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Executive Summary
The Green Cluster studies set out an ambitious vision for the Green Grid public realm and provide an Action Plan to
support its delivery across north Kent. Seven Green Cluster Studies have been undertaken to date, and a further
Cluster Study is planned for the Isle of Sheppey. Each one focuses on areas of intensive regeneration and change
where there are superb opportunities to create strategically sited new greenspaces which will raise expectations, add
value to existing investment and create high quality green infrastructure for future development.
The Cluster Studies have adopted a partnership approach to co-ordinate discussions amongst key stakeholders in each
cluster. Many are engaged in developing ideas and drawing up plans for individual sites and the Cluster Studies'
workshops have provided a valuable opportunity to focus attention on the relationships between projects and the wider
landscape setting.
Starting on the flood embankments of the River Thames and ending at the North Downs Way in the heart of the Kent
Downs AONB, the Darent Valley has a strategic location on the edge of the London conurbation. The Darent Valley Path
is already a catalyst for a series of environmental projects, but the Green Cluster Studies offer an opportunity for an
overarching, coordinated vision, which promotes the valley, while reflecting the strong contrasts in character and
accessibility along the river corridor.
The Green Cluster Studies' vision for the Darent Valley draws together ideas from a range of stakeholders and
expresses a common vision for the Darent Valley Cluster. It is an ambitious vision, with a new national cycle route
extending the length of the valley from the Thames City to Sea path to the North Downs Way. This new route links a
balanced sequence of connections, destinations, environmental projects and greenspaces with gateways designed to
meet visitor needs and take the pressure off sensitive areas. Key stakeholders responsible for leading and influencing
the ongoing projects and activities in the Darent Valley Cluster include Dartford Borough Council, Sevenoaks District
Council, Bexley Council, Kent County Council, Kent Thameside Delivery Board, the Environment Agency, Kent Wildlife
Trust, Natural England, Sustrans, Groundwork Kent & Medway, the North West Kent Countryside Partnership, the
Darent Valley Consortium and local parish councils
The Green Clusters vision makes the case for strategic, targeted investment in Green Grid places and connections
along the Darent Valley. The implementation of the cycle route will unlock the potential of the area, providing a superb
recreational resource for the south east, promoting Dartford as a riverside town with true green credentials and tackling
problems of traffic congestion, accessibility and visitor management. The Darent Valley Path will be a prominent
greenway through the heart of Dartford and a new countryside gateway on the urban fringe could be the focus for
transforming an underused and relatively degraded landscape into a multi-functional landscape at a key hub in the subregional network of green infrastructure.
The Green Cluster Vision for the Darent Valley Cluster is accompanied by a separate Action Plan for its delivery. The
Action Plan demonstrates how the delivery of various components of the vision can be facilitated - by Greening the
Gateway Kent & Medway and by a range of other partners. It also sets out broad capital costs for the investment
required to achieve the vision and an overall timetable for its implementation which demonstrates the inter-relationships
between proposed and ongoing projects throughout the cluster.
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1 What are the Green Cluster Studies?
The Green Cluster studies set out an ambitious vision for the Green Grid public realm and provide an Action Plan to
support its delivery across north Kent. Seven Green Cluster Studies have been undertaken to date, and a further
Cluster Study is planned for the Isle of Sheppey. Each one focuses on areas of intensive regeneration and change
where there are superb opportunities to create strategically sited new greenspaces which will raise expectations, add
value to existing investment and create high quality green infrastructure for future development.
'Clusters' or groupings of planned and aspirational green space projects were identified during the Green Grid
stakeholder workshops held in Kent Thameside, Medway and Swale in 2007 and the areas selected for the Green
Cluster Studies take account of this earlier work. The Green Cluster Studies have:
•

identified a coherent sense of place for each cluster area

•

captured what is already happening

•

identified stakeholder aspirations and updated existing studies

•

identified inter-dependencies, gaps and opportunities

•

articulated a common vision for each cluster area

•

developed an outline action plan which set out actions, governance and phasing for delivering the vision

•

made the business case for investment

Green Clusters
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The Cluster Studies have adopted a partnership approach to co-ordinate discussions amongst key stakeholders in each
cluster. Many are engaged in developing ideas and drawing up plans for individual sites and the Cluster Studies' workshops have provided a valuable opportunity to focus attention on the relationships between projects and the wider
landscape setting. Two workshops were held for each cluster: the focus of the first workshop was to collate information,
define objectives and understand stakeholder aspirations; the second workshop was a creative session in which the
stakeholders worked together to develop a common vision for the cluster.
The overarching Green Clusters vision for the Darent Valley Cluster captures stakeholder aspirations and visions and
inspires an ambitious and creative approach. It is not a proposal or a bid, but is intended to be a helpful tool to prompt
creative discussion and joined up thinking in future discussions between stakeholders as the various projects in the
cluster are taken forward. Ultimately the Green Cluster Studies will increase confidence, make the case for investment
and provide a lever to bid for further funding.
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2 Darent Valley Cluster
Sense of place

1

flat horizon - gigantic industry - contrast - High Street - walls and steps - water below

natural meandering flow - focus - views and villages - patterns of fields - concave - convex

10

12

All rivers 'tell a story' and the storyboard for the River Darent starts in the heart of the Kent Downs AONB (at the North
Downs Way) and ends at the exposed Dartford & Crayford Marshes, where the mudflats, river, embankments and
marshy 'lost' meanders are etched into acres of windswept, open marsh. The river corridor is a microcosm, juxtaposed
against a large-scale landscape of flat grasslands and looming, disconnected clusters of industrial buildings. The Darent
Valley Path skirts the outer edges of the river corridor, with views into the shifting patterns of water and mud and out
across the marshes to the Thames.
To the south of Bob Dunn Way, there is a complete contrast in character. The path runs tight against the riverbank as
the Darent flows through Dartford's busy town centre. The river is always visible, but not widely legible as it is channelled
between buildings and roads. The water always seems to be down below, contained by walls and reached by steps. At
Central Park, the Darent again meanders freely, but the river still seems quite isolated within a formal urban park. This
character changes at Brooklands Lakes and beyond, where the Darent Valley Path becomes more of a muddy, narrow
riverside track, tight alongside a tree-lined river. Here the river corridor is tightly squeezed between fences and
alongside industrial estates. Eventually the landscape begins to open up, but is completely dominated by the major
roads, junctions and bridges on the southern fringes of Dartford.
The Darent seems small and relatively insignificant amidst the 'noise' and disjointed character of this 'middle' section of
the valley. The wide valley floor is dominated by a series of fishing lakes, the legacy of extensive former gravel pits. In
the centre the formal gardens of St John Jerusalem are a curious contrast. Many of the lakes are inaccessible and
fenced from public use or view and the Darent Valley Path keeps to the side of the valley before passing through South
Darenth, the first of a sequence of tightly clustered villages.

1 & 10 Photos courtesy of Jennifer Winters, North West Kent Countryside Partnership
12 Photo courtesy of Kent County Council
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As the valley slopes become steeper and the landform more legible, the passage of the river through the landscape is
marked by the linear, rhythmic pattern of villages. All have a distinctive local identity and this 'upper' part of the Darent
Valley has a lively character, with layers of historic, cultural and visual interest. Not surprisingly, the Upper Darent Valley is a
popular visitor destination, thronged with day trippers (from London) at weekends. The mosaic of fields, hedgerows and
woodland on the valley slopes is interspersed with large golf courses and the valley landscape seems active and well
populated, particularly alongside the river, where roads and people are concentrated within a relatively narrow valley floor.
Between Eynsford and Otford, the Lullingstone Country Park provides a more spacious rural destination, with rolling
downland, woodlands and circular walks. The southern cluster boundary is at Otford, where the Darent Valley Path
connects to the North Downs Way.

Forces for change - existing proposals, projects & activities
Extensive areas of Dartford are currently undergoing regeneration. Some of the largest projects have potential to create
and enhance links to the River Darent corridor, including the Bridge development, Lowfield Street, the Northern Gateway
West, Mill Pond, Northern Gateway East and Overy Street and some detailed studies have been undertaken to improve
the route of the Darent Valley Path through the town centre and its accessibility to surrounding neighbourhoods. The
whole of Dartford Town Centre is the subject of an Area Action Plan which focuses on enhancing the character,
accessibility of the local townscape and in particular opportunities for the growth of the retail economy. Ongoing
planning applications for housing and mixed use developments will also lead to opportunities for open space and
enhanced accessibility along the River Darent.

Existing proposals, projects & activities
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Central Park, Dartford's principal town centre formal urban park, is the subject of a major funding bid. The proposals
include a bandstand, events area, tea room and water play area and a wetland ecology area which will be used as an
educational resource for local schools and colleges. There are also proposals to link Central Park to Brooklands Lakes
via an underpass (under the A225). These proposals, together with the purchased Glaxo Smith Kline land to the east
have the potential to double the public space of Central Park. The redevelopment of Lowfield Street also offers the
opportunity to fully integrate the west side of the park into the town centre, where currently there are few connections
and no buildings face the park. Central Park will be a template for major new developments in the vicinity of the Town
Centre e.g. the old industrial quarter north of the station and the combination of the Lowfield Street, Central Park and
Brooklands Lake projects will provide a new gateway with the potential to transform visitors' experience of the Darent
valley. Central Park will become a regionally significant centre for a greenway reaching from the River Thames to
Sevenoaks.
On the fringes of the broad lower Darent Valley, Dartford Heath and the Darenth Woods Country Park are actively
managed for nature conservation and public access - there are new proposals for circular walks which enhance the
connectivity of the Darenth Woods area, but there are few formal connections to the Darent Valley Path from the
neighbourhoods in the wider South Dartford area.
To the south of Dartford, there are fewer projects, although the Darent Valley Path Interpretation Plan provides a
strategy for interpretation and enhanced access along the entire route and the Environment Agency's River Darent
Restoration Strategy establishes a blueprint for action to enhance water quality and water flow in the Darent itself. A
number of pilot projects have been implemented to improve channel morphology and wetland habitats. The SuRCaSE
project has led to a range of projects, including advice on environment-friendly farming and Sustainable Urban Drainage
Schemes within the Darent catchment. To the south of Eynsford, Lullingstone Country Park and Preston Hill SSSI are
owned and managed by Kent County Council
The location of these major proposals, together with a range of other ongoing activities and forces for change are shown
on the aerial view.

Stakeholders
Key stakeholders within the Darent Valley Cluster are:
Dartford Borough Council - planning and delivery of regeneration projects throughout Dartford and the extension
and enhancement of Central Park. Dartford Borough Council has prepared an Open Spaces Technical Report and is
a partner in the delivery of the Kent Thameside Green Grid. The Council also plays an active role in the management
of Dartford Marshes, Darenth Woods Country Park and Dartford Heath.
Bexley Council - a leading partner in the implementation of the Managing the Marshes project, which extends across
the Crayford (Bexley Council) and Dartford (Dartford Borough Council) marshes. Bexley Council has commissioned
a Feasibility & Options Report for a shared pedestrian/cycle crossing over the River Darent at Crayford/Dartford
Marshes. This bridge would be a key link along the River Thames Path/Sustrans NCR 1. At present cyclists and
pedestrians face a considerable diversion of approximately 4-5 miles to cross the River Darent via Bob Dunn Way.
There are also a number of Green Grid projects in open spaces on the fringes of the cluster (Barnes Cray Pastures,
Churfield Wood & Dartford Heath and Chalk Wood & Joyden's Wood), which focus on accessibility and open space
enhancement.
Sevenoaks District Council, which is responsible for the planning and delivery of projects in the southern part of the
Darent Valley cluster - particular interests are the Lullingstone Country Park and planning applications for the villages
in the sensitive upper Darent Valley. A recent transport study1 identifies a range of relevant rural transport issues,
including bus services, over reliance on the car and the impact of leisure tourism.

1
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JMP Consulting for Sevenoaks Borough Council, August 2007, Sevenoaks District Transport Study Evidence Base Report - Final Report

Kent County Council - The County Council's Rights of Way team has published a guidebook promoting part of the
Darent Valley Path and has also provided information on proposed improvements to the rights of way network in the
Darent Valley (which have been put forward during the consultation process for the Kent County Council Rights of
Way Improvement Plan). Kent County Council owns Lullingstone Country Park, a key gateway for visitors to the
chalk downland landscapes of the Upper Darent Valley, and the Preston Hill SSSI, an extensive mosaic of woodland
and chalk grassland on the east side of the valley. Facilities at Lullingstone Country Park include a car park, visitor
centre, nature trail and education programme. Preston Hill also offers access for visitors and there is a long term
objective to enhance connectivity between the two sites.
Kent Thameside Delivery Board - aims to bring new jobs and homes to sustainable communities within the Kent
Thameside area, with investment in excellent public transport and green spaces. Responsibilities include the
delivery of the Green Grid throughout Kent Thameside and current Green Grid projects targeted for investment are
within the Darent Valley Cluster include the Darent Valley Path, Darenth Wood Green Links, Brooklands Lakes and
Dartford Heath·
Environment Agency - shoreline & flood management, recreation and waterfront access, protection of controlled
water quality, fisheries and contamination. The Environment Agency is responsible for the management of the
Darent River catchment. As a chalk river, the Darent is a priority BAP habitat and the Environment Agency has
prepared the River Darent Restoration Strategy - a catchment-wide management strategy for the River Darent which
seeks to manage the river for the benefit of ecology and local people. The primary objective is to enable
characteristic chalk river habitats to be maintained, enhanced, restored or created through promotion of projects and
sensitive river management. The Environment Agency has also undertaken a series of pilot projects at Halling
Manor, Lullingstone and South Darent, which seek to enhance water quality, wetland habitats and access to the
river·
Natural England - an overarching interest in promoting public access to the natural environment and in the
conservation and enhancement of biodiversity throughout the cluster.
Kent Wildlife Trust - has particular interest in the Darenth Woods Country Park, Dartford Heath and is a partner in
the ongoing Managing the Marshes project on the Dartford and Crayford Marshes. The Trust has prepared a
detailed proposal to promote circular walks in the Darenth Woods Country Park area·
North West Kent Countryside Partnership has led a number of environmental projects in the Darent Valley,
including the Darent Valley Path Interpretation Plan2 , which identifies projects and action which will enhance
accessibility - in terms of physical access and interpretation - along the length of the Darent Valley Path. The
Interpretation Plan has been a key influence on the Green Clusters Vision for the Darent Valley.
Kent Downs AONB - The upper Darent Valley is within the Kent Downs AONB and many of the issues raised in the
Green Clusters workshops are also relevant to the objectives of the Kent Downs AONB Management Plan3 (which is
currently undergoing a review).The Kent Downs AONB Landscape Design Handbook and the recently published
Kent Downs AONB Streetscape Design Handbook have also influenced the Green Clusters Vision - three of the
villages in the Darent Valley (Otford, Eynsford and Shoreham) are case studies in the Streetscape Design
Handbook.
Sustrans - recognises that the Darent Valley offers an excellent opportunity for a strategic link along a fairly level
route. The Darent Valley national cycle route has already been allocated a number - Regional Cycle Route 14, linking
Dartford and Sevenoaks - and an initial feasibility study was been undertaken to give a broad assessment of key
issues and potential barriers.
Groundwork Kent & Medway - Groundwork has undertaken detailed management plans for Dartford Heath and
the Darenth Woods Country Park and has also undertaken a user survey of the Darent Valley Path which provides
valuable evidence on how the path is currently used, including the type of people most likely to use it and when they
do so.

2 North West Kent Countryside Partnership, April 2007, Darent Valley Path Interpretation Plan (Draft Version)
3 Kent Downs AONB, 2004, Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 2004-2009
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SuRCaSE (Sustainable River Catchments for the South East) - a partnership project match funded by the EU
LIFE environment programme. The key aim is to identify and develop water resource protection actions on a local
scale which will have economic, environmental and social benefits and contribute to regional sustainable
development. The River Darent is one of three catchments that are a focus for the project in the south east. The
principal themes for the project represent the key water resource protection issues which should form an integrated
approach to catchment management: environmentally friendly farming; water efficiency; sustainable urban drainage
and improved access and amenity. The projects undertaken by SuRCaSE have informed the Green Clusters vision.
Darent Valley Consortium is a partnership organisation representing the parish councils of Otford, Shoreham,
Farningham, Crockenhill and Eynsford - all in the upper Darent Valley. In response to the Green Clusters stakeholder
workshops, the Consortium identified the key issues and opportunities facing the villages in the Upper Darent. Issues
include traffic congestion, parking, streetscape design, vandalism, visitor facilities, litter, traffic noise, sustainable
transport and footpath connectivity. But the Consortium also recognizes the economic benefits that visitors bring and
it is keen to find a positive, balanced approach to the challenge of conserving the inherent rural character of the area,
while continuing to attract and manage increased visitor numbers.
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3 Policy Context
The context maps have been prepared using GIS data. They illustrate our current knowledge of the cluster area and
highlight key potential influences which should be taken into account in planning future activities.
The mini-maps below provide an indication of the range of context maps available; the full set of maps (at a larger
scale) is available separately.

Statutory Designations

Accessible Greenspaces

Cultural Heritage

Ecological Network

Land Use

Planning & Policies

Topography

Destinations & Connections

Key issues to note from the context drawings are:
•

Topography
-

•

Hydrology
-

•

the River Darent is an important chalk stream (a BAP priority habitat)

Planning & policies
-

•

the relationship between landscape pattern and landform of the valley - remnant woodlands
and heathlands (Dartford Heath & the Darenth Woods) are retained on the widely spaced valley
slopes of the lower valley, but within the middle section of the valley, the landform is not emphasised
by woodland and the valley landform is less legible. In the upper valley, areas where woodlands are
sited on the valley sides seem more enclosed, with a more distinctive sense of place

all the countryside within the Darent Valley cluster is within the Metropolitan Green Belt for Dartford
Borough Council, Bexley Council and/or Sevenoaks District Council. Parts of the area are also
designated as Areas of Local Landscape Importance and the countryside to the south of Eynsford is
within the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty

Statutory Designations
-

Dartford Marshes, Dartford Heath and the area immediately surrounding the South Darenth Lakes
are Local Wildlife Sites
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•

Access
-

•

The Darent Valley Path already provides a link along the whole of the valley
many of the villages along the Darent Valley are served by train stations

Destinations
Dartford's Central Park, Dartford Heath, Darenth Woods Country Park and a sequence of tourist
attractions in the Upper Darent Valley, including Lullingstone World Garden, Eagle Heights, Birds of Prey
Centre, Lullingstone Roman Villa and Eynsford Castle

•

Cultural Heritage
-

10

there is a concentration of historic and cultural interest along the Darent Valley

4 Analysis
As a first step toward defining an overarching vision for the Darent Valley, the Analysis drawing begins to focus on the
way the area is perceived, by pedestrians, cyclists, residents, visitors and those who work in the area. It is a 'tube map'
which highlights connections, hubs, gaps, barriers and the inter-relationships between existing projects, routes and
activities throughout the Darent Valley.

Darent Valley: Vision Framework

11

Darent Valley Cluster - SWOT ANALYSIS
STRENGTHS
•

Strategic location in the Thames Gateway and on the fringes of the London conurbation - economic benefit

•

Chalk river status - high ecological value

•

Several railway stations - potential for sustainable transport connections (including to London)

•

Relatively flat cycle route (along valley floor)

•

Proximity to users - Dartford and Kent Thameside conurbation in particular potential direct access via
Dartford Central Park and Dartford Station to the wider Green Grid network

•

Existing Darent Valley Path along the whole length of the valley

•

Numerous existing destinations (for recreation and leisure) along the Darent Valley

WEAKNESSES
•

Lack of sense of place along river corridor through South Dartford and much of the 'middle valley'

•

River often not very legible in wider landscape

•

Traffic congestion, noise, car parking and vandalism - due to visitor pressure and commuter behaviour in
Upper Darent villages

•

Darent Valley Path only promoted in Upper Darent area - lack of accessibility, interpretation, legibility and
connectivity in Lower valley

•

The valley is perceived as a linear facility - people tend not to recognise the potential network of
connections extending out from the river to destinations and landscapes along the valley sides

OPPORTUNITIES
•

The development of Central Park could double the size of the existing town centre park making it one of
the largest town centre parks in the country and be a key part of transforming the Town Centre as a whole.

•

Connects the Thames 'City to Sea' Path to the North Downs Way

•

The Darent Valley is a key strategic link in the Thames Gateway Parklands Green Grid

•

The River Darent provides a catalyst for change - a sequence of public spaces, river frontage development
and riverside routes

•

There is strong community interest, leadership and desire for better management

•

Heritage Lottery Fund/ DCLG bids for Central Park/Brooklands Lakes will provide a superb gateway to the
Darent Valley in the heart of the urban area

•

Opportunities to enhance accessibility and appropriate recreational use of the woodlands on the valley
sides in the Upper Darent valley (taking the pressure off the facilities and destinations along the road and
the valley floor)

THREATS
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•

Traffic congestion and intense visitor pressures result in degradation of the rural landscape visitors have
come to experience

•

Lack of governance and a common vision (until now)

5 Darent Valley Cluster - Vision framework
A new national cycle route running the length of the valley will connect the Thames City to Sea path with the North Downs
Way. This greenway will link a sequence of projects focusing on conservation, enhanced connectivity and interpretation
along the valley. The river corridor environment is an attractive but inherently sensitive environment which will benefit from
a pro-active approach to visitor management. So activities will be promoted and concentrated at three major gateways:
•

Dartford's Central Park - a focus for information and a well-connected hub from which a large urban
population can begin to explore the Darent Valley;

•

a new countryside gateway at the South Darenth lakes, where there is space for active recreation, wetland
and woodland habitat enhancement and an opportunity to improve the landscape setting of local villages, all
within easy walking and cycling distance from Dartford;

•

Lullingstone County Park - the gateway to the Upper Darent Valley where investment will focus on high quality
facilities for visitors, including a car park, café, shop, information, picnic area, nature trails and guided routes

Darent Valley: Vision Framework
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The Green Clusters vision for the Darent Valley reflects the strong contrasts in character along the valley, which will be
reflected in projects designed to:
•

reveal character on the marshes in the lower valley, where there will be an emphasis on
accessibility, interpretation and creating a gateway to the countryside;

•

•

create character in the urban fringe landscape to the south of Dartford, where a new
countryside gateway area will be a focus for active recreation and landscape enhancement in part of the
river valley which lacks a distinctive identity; and create a regionally significant gateway to the Darent
Valley Path through Dartford Central Park.
conserve character in the upper valley, where visitor pressures are concentrated within a
relatively narrow area.

Key opportunities and components of the vision are:
•

'Managing the Marshes' - a new cycle/pedestrian bridge across the flood defences at the mouth of
the River Darent will dramatically improve access along the Thames footpath, plugging a key strategic gap
along the 'City to Sea' route. The ongoing 'Managing the Marshes' programme will incorporate actions to
address issues of land ownership, accessibility, awareness, biodiversity, flood management, community
engagement, health education and heritage.

•

Town centre connections - Town centre interpretative trails, public art and improvements to the
riverside path (landscape, accessibility and biodiversity enhancements) will give the river a more legible
presence amidst a busy urban environment. The aim is to make the River Darent and the riverside path a
valued destination within Dartford. The Darent Valley Path is also becoming a stronger focus within the
hierarchy of footpaths and cycleways in Dartford as major developments (such as Dartford Park) are
implemented. The majority of the new developments in Dartford town centre and the Northern Gateway are
being designed to improve the setting of the river, to increase public spaces and public access along the
river and to strengthen connectivity between the river and surrounding town centre. So the Darent Valley
Path is gradually becoming a central, accessible spine, at the core of the town centre's circulation system.
A new connection under the railway adjacent to Dartford railway station will improve access to the Darent
Valley Path from the station to the north of the town centre.

•

Central Park & Brooklands Lake - Central Park is subject to a Parks for People bid (Heritage
Lottery Fund and Big Lottery Fund), which together with the purchased Glaxo Smith Kline land to the east
have the potential to double the size of the park, improve its character and biodiversity and match the
facilities provided more closely to the needs of the urban population it serves. The Central Park proposals
include a bridge over the river and a wetland ecology area, which will be designed to integrate the River
Darent within the park and provide an educational resource for local schools and colleges. The A225 is a
significant barrier to connectivity (for people and wildlife) along the River Darent. With secured funds for an
underpass which connects Central Park to Brooklands Lake, this link will remove this barrier and
immensely improve access from the town centre to the southern section of the Path. Together, Central
Park and Brooklands Lake will function as the key gateway to the Darent Valley within Dartford town centre,
providing contrasting but complementary experiences of formal and natural greenspace which will appeal
to different audiences. Both provide connections along the Darent River Path and out into the wider net
work of bus routes, cycleways and services in the surrounding urban areas. Central Park is a formal urban
park which will attract a huge critical mass of people in the heart of Dartford and Brooklands Lake has an
informal 'natural' character. Many will start their journeys north to the marshes or south to the upper valley
from this central gateway, which should be designed to provide sufficient information and facilities to serve
this purpose.

•

An accessible riverside corridor through south Dartford - to the south of Central Park, the
river corridor is tightly squeezed and fenced from the surrounding (largely industrial) land uses. There are
immediate opportunities to enhance biodiversity by thinning riverbank vegetation and to improve access by
widening and improving the footpath to make the route accessible for bikes, buggies and wheelchairs. At a
broader scale and over a much longer timeframe, there are also likely to be ongoing opportunities to
transform the character and accessibility of this section of the river. The river frontage is currently ignored,
but has the potential to raise land values and act as a catalyst for a gradual change in the structure of
development in the wider river corridor. Such changes will, in turn, bring opportunities to influence and
enhance the landscape setting, character, accessibility and biodiversity of the River Darent.
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•

A new greenway along the entire Darent Valley - Sustrans has already completed a feasibility
study for this route which has a number in the National Cycle Network (Regional Cycle Route 14) but no
actual route 'on the ground'. A new off-road multi-use greenway (for cycling, walking, and wheelchairs) will
be designed to function as the central spine in a public rights of way network, running the length of the
valley from the Thames to the North Downs Way. It will be associated with a programme of interpretation
and promotion, and linked to railway stations, bus stops and a wider network of circular routes and
destinations. This is a major intervention, which will require detailed feasibility and design studies to ensure
that the path is carefully integrated with local landscape character. The design process will incorporate
consultation and phased implementation and each section of the path will be designed to meet the specific
aspirations of each parish. The greenway will follow the general alignment of the valley floor, but may often
be diverted away from the river itself in order to conserve habitats and a sense of tranquillity. The existing
Sustrans feasibility report provides an excellent starting point for the work

•

A new Countryside Gateway on Dartford's urban fringe - the river seems 'lost' within the
middle section of the valley, where roads, suburbia and other urban fringe infrastructure are dominant
influences. A new countryside gateway area, centred on the existing park and fishing lakes, would be a
focus for active recreation, with fishing, water sports, nature trails, mountain biking and adventure play, as
well as a mosaic of wetland and woodland habitats and a scenic landscape which will enhance the
character of the valley and create a more positive landscape setting for the villages of South Darenth and
Sutton at Hone. Once improvements to the Darent Valley Path through South Dartford have been
implemented, this countryside gateway will be in a highly accessible location, complementary to the
existing land uses and within easy walking distance and cycling distance from Dartford Town Centre and its
station. There is also potential to improve east-west links, so that rights of way connections between this
area and Darenth Woods Country Park and Dartford Heath are improved. The new countryside gateway
could be a popular and well promoted destination which is designed to take some of the pressure off
villages in the upper Darent Valley

•

A series of individual village design studies, which begin with a programme of community
engagement and a review of existing plans/projects and lead to a schedule of costed projects, selected and
agreed by local people. They are likely to tackle a range of local environmental issues, including traffic
congestion, character (built development & landscape), biodiversity, connectivity, local destinations and
visitor management. These are generic issues for all the villages in the upper Darent Valley, but the
balance of emphasis and specific site related issues will differ from one village to the next. An overarching
study could establish an overall programme of action with a phased and costed programme of action for
each village within the overall context of the Upper Darent Valley. There may be links to the Kent Downs
AONB Management Plan and the brief for the study could include a requirement to balance the allocation
of agreed funds between the villages.

•

Lullingstone Country Park acts as an important gateway to the upper Darent Valley,
with a car park, nature trails, information centre and picnic area. Ongoing investment is essential to ensure
that the Country Park increasingly takes the visitor pressure off villages and roads in the congested, narrow
upper valley. Targeted investment is required to improve and extend the existing car park and visitor
facilities, to update and extend the programme of visitor activities and to provide circular walks suitable for
visitors with mobility problems. The new Darent Valley greenway will be an important asset for the Country
Park and the route between Lullingstone Country Park and Lullingstone Castle should be in the first phase
of implementation.

•

River Darent enhancement - the Environment Agency's River Darent Restoration Strategy proposes
sustainable management strategies to redress the impacts of low water flow, channel modifications,
management practices and a range of land uses, including urban development. The strategy includes a
detailed action plan to restore the River Darent and many of the projects led by the Environment Agency
will provide wider opportunities for enhanced access to the water's edge, linked to the new greenway.
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6 The Bigger Picture
The Thames Gateway Parklands Programme is a strategic planning and development initiative, overseen by the
Department for Communities & Local Government. It builds on the Greening the Gateway Strategy first set out in 20044
and aims to transform the identity of the Thames Gateway, increasing economic social and environmental value so that
the area becomes a flagship for sustainable living.
In north Kent, the regeneration process is well underway, but there is much to be done to make the most of the current
opportunities, raise expectations and articulate an ambitious vision to secure high quality environments for sustainable
living. The Greening the Gateway Kent & Medway initiative (GGKM) is one of three partnerships engaged in promoting and delivering this vision in the Thames Gateway (the others are in East London and South Essex).
High level regeneration outcomes for the Thames Gateway: - The Thames Gateway Parklands Programme,
providing the context for a network of accessible, high quality and sustainable landscapes and waterways, which
capitalize on existing natural, built, historic and cultural assets, to support their conservation, enhancement and
ongoing use, and boost the Gateway's rich biodiversity assets, strengthen character and identity, transforming
perceptions and making it a great place to live, work and invest.Thames Gateway Delivery Plan, December 2007.

The Thames Gateway Parklands Programme offers new opportunities for investment which will be delivered via five
transformational themes:

4

•

Thames Waterfront - a new estuary path, which will eventually run along both banks of the River Thames,
waterfront projects featuring public access and an improved river environment

•

Thames Gateway World Class Heritage - finance for the bid for Chatham Historic Dockyard and
improvements on other heritage sites

•

Thames Gateway Landscapes - large scale public green spaces of regional importance

•

Thames Gateway Corridors - environmental improvements to some strategic transport corridors, including
key rail routes and A-roads to provide carbon offsetting schemes, easier travel and an enhanced first
impression

•

Thames Gateway Squares - two or three large urban squares with a focus on cultural, economic and
environmental activities.

DEFRA and ODPM, Creating sustainable communities: Greening the Gateway, 2004
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7 Delivery
The Green Cluster Studies provide a framework for delivering Thames Gateway Parklands 'on the ground'. The vision
expressed in this Technical Report, captures many of the individual visions and ideas being promoted by stakeholders,
combining them all into an overarching vision for the Darent Valley Cluster which all stakeholders recognise and can buy
into. So far, we have a vision framework to help inform funding decisions, but it is only the starting point and will be
followed by a rolling programme of consultation, planning, funding bids and, for some projects, design development and
implementation.
Action Planning
This Technical Report is accompanied by a separate Action Plan which sets the broad agenda for the transformation of
the Darent Valley Cluster, emphasising the scope for delivery of green infrastructure. The Action Plan sets out the issues
to be addressed and the type of funding required to achieve the Green Clusters vision. Greening the Gateway Kent &
Medway will establish a Cluster Steering Group for each of the Green Clusters. The Action Plan will be a working
document, which will identify (for each project):
-

who will be the lead partner (champion) and how stakeholder involvement should be broadened

-

how it will be taken forward, in terms of funding, consultation, resourcing and procurement

-

a clear timetable for planning and implementation which takes account of all other relevant projects
plans and revenue funding for ongoing monitoring and management.
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