
DEVELOPMENT CONTROL BOARD

9 February 2017

Reference: 16/01511/RCON Officer: Matthew Apperley

Location: Highfield House
Highfield Farm
Betsham Road
Southfleet
Kent

Proposal: Application for removal of agricultural occupancy condition (v) of planning 
permission TH/5/72/1134 and to transfer the agricultural occupancy restriction 
to 3 St Margaret's Cottage, St Margaret's Farm, St Margaret's Road, South 
Darenth

Applicant: South Darenth Farms Ltd

Agent: DHA Planning/Mr John Collins

Parish / Ward: Southfleet Parish Council / Longfield, New Barn & Southfleet

RECOMMENDATION:

Approval for the Removal of Condition

SITE DESCRIPTION

(1) Highfield Farm is located on the northern side of Betsham Road and occupies an 
area of some 38.2 hectares within the Green Belt. The majority of the farm is comprised of 
agricultural farm land, however, the farm also contains two residential houses (Coxwell and 
Highfield House) which are located in the south-eastern section of the farm and accessed via 
an access way leading off Betsham Road. Highfield House is the subject of this application.

(2) The farm also includes several barns sited to the north west of the residential 
buildings. The most southerly of these barns has been granted prior approval (application 
reference 16/01329/P3Q) to be converted into two residential dwellings, with a small section 
of the said barn being retained for agricultural storage. To the south west of Coxwell there is 
an abandoned agricultural building that was used in association with the running of Highfield 
Farm. This building has also been granted prior approval to be converted into a single 
residential property (application reference 16/00300/P3Q). 

(3) The majority of the farm is surrounded by farm land, but to the east of the farm is the 
village of Betsham. 

(4) Highfield Farm was purchased by South Darenth Farms Ltd in June 2015 and now 
forms part of a much larger farming estate which occupies over 500 hectares of land at farms 
in Downe, Swanley, Eynsford and South Darenth. More centrally located within this larger 
farming estate is St Margaret's Farm, which is sited approximately 3.07 kilometres to the 
south west of Highfield House, and is the centre for agricultural operations for the group. It 
contains a number of large grain drying sheds, farm vehicle workshops, large vehicle and 
fertilizer storage buildings, and the main farm office. Interspersed amongst these buildings 
there are also a number of other commercial activities operating at the site which include 
several food processing / packaging companies. Relevant to this application is the property, 3 
St Margaret's Cottage, which is a two-storey end of terrace property located in the southern 
section of the St Margaret's Farm central operations site. St Margaret's Cottages are also 
located within the Green Belt. 



THE PROPOSAL

(5) This application seeks permission to remove the agricultural worker occupancy 
condition that was imposed upon Highfield House when it was approved in 1972 under 
application reference TH/5/72/1134, and transfer it to the above-mentioned No. 3 St 
Margaret's Cottage. Since the application relates to a removal of a condition on the original 
planning permission for Highfield House, the application site boundary only relates to this 
property.

RELEVANT HISTORY

(6) An outline application for the erection of a replacement dwelling for a farmworker 
(later to become Highfield House) was approved in October 1972 under application reference 
TH/5/72/1134. Condition 5 of the said permission states:

- The occupation of the dwelling shall be limited to a person employed or last 
employed, locally in agriculture as defined in Section 290 (1) of the Town and 
Country Planning Act, 1971, or in forestry, or a dependent of such person 
residing with him (but including a widow or widower of such person).

(7) A detailed reserved matters application relating to application reference TH/5/72/1134 
was approved in April 1977 under application reference 76/00538/FUL. This approved details 
relating to the siting, design and external appearance of the approved dwelling as well as 
details relating to landscaping and the suitable provision of land for 2 parking spaces.  

(8) An application to revise and enlarge the dwelling approved in application reference 
76/00538/FUL was approved in July 1980 under application reference 76/00538/FULA. 
Highfield House has been built in accordance with this revised scheme. 

(9) An application (reference 16/01512/RCON) for the removal of agricultural occupancy 
condition (v) of planning permission TH/5/70/605 relating to Coxwell, Highfield Farm, and the 
transfer of the said agricultural occupancy restriction to Beacon House, Shellbank Lane, 
Green Street Green Road, Dartford, has also been submitted by the applicant. This 
application is also before the Board for determination. 

COMMENTS FROM ORGANISATIONS

(10) Southfleet Parish Council - objects to the proposal for the following reasons:

- Highfield Farm is a viable working farm, and the continued successful use of 
this farmland depends on agricultural persons living on the site and not being 
based some distance away. 

- If ownership of Highfield Farm were to change in the future, then the farm 
would not have the necessary occupancy restricted accommodation left. 

(11) Southfleet Parish Residents Association - objects to the proposal as they consider 
there is still a need for agricultural workers housing in the area and that the entitlement is not 
transferable under planning law as the other property is not associated with Highfield House. 

(12) Bean Residents Association - objects to the proposal for the following reasons:

- The applicant has not provided viability justification for this application.
- A lack of information about the current residents and they're relocation. 
- No evidence has been provided about attempts to sell to farm workers.
- If no farm workers wish to purchase the property then it should either be 

knocked down or sold to local residents. 
- Agreements or undertakings should be binding on successor owners



NEIGHBOUR NOTIFICATION

(13) Three letters from neighbouring residents have been received in relation to this 
application (one of whom is also the chairman of Southfleet Parish Residents Association). 
They object to the scheme on the following grounds, although the objections relate to both 
applications under consideration by Members:

- The farm is still in use and there is a need for agricultural workers housing in 
the area. 

- The entitlement is not transferable and Beacon House is not associated with 
Highfield Farm. 

- Only one house on Highfield Farm has received an agricultural planning 
permission. 

- Concerned for the functioning of Highfield Farm especially with the residential 
properties recently granted via permitted development under Class Q. 

- The impact of the proposal on the Green Belt. 
- Beacon House is already owned by the applicant and could currently be used 

by farm workers at any time. 
- Removing the condition would facilitate its sale on the open market. 

RELEVANT POLICIES

(14) The Core Strategy, together with the Saved policies of the 1995 Local Plan, form the 
Dartford's development plan documents for the area and the application should be 
determined against these policies, unless material considerations indicate otherwise.  The 
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) states that for decision-making purposes Local 
Plan policies should not be considered out-of-date simply because they were adopted prior to 
the publication of the NPPF.

(15) The Dartford Core Strategy was adopted in September 2011. The Council considers 
that the Core Strategy, together with the Saved policies of the 1995 Local Plan, are broadly 
consistent with the NPPF and that due weight should be given to relevant Development Plan 
policies, in accordance with the NPPF.

(16) The Council's emerging Development Policies Plan Document has undergone 
significant consultation, few policies are subject to unresolved objection, and has been 
subject to examination hearings by the Inspector.  Members will recall that they have 
previously resolved to apply the emerging policies and to give appropriate weight to these in 
making decisions on planning applications.  Out of these, policies DP3-DP5, DP7, DP8, 
DP10. DP11, DP15, DP17-19, DP21, DP23-25 are not the subject of any main modification 
following examination hearings; these policies are very well advanced through the process of 
moving towards adoption of the Plan. Policy DP6 is the subject to some limited modifications 
but it is considered that significant weight can still be given to this emerging policy. Overall 
these are therefore considered under NPPF paragraph 216 to have substantial weight to be 
used for decision making on planning applications.

(17) As such, the following policies are considered relevant.

Dartford Core Strategy 

(18) Policy CS13 - Green Belt - in order to protect the openness of the Green Belt the 
Council will resist inappropriate development and work with its partners to actively manage 
the Green Belt as a recreational and ecological resource and protect agricultural land uses. 

Adopted Local Plan (1995)

(19) Policy S4 - Green Belt - reiterates a presumption against development in the 
Metropolitan Green Belt and that continued protection will be given to the countryside and its 
amenity value. 



(20) Policy T23 - Parking - development proposals should include adequate off-street 
parking.

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)

(21) The NPPF has a presumption in favour of sustainable development and advises that 
in relation to decision-taking this means approving development proposals which accord with 
the development plan without delay and where the development plan is silent granting 
planning permission unless any adverse impacts of doing so would significantly and 
demonstrably outweigh the benefits when assessed against the policies in the NPPF.

(22) Paragraph 90 advises certain forms of development are not inappropriate in Green 
Belt provided they preserve the openness of the Green Belt and do not conflict with the 
purposes of including land in Green Belt. 

(23) The NPPF highlights in paragraph 28 that planning should support economic growth 
in rural areas in order to create jobs and prosperity. In particular the NPPF encourages "the 
development and diversification of agricultural and other land-based rural businesses". 

COMMENTS

Key Issues

(24) It is considered that the key issues in respect of this application are as follows:

- The impact of the proposal on the Green Belt 
- Agricultural accommodation provision 

The impact of the proposal on the Green Belt

(25) Paragraph 80 of the NPPF highlights that the 5 main purposes of the Green Belt are 
as follows:

- To check the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas;
- To prevent neighbouring towns merging into one another; 
- To assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment; 
- To preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and 
- To assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and 

other urban land. 

(26) An important factor in allowing Highfield House to be built within the Green Belt in 
1980 was the very special circumstances of the dwelling housing agricultural workers and 
consequently improving the functioning of Highfield Farm. The issue of the agricultural 
accommodation provision will be addressed later in the report. 

(27) Highfield House has been in situ for approximately 37 years, and subsequently has 
established a degree of permanence within the Green Belt. A key point in the determination of 
this application is that the proposal would not incorporate any form of development or external 
works / alterations to the property. I consider therefore that the primary issue for consideration 
in this application relates to the functioning and viability of the farm, which is addressed 
below. 

(28) I do not consider that the removal of the agricultural occupancy condition from 
Highfield House and the imposition of an agricultural occupancy restriction on No. 3 St 
Margaret's Cottage would conflict with the 5 main purposes of the Green Belt and the 
proposal is not for development. 



Agricultural accommodation provision

(29) The decision notice of application reference TH/5/72/1134 makes clear that the 
principle reason why the dwelling was allowed in the Green Belt in 1972 was that condition 
No. 5 of application reference TH/5/72/1134 ensured that it would house a farm worker and 
would aid the functioning of Highfield Farm. This was important as agricultural operations and 
developments are generally appropriate within the Green Belt. The argument for the need for 
the new dwelling in application reference TH/5/72/1134, was to ensure that farm workers 
could be close to the large cattle herd that was at the site at that time. Pastoral farming at 
Highfield Farm ceased in the late 1980's and since then the farm has been used for arable 
farming, the nature of which provides workers the flexibility to live further away from the farm. 

(30) Highfield Farm now forms part of a much larger farm estate, and consequently, both 
Highfield House and Coxwell (see application reference 16/01512/RCON), the applicant 
advises, are effectively redundant in terms of being needed to provide farm workers 
accommodation. South Darenth Farms Ltd wish to house their farm workers in a more central 
location within the larger farm estate. The fact that both Highfield House and Coxwell are 
surplus to requirements in relation to farming, has resulted in them both being rented out to 
non-agricultural tenants. The applicants are now attempting to regularise the situation. 

(31) In order to ensure that accommodation for farm workers is still provided (centrally) 
within the larger farm estate and within the locality, the applicant has suggested agricultural 
occupancy restrictions be attached to 3 St Margaret's Cottage as a replacement for the 
removal of the agricultural occupancy condition on Highfield House 3 St Margaret's Cottage is 
not restricted at the moment by an agricultural occupany condition. I believe that this effective 
change of property for the restriction could be adequately secured by way of a S106 legal 
agreement. Although the draft s106 agreement that the applicant has submitted is not 
currently suitable to achieve that and I consider it would need to be redrafted should Members 
be minded to grant approval. 

(32) No.3 St Margaret's Cottage is surrounded by farm and commercial buildings and is 
well placed to house farm workers. Although it is smaller than Highfield House, I believe that it 
would still be of an adequate size to accommodate agricultural workers.

(33) There is no indication at present that pastoral farming would return to Highfield Farm, 
and equally there is no suggestion that the farming model for South Darenth Farms Ltd 
(including Highfield Farm) will change. However, what is clear is that Highfield Farm is 
currently part of a large farm estate which finds both Highfield House (and Coxwell) surplus to 
requirements. I believe it would be unreasonable to suggest that as the buildings are no 
longer required for agricultural purposes that they remain vacant and are allowed to become 
derelict and I consider that it may be difficult to rent this large property for agricultural workers 
on farms some distance away. 

(34) The applicant has recognized the value in retaining properties for agricultural 
occupation within this locality, and although the proposal would free up Highfield House for 
unrestricted occupation, the applicant is suggesting that a substitute property should be given 
replacement agricultural restrictions.  Therefore on balance the same number of dwellings in 
the countryside and within the general locality would still be restricted for persons working 
within the agricultural profession. 

(35) In accordance with both local and national policy I do not consider that the functioning 
of the surrounding agricultural farm land would be affected by the proposal, as the 
surrounding farm land would remain in agricultural use and farmed by South Darenth Farms 
Ltd.

(36) In conclusion I consider that the proposal would retain a useable agricultural dwelling 
(No. 3 St Margaret's Cottage) that would be secured by a S106 legal agreement and would 
allow workers of South Darenth Farms Ltd to be centrally located within the existing farm 
estate to the benefit of the general operation of the larger farm. Locating workers closer to the 
main activities of the farm makes the farm more efficient and sustainable. This adheres to 



paragraph 28 of the NPPF as it would aid the development of an agricultural business and 
would help promote a strong rural economy. 

Other Issues

(37) Highfield House has adequate amenity space provision and ample land to provide at 
least 2 acceptable car parking spaces, which would adhere to the required parking standards. 

(38) The proposal would not alter the fact that Highfield House would continue to be 
residential accommodation and given the significant degree of separation between this 
property and Coxwell or any other residential property within the locality (including those 
properties recently approved via the prior approval process at Highfield Farm), I do not 
believe that the proposal for unrestricted residential use would affect any residential amenity.

FINANCIAL BENEFITS 

(39) Under section 75ZA of the Town and Country Planning Act officer reports to the 
Development Control Board are required to include a list of 'financial benefits' which are likely 
to be obtained by the authority as a result of the development. A 'financial benefit' must be 
recorded regardless of whether it is material to the Council's decision. Government advice is 
that the decision maker should consider whether it is a material consideration in the 
consideration of a planning application.

(40) In this particular case there are no 'financial benefits' which I am aware of. 

SECTION 106 HEADS OF TERMS 

(41) Regulation 122(2) provides that a planning obligation can only constitute a reason for 
granting consent if the obligation is:

(a) necessary to make the development acceptable in planning terms;
(b) directly related to the development; and
(c) fairly and reasonably related in scale and kind to the development.

(42) In order to ensure that No. 3 St Margaret's Cottage is retained as an agricultural 
dwelling as put forward by the applicants I would recommend that if Members are minded to 
granted planning permission this is subject to the applicant entering into a section 106 legal 
agreement to secure an agricultural worker occupancy restriction on No. 3 St Margaret's 
Cottage. This s106 agreement should ensure that the agricultural occupancy condition 
remains with the property and would transfer to any future owners.

(43) I believe that the above mentioned obligation complies with Regulation 122(2) as it is 
fair and reasonable, directly related to the development, and necessary to make the 
development acceptable in planning terms.

HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

(44) The application has been considered in the light of the Human Rights Act 1998. The 
Local Planning Authority is satisfied that the analysis of the issues in this case and the 
consequent recommendation are compatible with the Act.

PUBLIC SECTOR EQUALITY DUTY

(45) Due regard has been had to the Public Sector Equality Duty, as set out in Section 
149 of the Equality Act 2010. It is considered that the application proposals would not 
undermine objectives of the Duty.



CONCLUSIONS

(46) To remove an agricultural occupancy condition on Highfield House and the imposition 
of a new agricultural occupancy restriction on No. 3 St Margaret's Cottage will have no 
detrimental impact on the openness of the Green Belt and the functioning of the surrounding 
agricultural land and will retain a property in agricultural occupancy in order to support the 
farm. 

(47) As such, I consider that the proposed development is in accordance with 
Development Plan Policy, also guidance within the National Planning Policy Framework, and 
is thereby recommended for approval.  

RECOMMENDATION:

Approval for the Removal of Condition

01 The development shall be carried out in accordance with the following plans and 
documents: site location plans.

01 For the avoidance of doubt and to ensure a satisfactory form of development.

02 The 2 car parking spaces, turning areas and means of access shown on the plans 
approved in application reference 76/00538/FUL, shall be kept available for such use at 
all times and no development, whether permitted by the Town and Country Planning 
(General Permitted Development) Order 1995 or not, shall be carried out on that area 
of land or to preclude vehicular access thereto.

02 To ensure the permanent retention of satisfactory car parking facilities in accordance 
with the Local Planning Authority's standards and Policies B1 and T23 of the adopted 
Dartford Local Plan.

INFORMATIVES

01 The applicant is advised that this permission is granted subject to the requirements and 
contributions as set out in the accompanying completed Section 106 agreement.
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