighting its presence).  The BNG Metric 3.1 submitted as part of the application   
claimed the baseline value of the site was 37.37 habitat units, based on the majority of 
the site being ‘poor’ condition modified grassland.  The application claimed there would 
be a 40.44% gain in biodiversity, following the loss of 12.085ha of grassland and creation 
of other habitats, as a result of the development.  As the wood pasture and parkland 
habitat was not considered, this is therefore incorrect.  
 
Instead, and based on 12.085ha of wood pasture and parkland habitat (as recognised by 
NE), in a ‘good’ habitat condition (as evidenced by the applicant's own documents 
submitted in support of 22/02664/HYBRID), and on account of the priority habitat being of 
‘medium’ strategic significance, the baseline value of the site should be 332.25 habitat 
units (under BNG Metric 3.1).  There will therefore in fact be a 84% loss in biodiversity, 
following the loss of 12.085ha of wood pasture and parkland and creation of other lower 
value habitats, as a result of the development.  This loss would defy TWBC’s emerging 
policy (Policy EN9: Biodiversity Net Gain) on BNG which requires a minimum 10% gain in 
biodiversity. 
 
It is disappointing that TWBC have failed to consider the presence of priority wood 
pasture and parkland habitat on site at Birchfield Grove, both at the planning committee 
and in the production of this New Local Plan. 
 
Doctor’s Surgery 
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Insufficient evidence and justification has been provided to claim the potential future 
provision of a medical centre meets the criteria for inclusion as an exceptional 
circumstance to justify a major development at this site.  Much has been stated about the 
Birchfield Grove site being the only location suitable for a new medical centre.  When one 
digs into the details, the evidence to support this location appears unsubstantiated.   
 
In reference to statements made in the ‘Business Case in Support of a New Medical 
Centre at Fowlers Park, Hawkhurst’, all the benefits would surely be applicable to any 
new medical centre in any location.  The case put to West Kent Clinical Commissioning 
Group (CCG) in support of Birchfield Grove was: 

1. The location/proximity to Hawkhurst and the ‘more frequent’ bus routes serving 

the Rye Road (as opposed to the Cottage Hospital).   

a. Since publication of the business case, public transport options have 

deteriorated to/from Hawkhurst.  Currently there is one bus service (no. 

349) serving the Rye Road.  It runs every two hours.  It is also a 700m walk 

from the bus stop to the proposed medical centre at Birchfield Grove.  

Surely this in an unacceptable distance for those (waiting for and) travelling 

by public transport.   

b. There is also just one bus service (no. 1066) to the Cottage Hospital, but 

on the flip side the bus stop is immediately adjacent to the hospital and the 

buses run every hour.  Looking at public transport alone, the Cottage 

Hospital location would be preferable.    

2. The landowner agreeing to donate the land free of charge.   

a. Would this not also be the case at the Cottage Hospital?  

3. Other benefits such as parking provision.   

a. This would surely be part of any future medical centre, irrespective of its 

location.    

Other inadequacies of the business case were that there was no formal consultation of 
patients from Wish Valley or North Ridge to establish their preference of location for a 
new medical centre.  Furthermore, no formal assessment appears to have been carried 
out to establish the patient catchment and their modes of transport used to reach the 
current/proposed medical centre. 
 
It would appear that the Cottage Hospital location garners the support of the majority of 
the Hawkhurst residents that commented on the planning portal.  The argument that it is 
too far away from the heart of Hawkhurst can only be justified once an appropriate patient 
consultation has been carried out and an assessment of transport modes undertaken.   
 
Finally, the allocation of a medical centre at Birchfield Grove does not guarantee the 
construction of the new doctors’ surgery, so it is just a token gesture. There is no 
confirmation that funding is available for a medical centre there, nor timescales set out for 
it to be submitted for planning or to actually ever be built.   
 
Provision of land for school expansion 
No evidence has been provided as part of the New Local Plan/Birchfield Grove planning 
application to justify the provision of land for school expansion as exceptional 
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Please note the Inspector will determine the most appropriate procedure to adopt to 
hear those who have indicated that they wish to participate at the examination hearings 
stage once it resumes. 
  

I would like to understand the process and comment where necessary. 






