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1.0 Introduction: Towards Excellence in
Streetscape Design
1.1

The Rationale for the Handbook

Throughout the Kent Downs AONB, the distinctiveness, character,
tranquillity and beauty of the historic villages, streetscapes and rural lanes
is being lost under a myriad of traffic signs, obtrusive road markings, ugly
street furniture, discordant traffic management schemes and creeping
“suburbanisation”. The resulting visual confusion diminishes the quality of
life in the AONB – for both residents and visitors.

Introduction

New development pressures, poor design of new development within
sensitive landscapes, illegal access and increasing recreational use of the
countryside all add to these difficulties.
We believe this Handbook can provide a better balance. A new set of
principles – drawing on excellence in traffic calming and shared space
practice across Europe and elsewhere – can integrate the disciplines of
transport and urban planning, highway engineering and urban and landscape
design. We can provide a hugely enhanced streetscape and public realm
in the AONB, reconciling the competing interests of safe and efficient
movement, new development and increased access, with quality and

This Highway Design Handbook is intended to reverse this trend and
restore the distinctive quality and character of the streetscape in the Kent
Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). The Kent Downs
AONB is a very special place: a nationally important and protected
landscape, its dramatic landform and views, rich habitat, extensive ancient
woodland, mixed farmland, rich historic and built heritage, and its tranquillity
and remoteness are all unique in the UK.
On arrival in Cobham, Chilham, Elham or Hollingbourne, or any of the
villages and towns in the AONB, our first impressions are determined
by the magnificent history, landscape, topography, urban design and
architecture.
At times, however, the immediate environment works against these first
impressions. The railings and barriers, kerbs, road markings, bollards,
traffic signals and signs and lighting all provide unnecessary clutter and
paraphernalia. Our journey throughout the AONB is fashioned by poor
practice in traffic engineering. Increased noise levels and a lack of sense of
place and distinctiveness pervade. We might know where we should drive,
cross the road, walk and cycle - but the rules are all too apparent.

The conventional approach to traffic management in the public realm
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Shared space – the way forward for streetscape design in the Kent AONB
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legibility in the environment. First impressions should be designed to last.
The objectives of this Handbook are as follows:
• To identify the special characteristics and features of the rural roads
network that contribute to the distinctive character and quality of
the AONB;
• To provide high quality detailed design guidance for consideration in
the development of new highway treatments and improvements;
• To ensure the conservation and maintenance of the key
characteristics and features;
• To raise awareness and understanding of the importance of the
rural roads network, including its historic/heritage, landscape and
biodiversity importance.
Concerns over the quality and use of the streetscape are, of course,
symptoms of a wider problem. Increases in traffic volumes run counter
to broad sustainability objectives, and are linked to the debate concerning
transport and its contribution to global warming and carbon emission
reduction targets. There are additional concerns here in terms of transport
and social inclusion, the promotion of accessibility and access for all.

Pervasive growth of traffic in the Kent Downs AONB

Caption: The loss of streetscape quality in the AONB

Traffic growth and the pervasive use of motor cars have had a huge
adverse impact on street life in the UK. Transport planners and engineers
have accorded the motorist priority over other street users, and as result
pedestrians and cyclists have retreated as the threat from traffic increases.

1.2

Objectives of Better Streetscape Design

This Handbook is expected to address a wide range of issues; much
wider than “aesthetic” streetscape design concerns. Analysis of successful
communities and rural areas in the UK increasingly points to a direct
relationship between improved quality of life and economic success and
the quality of the streetscapes and the public realm. Carefully designed,
well-managed streets are not merely a desirable outcome of successful
economies; they are a significant driver of success. Kent, the “Garden of
England” – and particularly the Kent Downs AONB - displays a remarkably
rich and varied tapestry of local characteristics, materials and traditions.
Conserving and enhancing this precious resource offers more than simple
improved design rewards; distinctiveness provides a vital sense of identity
in an increasingly homogenised world. A clear identity is important in
economic, social and environmental terms.
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Better Streetscape Design: The Objectives
Character: a place with its own identity
To promote character in townscape and landscape by responding to and
reinforcing locally distinctive patterns of development, landscape and culture.
Continuity and enclosure: a place where public and private spaces are clearly
distinguished
To promote the continuity of street frontages and the enclosure of space by
development which clearly defines private and public areas.

Visiting the Kent AONB: A Postcard from the Future
It is 2020 and I have returned to the Kent Downs AONB, for the first time in 15
years. What a beautiful surprise. MORE.

• Key features expected
•1
•2
•3

Quality of the public realm: a place with attractive and successful outdoor areas
To promote public spaces and routes that are attractive, safe, uncluttered and
work effectively for all in society, including disabled and elderly people.
Ease of movement: a place that is easy to get to and move through
To promote accessibility and local permeability by making places that connect
with each other and are easy to move through, putting people before traffic and
integrating land uses and transport..
Legibility: a place that has a clear image and is easy to understand
To promote legibility through development that provides recognisable routes,
intersections and landmarks to help people find their way around.
Adaptability: a place that can change easily
To promote adaptability through development that can respond to changing social,
technological and economic conditions.
Diversity: a place with variety and choice
To promote diversity and choice through a mix of compatible developments and
uses that work together to create viable places that respond to local needs.
From DETR (2000) By Design: Urban Design in the Planning System. Towards
Better Practice.
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Incorporating Shared Space Principles

This Handbook draws on important recent changes to our understanding
of streetscape design, traffic management and road safety. Traditional approaches to traffic engineering have assumed that clear segregation between traffic and pedestrians is essential for efficient circulation and safety.
Traffic engineering has tended towards consistency and standardisation
of signals, signs and road markings. Streets throughout the UK, and indeed
much of Kent and the Kent AONB, look very much the same. These previous ways of working are a fundamental barrier to achieving quality, coherence and distinctiveness in the streetscape and public realm.
The practice of traffic calming and shared space, developed over the last 30
years in Europe, offers an alternative pathway. The Dutch woonerf tradition
of shared space street design has now been developed widely in villages,
towns and cities across mainland Europe. The basic premise is of traffic and
social activities sharing the same space. The UK’s ‘home zone’ programme
for residential streets is based on similar principles. Such an approach
offers new opportunities in combining good urban design principles with
behavioural psychology and safety in traffic engineering. A deliberate
emphasis is given to local traditions, materials and street patterns. A more
detailed review and explanation of the shared space approach is found in
Section 2 of this Handbook.

The intrinsic quality of the Garden of England

We hope to reflect this new and evolving agenda within this Handbook and
particularly seek to interpret the generic principles into guidance tailored
to the special context of the Kent Downs AONB. The expected audience
for the Handbook is wide, and includes: highway and transportation
engineers, developers, architects, planners, urban designers and surveyors,
local planning authorities, elected members of local and parish councils,
environmental organisations and local heritage groups, public utilities,
telecommunications providers, local businesses, farmers, landowners and
farm contractors.
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Creating shared space through carefully designed roads and footways
(Allerod, Denmark)

Paving detail de-lineating road space (Odense, Denmark)

Successful lack of signage (Friesland, the Netherlands): the case for a new autonomy
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The Statutory Duty of Management

The Kent Downs is one of 41 landscapes in England and Wales that has
AONB designation, and this signifies national and international landscape
importance. The primary purpose of an AONB designation is to conserve
and enhance the natural beauty of the landscape. A map of the AONB is
shown opposite. Twelve local authorities are found within the Kent Downs
AONB: these being Kent CC, Ashford BC, Bromley LB, Canterbury CC,
Dover DC, Gravesham BC, Maidstone BC, Medway CC, Sevenoaks DC,
Shepway DC, Swale BC and Tonbridge and Malling BC.

Introduction

of three handbooks planned for the Kent Downs AONB. The first of these,
the Landscape Design Handbook was published in January 2005. A Building
Design Handbook is planned for the future.

Under Section 85 of the 2000 Countryside and Rights of Way (CRoW)
Act 2000, a statutory duty is placed upon all public bodies and “relevant
authorities” to have regard to the purposes of the AONB designation in
their functions and operations. The AONB Management Plan (Kent Downs
AONB Unit, 2004) draws on this duty and presents a vision for the Kent
Downs AONB to the year 2024, with aims and policies which seek to
achieve the vision. Within the vision is the following aspiration:
“Improved management will ensure that much of the highway network is
safe, quiet and convenient for walkers, cyclists and horse riders. Important
areas of tranquillity will be identified that provide oases of calm away from
the background noise of increased traffic and transport. Maintenance of
the highway network will be sympathetic to the landscape and biodiversity
character.”
In addition “A strategic approach will be taken to the use of road signage,
furniture, design and maintenance that promotes or enhances the local
character and distinctiveness of the AONB and promotes better route
management ... seeking sustainable and effective solutions to identified
problems of rural traffic density, speed and type of traffic particularly in rural
settlements or where there is a conflict with walkers, cyclists and horse riders.”
Hence the Highway Design Handbook has a statutory basis. It is the second
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Using the Handbook

The good practice principles and design examples used in this Handbook
provide many important – and often straightforward – lessons that are
relevant to improved streetscapes in the Kent Downs AONB, and indeed in
many of the protected landscape areas throughout the UK and abroad.
The examples used have been chosen to represent a wide variety of
circumstances. They are not intended to be a statement of the best and
worst practice in the Kent Downs AONB, or in the wider UK, nor are they
intended to praise or criticise specific projects. It is hoped that readers will
approach the issues raised in a constructive manner. In addition, examples
of good practice should not be treated as “model templates” to be copied
regardless of context. The need for careful thought in the design of projects
is not removed. This Handbook should therefore be used to promote
better practice at the local level. Its aim is to stimulate awareness and show
how improvements can be made. The Handbook comprises four further
main sections:
• Section 2: Understanding the problem – a review of the move away
from streetscape distinctiveness, the shared space agenda and the
recent designation of Kent Downs AONB landscape character
areas;
• Section 3: Fixing the streetscape – design principles covering
de-cluttering, paving and road surfaces, street furniture, traffic
management, street life and the benefits of better design;
• Section 4: Case study design guidance – a series of case studies
from the Kent Downs AONB;
• Section 5: Action pack – an information source for the public and
other interested stakeholders who are seeking to improve their
local streetscape.
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Understanding the Problem: the
Kent Downs AONB Rural Lanes
Network

2.1

Moving Away from Streetscape Distinctiveness and
Character

The Kent AONB is one of the most precious landscapes in the UK,
including a tremendously rich natural environment and also a beautiful
historical built environment. Inextricably linked to both are the many routes
and links across the region; some of these were established thousands of
years ago. Recent trends however are degrading the special quality of the
streetscape.
Traffic volumes and speeds have increased greatly in recent years in Kent,
resulting in real concerns over environmental impacts and safety. A host
of problems result - including dust, noise and vibration; light pollution;
insensitive road improvements; increased danger and fear of danger for
non-motorised road users; severance of communities and habitats; and
increased congestion. The valued character of the villages, the rural highways
and the tranquillity of the countryside is being lost.
“What is frequently unclear are the circumstances in which [the installation of
highway schemes] is required by law, is recommended in the form of ‘official’
guidance, or is simply highway engineers’ long established practice, or, of increasing
pertinence where their installation might be deemed by a court of law, enjoying
the benefit of hindsight after an accident, to be ‘reasonable’.” (Adams, 2005)

Increased rural traffic and the web of problems

Too often local authorities and developers have applied highway design
standards to local road “improvements” in an unthinking way, failing to
reflect the local context, the range of users and purposes of everyday
streets. Traffic signs, road markings and pedestrian crossings are too often
designed from a standard palette, with apparent little regard for the visual
context of the street in which they are to be placed. “Over engineering” is a
common result in practice.

The response has largely been to further accommodate the increased
number of vehicles - priority has been given to traffic, not people or village
or streetscape design quality.
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Who is the clutter for?
There is not much space for the people: surely out priorities need to change

There has been a number of recent important trends that have
exacerbated poor design practice, including:
• The loss and erosion of key natural, landscape, habitat and historic
features;
• Increasing noise and light pollution/erosion of tranquillity;
• Over engineered or ‘urban style’ treatments including sign clutter,
introduction of footways and concrete kerbs, walls and street
lighting, inappropriate drainage, kerbing, furniture associated with
road improvements and traffic calming measures;
• Standardisation of highway widths and profiles that does not reflect
local character. Cutting of verges and mechanical hedging/trimming,
removal of trees for sight lines;
• Habitual and often injudicious use of the safety audit in the design
process;
• Over reliance on the principles of user segregation, route functions

Re-thinking our approach

11

2

Understanding the Problem

and types of user;
• Little emphasis given to managing traffic in innovative ways;
• Little emphasis given to maintenance issues, with ongoing lack of
ownership, multi-agency action and a lack of co-ordination;
• Changes in property ownership signalling sometimes unsympathetic
improvements to properties/boundary treatments;
• Poor location and design of new development and the setting of
buildings within the landscape;
• Pressure from illegal access routes, sometimes resulting in the
installation of industrial style fencing that detracts from the quality
of the environment;
• Increased recreational use of the countryside, including trail riding
(motor bikes using lanes and tracks for fun/sport).
The Kent Downs AONB is located close to existing major urban areas
e.g. the Medway towns, Sevenoaks, Tonbridge and Dover. The increased
pressure for new development has certainly not helped – in terms of
housing, employment and transport infrastructure. There are particular
major development pressures surrounding the Kent AONB. Significant
growth is planned for the Thames Gateway to the north and Ashford to
the south; both are major growth areas within the Sustainable Communities
Plan (ODPM, 2003).
Within the Kent AONB there is further development pressure, for example
at Wye College, where there are significant extension plans. Moves towards
farm biodiversification, particularly in terms of non-food crops, also have
led to increased traffic volumes. All of these, together with the continued
growth in commuting to and from AONB villages and other settlements,
are putting increasing pressure on the rural roads network.

measures are often applied in the name of traffic management and safety
but are rarely subject to adequate thought about impacts. Local styles of
verges, hedges, walls, signposts, and other features road width and alignment
as well as road width and alignment are an important contributor to rural
character.
The network of rural roads in the Kent Downs AONB should reflect
the diversity of the landscape within which they sit. They can and should
contribute to the special quality of the Kent rural environment: existing as
part of the countryside akin to the fields and hedgerows. The country road
was once part of the distinctive part of the Kent AONB, but the character
of this is steadily being lost.
The way we manage our network of rural highways and local village centres
is therefore of huge importance - it has implications for residents, our
communities, employers and employees, visitors and the environment itself.
It is - of course - essential that we ensure the safety of all highway users
in the Kent AONB, it is equally important however that we improve the
local streetscape and that we minimise and reduce the poor examples of
highway engineering. In particular we need to move on from standardised
and prescribed surface dimensions for road types. Visual characteristics
should not be determined by place in the hierarchy. The Kent AONB is
special. We need to keep it that way.

Minor ‘improvements’ to highways are often a major contribution to
urbanisation. The creeping encroachment of kerbs, signs, road markings,
barriers, gateway and other features are a significant threat to rural
landscape character including the historic and ecological character. These
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Insert photos - poor design practice in Kent AONB
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2.2

The Current Policy Framework

INSERT Policy guidance summary (Dorset p.17) – half page

National guidance for improved streetscape design in rural areas is
fragmented to say the least. In the absence of other more suitable
documents, design guidance intended for trunk roads (the Design Manual
for Roads and Bridges, DMRB) or residential estate roads (Design Bulletin
32, DB32) has been inappropriately used.
“Streets are essential components in the urban fabric, they are places in
themselves, they are the most immediate part of the public realm and we
encounter them every day.” (Cabe and ODPM, 2002)
“Places, Streets and Movement” (DETR, 1998) attempts to show how more
innovative designs can be used within the current legislation, and “Better
Streets, Better Places” (DfT, 2003) investigates the connections between the
application of rigid highway designs and the successful development of high
quality, high density places. However, like most of the urban renaissance
focused work, the emphasis has been on the renewal of urban areas.
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Our Handbook translates this often-urban focused work into the rural
context, providing a distinctive storyline for the Kent AONB. No suitable
guidance exists for existing rural roads or the design of proposed new
roads for local traffic. The Department for Transport is currently producing
a new Manual for Streets considering many of these issues, and it is hoped
that is developed using shared space principles.
There is therefore a distinct rationale for this Handbook - to fill the current
policy vacuum. Our objective is to draw on the tradition of European
traffic calming, woonerf principles and the application of shared space.
We should grasp this opportunity. Traffic engineers, urban and landscape
designers, architects and planners can develop a new joint language that
can facilitate the successful integration of traffic into the built environment.
Our Handbook can emphasise a distinctive interpretation for each place,
in which car drivers engage more fully with other users of space. The new
emphasis is on ambiguity, deliberate uncertainty, eye contact and slower
speeds.

The Common Myths
1. The only way to tackle speeding traffic is to have more signs, tighter rules and
more enforcement.
Response: Research and practice, both in the UK and abroad, suggests that fewer
signs and clutter allow social and cultural constraints to come to the forefront and
can be very effective in reducing speeds. Drivers become more socially interactive
and rely more on eye contact to avoid collisions with other drivers.
2. Guardrails are essential to improve pedestrian safety
Response: Barriers between pedestrians and traffic can encourage higher speeds
and generate a false sense of security. They reduce visibility for children and
people in wheelchairs and inconvenience pedestrians. There is little evidence to
suggest they improve long-term safety.
3. We have the safest streets in Europe.
Response: Kent has been relatively successful in reducing casualties for drivers and
car passengers. But this has possibly been at a cost to other street users. Non car
users, including pedestrians and cyclists, and particularly children, have withdrawn
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from using the streets. Well-designed streets mean safer travel for all.

2.3

4. The only way to control parking is to use yellow lines and signs.
Response: Some parking restriction signs are no longer legally required. And
some towns in the UK have already adopted the simple principle, already widely
used in mainland Europe, to identify where you can park, rather than where
you cannot. Yellow lines are unnecessary where parking would clearly cause an
obstruction. Where used, they need be no wider than 50 mm.

The evolution in streetscape design has a rich context and has changed
markedly in direction over the years. Alker Tripp and then Colin Buchanan
(Traffic in Towns, 1963) put forward the first revolution in ideas - the
modernist vision - with separate spaces required to cater for the huge
projected growth in traffic movements. A “safe” environment required
segregation between the car, pedestrians and other activities; meaning
pedestrian decks and flyovers and insular precincts, premised on facilitating
increased traffic flow. These principles became the prevailing norm in traffic
engineering practice and continue - in the main - to this day.

5. White centre line markings are necessary on all but minor roads to help
prevent collisions.
Response: Recent evidence shows that centre lines increase traffic speed. They
also reduce driver awareness of the surrounding activity by drawing the eyes
towards the far distance.

Shared Space: The New, Evolving Agenda

6. Standardised road signs and markings are essential.
Response: Standardised signs may be appropriate on trunk roads and motorways.
In built up areas, in villages or towns, they often have little effect on driver
behaviour. Legible streets with their own distinctive identity and sense of place
achieve safety through enhancing driver concentration.

The counter revolution has its roots in the tradition of European traffic
calming that has developed over the last 30 years, stemming from
pioneers such as Joost Vahl and Nick de Boer in residential streets in the
Netherlands, and has been reinvigorated by the recent urban design and
renaissance movements, New Urbanism in the USA, and moves towards
sustainable development.

7. Unmarked objects in the middle of streets are a hazard to traffic.
Response: Statues, fountains, trees and other landmarks can enhance road safety
by emphasising the unique identity of each place and forging a psychological link
between the driver and his or her surroundings.

The woonerf principle of shared space in residential areas has become
particularly influential. Early practitioners in the UK, such as Carmen HassKlau and Tim Pharoah, ‘imported’ many of these principles and interpreted
them for the UK context.

8. Traffic lights are essential for road safety and reducing congestion at busy
junctions.
Response: Traffic lights are only necessary where streets are designed for vehicle
speeds above 30 mph. They do not necessarily reduce accidents. Uncontrolled
junctions can encourage lower speeds and greater caution, and can reduce delays
to vehicles and pedestrians. Across Europe, many traffic lights are being removed
at busy intersections with positive results.

Shared space design theory and practice has further evolved from these
early experiments in traffic calming, and emphasises a greater understanding
of behavioural and psychological issues - considering how people and traffic
interact in spaces. Hans Monderman in the Netherlands, David Engwicht in
Australia and Ben-Hamilton-Baillie in the UK have been leading proponents
of this shared space approach . Important lessons can be drawn from the
projects in the Netherlands, Denmark and elsewhere. Hans Monderman
has pioneered many of these innovative projects, in villages and towns such
as Friesland, Drachten and Groningen.

(Based on English Heritage, Save Our Streets, 2004)
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Shared space helps to generate public spaces where traffic, social and other
spatial functions can exist in harmony – vehicles, cycles and pedestrians
share space; where all can move together at slow speeds and interact.
Social space is therefore designed in a manner such that we do not
conceive it as traffic space, but as people space – a space where the social
functions of the public space take priority. A person travelling through is
aware that they are “a guest” because of the layout of the space, and in
response they adjust their travel behaviour to the social requirements of
the context.

INSERT: image 20 (BH-B)
Caption: Thinking laterally – what makes for a successful streetlife?

the 1960s policy response - split level cities - with underpasses and bridges and traffic, all
segregated from the people

The shared space philosophy is thus gaining greater credence across
Europe and North America. A number of towns, cities and rural centres
in the UK are beginning to interpret streetscape design from this different
perspective. Examples from High Street Kensington, Exhibition Road in
Kensington (aligned with the Science, Natural History and Victoria & Albert
Museums and Imperial College) and the World Squares Initiative in London;
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Queen Square in Bristol; Shrewsbury and Fakenham town centres; Stiffkey
and Starston (both Norfolk) and Seend (Wiltshire) are all premised on
“winning back” public space from traffic and reallocating it to pedestrians,
cyclists and social activities. The Dorset Reclaiming our Rural Highways
Guide (Halcrow, 2005) explores some of these concepts in a rural context,
and particularly in the Dorset AONB.
A number of practical lessons can be drawn out from this recent
experience and has direct relevance for streetscape design in the Kent
Downs AONB:
• Travel behaviour on roads with a public character is influenced more
by the expression of the environment than by the usual tools of the
traffic engineering professions. Uniform spaces tend to command
uniform behaviour. Spaces no longer open to interpretation are
often over explained by signing;
• Shared space allows public spaces to tell their “own story”, with
road layouts that use the information given by the space. Be
reticent with traffic engineering tools, instead use and enhance
spatial elements to achieve the required behaviour. The character
of the space – the context, history, morphology and landscape are
thus all critical elements to use;
• The road user must be able to tell from the space – the road and
the surroundings – which behaviour is appropriate and required.
Traffic measures such as sleeping policeman and chicanes belong in
the “traffic environment” – they are not always appropriate in an
area with a public purpose;
• Pedestrian safety barriers and central island “pedestrian pens”
- which proliferate around the UK and are usually justified in
terms of pedestrian safety – are not appropriate design solutions.
The evidence suggests that traffic speeds increase as drivers “risk
compensate” – i.e. drive quicker as they perceive it is safer for
them to do so. Pedestrians hence withdraw further from the
environment;

Thinking laterally - what makes for a succesful streetlife?

Shared space and shared enjoyment
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• Many accidents are therefore due to a lack of interaction between
traffic participants. By encouraging social interaction, facilitating eye
contact, regulating less with signs and markings, and by encouraging
the self-determining ability of people, speed reduces automatically
and accidents can be limited;
• Details can make or break the design: the selected materials, e.g. the
colour and type of surfacing, should emphasise and enhance the
character of the environment, they should not be intrusive.

Understanding the Problem

Full page PHOTOS – UK good practice

Much of the shared space theoretical background has been explained by
the work of academic John Adams concerning definitions of risk and the
withdrawal from street life . In “What are we scared of?” CABE (2005)
similarly invite views on how we deal with risk in our use of public space.
The main argument is that tolerance of risk is a necessary stimulus for us to
be able to understand, enjoy and deal with our urban environment.
“There’s something radical and oddly convincing about this [the Adams
view of risk]. It runs against all one’s presuppositions, but it allows one to
ask a wider question: does the Adams’ risk theory apply in the longer term
and on a larger scale?’ The Observer
A recent important development in the UK has been published by the
Institute of Civil Engineer’s Roads Board (ICE, 2005). An appendix to the
highway maintenance code of practice contains a new chapter on design,
reflecting the new shared space and urban design agenda. The replacement
to the decade-old Kindred Associations guidance on liability claims
encourages innovative designs that, for example, minimise signs, lines and
kerbs by providing evidence of common law decisions that illustrate how
schemes would be difficult to challenge. The document helps counter the
difficulty for local authorities in designing experimental schemes where they
are concerned with increasing the risk of expensive liability claims.

19

2

Understanding the Problem

Full page of continental good practice PHOTOS with captions (BH-B)
Caption: contextual human response and eye contact are used to achieve
greater social interaction and road safety.
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2.4

Kent Downs AONB Landscape Character

The Kent Downs AONB has a rich network of winding, narrow, secluded
lanes connecting villages and settlements which contribute to the special
quality of the landscape. The lanes and streetscape are a key feature of
the area and make an important contribution to visual amenity, ecological
quality and historic character. Some of the major historic transport roads,
e.g. the current ‘A’ and ‘B’ roads, also retain valuable features, including
wide road verges, hedgerows and hedgerow trees. The streetscape of the
rural settlements is characterised by a wealth of historic features such as
historic market squares, narrow streets and alleys, old stone walls, bridges,
etc., all of which contribute to local distinctiveness . Some major routes,
including motorways, trunk roads and bypasses have also made their mark
on the landscape and often led to loss of visual amenity, local character and
tranquillity.
The following sections identify the features that make the Kent AONB
distinctive. They review the key historic, ecological and landscape features
found in the Kent AONB, with a specific focus on highways and streets.

Landscape Character Areas
A landscape character assessment for the Kent Downs AONB was
published in 1995. It identifies, describes and classifies the characteristics of
the AONB. The Kent Downs AONB is described in 13 character areas and
many of these areas have been subdivided into local/sub character areas.
Kent Downs AONB: Landscape Character Areas
1. Low Weald - Crockham Hill to Shipbourne: a landscape of gentle,
underlating farmland, stretching south from the wooded scarp of the
greensand ridge;
2. Sevenoaks Ridge - Westerham to Ightham: extensive coniferous and
deciduous woodlands, concealing a network of narrow lanes, with heathy
commons along the top of the southern scarp;

Understanding the Problem

3. Darent Valley - Brasted to Farningham: the River Darent runs between
the greensand ridge and the chalk downs in a wide valley enclosed by
deciduous scarp-top woodlands above cultivated lower slopes;
4. West Kent Downs - West Kingsdown to Shorne: an area of ridges and
valleys, where extensive deciduous woodlands surround large arable fields
on the plateaux often separated by thick shaws;
5. Kemsing Vale: the Vale runs along the foot of the Downs; whilst the steep
scarp rising to the north is a patchwork of woodland and chalk grassland.
Thick hedges along the Pilgrim’s Way separate the scarp from the large
scarp-foot arable fields;
6. Medway – Birling to Cuxton; Wouldham to Aylesford: wooded upper
scarps with large arable fields on the scarp foot;
7. Mid Kent Downs – Boxley to Selling: a series of wide ridges and dry
valleys; tiny scattered villages are linked by a network of single track lanes.
There are many extensive coppice woodlands and conifer woodlands;
8. Hollingbourne Vale – Boxley to Westwell: a narrow strip along the scarp
and scarp foot, includes yew-dominated woodlands in the west to open,
cultivated fields, extending up the scarp to the east;
9. Stour – Brook to Chartham: deciduous scarp-top woodlands occur on
both sides of the valley, with mixed farmland below;
10. East Kent Downs – Crundale, Bridge, Capel-le-Ferne to Lyminge: includes
a wide expanse of downland, with long ridges and narrow, dry valleys,
emphasised by wooded upper slopes;
11.. Postling Vale – Brabourne to Newington: covers the undulating
countryside betweenthe chalk scarp above Folkstone and the Hythe
escarpment above Romney Marsh;
12.. Lympne – Bonnington to Hythe: scrub and species-rich, rough grassland
on the scarp, giving these slopes a ‘wild’, undisturbed character;
13.. South Foreland – Dover to Kingsdown: includes the white cliffs of the
Dover to Kingsdown heritage coast and the downland behind. An open,
exposed landscape with farms and small settlements, fringed by trees.
Source: Kent AONB (2005) Landscape Design Handbook. For further details see
the Annex or the source publication.
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Historic Highway Context
The Kent Downs AONB has many historic lanes, providing a rich history
of the routes of movement used by people to communicate and trade in
earlier times. There are a variety of different types of routes:
• Prehistoric tracks/routeways: discounting small field lanes, these
are best regarded as lines of movement, often as braided trackways,
crossing steep slopes. It seems likely that Watling Street and the
Ridgeway/Greenway have prehistoric origins providing a choice of
routes along the scarp foot or along the ridge of the North Downs.
• Roman roads: the major Roman road in Kent – Watling Street
- lies outside the Kent Downs AONB. However, Stone Street on
the present day B2068 between Canterbury and Lympne passes
through the East Kent Downs, and includes a single ten-mile straight
alignment, descending the scarp to the south of Stowting in what
appears to be a broad curve reducing the effect of the steep slope.
The curve may be made up of a series of short straight lengths.
• Medieval roads: many of the narrow twisting lanes of the Kent
Downs have their origin in piecemeal clearance of heavily wooded
countryside in the medieval period. Some also developed as long
distance driveways for swine and sheep, running across the grain of
the landscape from north to south.
• Turnpike roads: some current A and B roads through the Kent
Downs were 18th century Turnpike roads, often bypassing the
villages. They are usually characterised by broad road verges, with
occasional milestones and distinctively shaped toll cottages.
• Historic streetscape of villages and towns: a few, small historic
market towns e.g. Wye and Chilham, are found in the Kent
Downs. These have small squares and a more urban streetscape
of properties at the back edge of streets and smaller alleyways.
Most of the villages and hamlets have a very dispersed settlement
pattern which grew up from loose clusters of farms and cottages,
joined by a complex network of lanes, back lanes and paths,
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sometimes incorporating small greens and commons. Where the
main transport routes developed, infills of houses and cottages
tended to create typical street villages.
Add illustrative plan

Types of “Lane”: Public Rights of Way (PROW)
Kent has over 4,200 miles (6,876 km) of public footpaths, bridleways and byways
providing free public access to the Garden of England. Like a public road, a public
right of way is a highway which anybody may use at any time. Public rights of way
are recorded on a definitive map and statement (a legal record of public rights of
way). Each route is classified according to the nature of the public’s rights along
them. There are four categories of Public Right of Way intended for a variety of
users:
1. Footpath: for walkers only. Prams, pushchairs or wheelchairs are allowed
along a public footpath but many routes may not be physically suitable for
these. Public footpaths are mostly waymarked with yellow arrows.
2. Bridleway: for walkers, horseriders and pedal cyclists. Cyclists must give
way to walkers and horseriders. Bridleways are mostly waymarked with
blue arrows.
3. Byways Open to All Traffic (BOAT): Often just referred to as Byway, for
vehicles, cyclists, horseriders and walkers. Because of their nature, used
mainly as a footpath or bridleway. BOATs are mostly waymarked with red
arrows.
4. Roads Used as Public Paths (RUPP): for walkers, horseriders and pedal
cyclists. Some RUPPs may also be available to motor vehicles. All RUPPs
are soon to be reclassified as Restricted Byways. These will be available
for walkers, horseriders, cyclists and horse drawn vehicles only.
Source: Kent County Council
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Highway Character in the AONB Landscape Character Areas
A number of distinctive characteristics and features of the highways can be
identified within each of the landscape character areas, as shown below.
Darent Valley – Westerham to Farningham

• Ancient trackway of the Pilgrims Way at the base of the North
Downs scarp, marked by minor roads and footpaths, and abutted
by the historic park of Chevening;
• Open sweeping views from the Pilgrims Way across and along the
valley;
• North Downs Way on the ridge, also in part an ancient trackway
following a more wooded route;
• Noise and visual intrusion from the M25;
• The relatively rural, secluded North Darent Valley has historic routes
just above the floodplain and unique and distinctive beech avenues
along roads leading up the valley sides;
• Street villages of Shoreham, Eynesford and Otford, becoming busy
and congested with modern day traffic;
• Distinctive, narrow stone and brick bridges and a ford at Eynesford;
• Narrow historic wooded lanes on top of North Downs around
Knockholt, subject to ‘suburbanising’ influences.

Sevenoaks Ridge – Westerham to Igtham

• Ancient drove routes, typically wooded and sunken, and concealed
in the wider landscape;
• Distinctive oblique angle road junctions;
• Woodbanks marked by pollarded beech and oak, and old chestnut
coppice;
• Heathy commons and acid grassland verges abut ridgetop roads
and tracks;
• Some panoramic views across the Low Weald from minor roads on
the higher part of the south facing greenland scarp;
• Ragstone/sandstone walls are a distinctive boundary feature to
historic properties in the small settlements;
• The A25 on the northern edge of the greensand in places has a
wooded character as a result of parkland tree belts adjacent to it.

Photos to Add
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Western Low Weald – Crockham to Shipbourne

• Network of small, winding, hedge-rowed and wooded lanes;
• Scattered small ponds next to farm tracks and paths on former
drove routes;
• Trimmed roadside hedgerows with hedgerow trees allow
intermittent views;
• Distinctive greens and commons, e.g. at Shipbourne.
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West Kent Downs – West Kingsdown to Shorne

• Maze of narrow, winding and steeply banked roads;
• Tall, thick roadside hedgerows with oak standards, but many have
been lost in the north due to extensive arable cultivation and
‘creeping’ urban edge influences;
• Tranquil character to the lanes in the south, busier and congested in
the north.
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Kemsing Vale – Kemsing to Ryarsh

• Narrow wooded lanes on the chalk scarp;
• Ancient trackway of Pilgrims Way at the foot of the scarp, partly
marked by minor roads, partly by bridleway. Bounded sometimes
by thick overgrown hedges but with occasional glimpsed views of
the vale;
• Trimmed hedgerows along lanes crossing the vale;
• Visual impact of the M26;
• Ragstone walls are an occasional feature of road boundaries in the
villages.

The Pilgrim’s Way
Probably one of the most historically significant routes in the Kent Downs AONB.
There is much controversy about which route was actually used by Pilgrims on
their way to Canterbury. The currently marked route is mostly at the foot of the
Downs, but some argue they would have taken the drier route along the ridge.
However, the ridge is heavily wooded, and would have had less readily available
water. Perhaps the Pilgrims used both.
Medway – Birling to Cuxton and Wouldham to Aylesford

• Visual impact and noise of A228 and M20 road corridor;
• Wooded character to lanes on the upper scarps, but hedgerows
have been lost on lower slopes;
• Distinctive Yew Tunnel along lane above Boxley,with chalk exposures;
• Street village of Boxley with distinctive ragstone and flint wall road
boundaries, and footways at higher level than properties.
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Hollingbourne Vale – Boxley to Westwell

• Thick hedges along the ancient trackway of Pilgrims Way with long
sections of the way a non-vehicular route;
• Historic cross scarp droveways;
• Open steep chalk escarpment allows dramatic views from some
lanes and paths;
• Chalk grassland verges;
• Loss of roadside hedgerows in vale.
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Mid Kent Downs – Boxley to Selling

• Network of tiny hedgerowed lanes and paths with a strong rural
character;
• Chalk grassland verges on the plateau areas, sunken and steep banks
where crossing wooded valleys and combes;
• Occasional sweeping views from highways across the open parts of
the landscape;
• Lines of poplar and alder trees providing shelter around orchards
form road boundaries in the Faversham area.
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Stour Valley

• Main A28 route is a historic turnpike road;
• Network of narrow winding tall hedge-rowed lanes on valley sides,
trimmed hedgerows in the vale;
• Urban streetscape of Wye with Georgian facades;
• Distinctive medieval square at Chilham;
• Stone brick and flint boundary walls and white picket fences in the
villages;
• Stone and brick bridges across the River Stour.

East Kent Downs – Crundale Bridge/Capell Ferne to Lyminge

• Maze of sunken one track lanes with banks and tall hedgerow
boundaries on valley sides, chalk grassland verges on the plateau;
• Occasional views from lanes into secluded combes;
• White picket boundary fencing is a distinctive feature in some
villages;
• Greens and small commons are a feature alongside roads in other
small settlements;
• Ancient, species rich hedgerows associated with lanes around
villages.
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Postling Vale – Brabourne to Newington

• Noise and visual impact of major roads leading to the channel
tunnel;
• Open views from lanes on the dramatic chalk scarp;
• More intimate, enclosed hedge-rowed lanes around Saltwood;
• Suburbanisation and ribbon development along roads in valley with
hedgerow loss.
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Lympne – Bonnington to Hythe

• Strongly wooded lanes on the Hythe scarp;
• Narrow, straight and doglegging lanes on Romney Marsh, bounded
by reed filled ditches. Few hedgerows.
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South Foreland – Dover to Kingsdown

• Few roads and lanes;
• Tracks and paths with unimproved chalk grassland margins and
remnant hedgerows;
• Views of huge rolling fields, sea and sky;
• Open commons crossed by footpaths.

Key Historic Landscape Features of Kent Downs AONB
Highways
A wide range of historic landscape features therefore contribute to the
present day landscape character of the Kent Downs AONB and have
considerable cultural heritage value.
• Hedgerows: historic hedgerows are common traditional highway
boundaries in the AONB, which emphasise the historic line of the
road as well as providing enclosure, screening, and occasionally
allowing views through farm gates towards the surrounding
countryside.
• Commons and greens: these are also common historic landscape
features in the AONB, and are often associated with small
settlements. Historic cottages are scattered around irregular
shaped greens and commons, where there were often shared
grazed rights. The more regular green at Bearsted suggests more of
a planned settlement.
• Wood banks: where a highway follows the boundary of
ancient woodlands, this is often delineated by steep banks with
characteristic polllarded oak, beech and hornbeam.
• Holloways: where roads and paths cross the steep chalk and
greensand escarpments, combes and valley sides of the AONB, they
have become very sunken through wear and rainwater erosion
over time. Many of these are very old, prehistoric or medieval in
origin.
• Fencing and gates: in the countryside traditional chestnut post and
cleft rail fencing is occasionally a local feature and simple historic
parkland cast iron railing also sometimes occurs. Old field gates are
also a feature. In the villages, boundaries between properties and
the highways may be marked by white picket fencing.
• Walls: in the villages and small settlements, brick, flint, ragstone or
sandstone walls are a distinctive feature, particularly associated with
parkland estate and larger historic manor house boundaries to
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roads.
• Fingerpost signage and village signs: black and white traditional
fingerpost signage is common on the minor roads throughout the
AONB. These enhance local distinctiveness and contribute to a
historic sense of place. A few old cast iron village signs are also a
feature.
• Road surfaces: very few traditional road surfaces remain, however
granite kerbs, sandstone flags, and cobbles are historic features that
contribute to the townscape of some of the towns and villages in
the AONB.
• Bridges and fords: those crossing the Darent, Stour and other rivers
in the Kent Downs add much to the areas historic rural character.
Some of the bridges are too narrow now to cope with present day
traffic levels. Some medieval stone and brick bridges remain.
Quiet Lanes in Kent
Kent has been one of the leading counties in
the UK for Quiet Lanes and has had some
success in limiting traffic volumes, though
speed reductions have been small. Key
features are:
• Countryside access – the initiative
considers paths and walks, and their
interruption/severance by roads;
• Safety – excessive speed, measures
are proposed to tackle this;
• Large vehicles, narrow lanes –
restrictions are proposed including
farm access requirements;
• Passing places and rat runs
– creation of passing places and their impact on the character of the
lanes, and also the risk of creating more attractive “rat runs”.
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NOTES/consider adding detail if available
Old field gates - any locally distinctive types?
Do any tollgates remain in the Kent Downs?
Consider adding a paragraph on Roadside Tollhouses, and Inns if
information can be obtained

Specific Ecological Features and Value of Highways
Many country lanes, byways or footpaths in the Kent Downs AONB within
their bounds have verges, hedgerows, ditches and ponds of considerable
biodiversity value. This includes their value as wildlife corridors for many
species, particularly insects and small mammals. Often they have a mosaic
of habitats, with hedges and scrub providing nesting sites for farmland birds,
and verges with a variety of sward heights providing an important habitat
for insects and butterflies.
Particularly distinctive habitats include:
• Chalk grassland verges and tracks with a species rich chalk flora that
can include orchids such as pyramidal, man and fragrant orchids, and
unusual autumn genlian and autumn ladies tressies;
• Woodland verges characterised by primroses, violets and wood
anemones;
• Ancient pollarded oak and hornbeam trees on woodland banks that
are important for their diverse insect fauna;
• Heathland and acid grassland road verges.
Some areas of these distinctive habitats have been specially designated as
Roadside Nature Reserves (RNRs).
(More information to be obtained from the Kent Wildlife Trust).
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