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Executive Summary 

Maidstone today stands at a crossroads. The national economy is starting to grow after a long period 

of recession that affected Maidstone more adversely than its neighbours in some ways.  

Employment has declined with significant jobs losses in the public sector, output has grown more 

slowly than in Kent overall, and the town centre has slipped down the retail rankings.  It has not 

been all bad news though - the population has grown and is forecast to continue to grow, there has 

been recent private sector job growth, and more new businesses are being created and surviving 

than before. Investors are coming forward with new proposals that could bring significant benefits 

for Maidstone.   

As the economic recovery gathers momentum, Maidstone needs to be in a position to benefit from 

the emerging growth opportunities. Without concerted action by the council and partners, there is a 

risk that Maidstone’s economy will continue to underperform.  

The overall approach adopted in this strategy is about making the most of our many economic 

assets, while at the same time protecting those that make Maidstone a special place. We want to 

support our businesses to grow, creating jobs for all of our residents and ensuring they are equipped 

with the skills to maximise their potential.  By 2031 our vision for Maidstone is: 

“A model ‘21st century county town, a distinctive place, known for its blend of sustainable rural 

and urban living, dynamic service sector-based economy, excellence in public services, and above 

all, quality of life.”  

This strategy sets out how we will achieve our vision and identifies a series of priority actions to 

capitalise on our assets and the opportunities we have to strengthen the economy and create the 

right conditions for economic growth. These five priorities are:  

Retaining and attracting investment - We will support existing businesses to grow and also  work to 

attract new employers to the borough, creating job opportunities for all residents across a range of 

sectors. 

Stimulating entrepreneurship - We will create a more entrepreneurial and innovative economy, 

supporting new business start-ups and those with high growth potential to move up the value chain. 

Enhancing the town centre - We will promote the regeneration of Maidstone town centre as a high 

quality retail and leisure destination, and as a place to live and work. 

Meeting the skills needs - We will ensure that residents are equipped with skills for work and that 

the skills needs of businesses are being met. We will support the expansion of the Higher Education 

sector to increase the number of graduates in the workforce, supporting initiatives such as the Kent 

Institute of Medicine and Surgery (KIMS) and Maidstone Medical Campus, as well as the University 

of the Creative Arts (UCA) expansion at Maidstone Studios. 

Improving the infrastructure - We will invest in infrastructure to drive economic growth – including 

the transport network and digital infrastructure. 

We recognise that there are many partners involved in taking forward the opportunities identified 

and there is a clear leadership role for Maidstone Borough Council to play in coordinating, 

promoting and actively working with the business community to achieve the economic vision. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 At the time of writing Maidstone's last Economic Development Strategy in 2008 the economy was in 

a very different place, poised on the brink of an economic recession which has been one of the 

longest in our history.  Now some six years on the economic recovery is starting to gain momentum 

and there are real signs of growth.   

1.2 Like many other places across the UK, Maidstone has fared relatively well in some ways during the 

recession and badly in others. We have seen overall employment decline but at the same time there 

has been population growth.  Maidstone now stands at a crossroads where the opportunities for 

economic growth can be seen all around us.  However, some tough and bold decisions will be 

needed to capitalise on these opportunities for the benefit of residents and businesses. 

1.3 This strategy sets out our ambitions for what we want to achieve by 2031, the opportunities and 

challenges facing the Maidstone economy and how we will achieve the strategy. 

Developing the Strategy 

1.4 The council commissioned Shared Intelligence (Si) to help prepare this economic development 

strategy.  Their work included: 

• reviewing the existing vision to ensure that this still meets current aspirations;  

• an assessment of the current state of the Maidstone economy to identify the opportunities 

and challenges we face - the strengths, opportunities, weaknesses and threats; 

• identifying priorities for how we will achieve our ambitions and the interventions to 

capitalise on Maidstone's economic assets; and 

• formulating a programme of actions to take forward the journey to deliver our vision by 

2031.  

1.5 To inform the development of the strategy, an analysis of the broader national and local economic 

trends was undertaken to provide the evidence base. The findings of this work are set out in a 

separate State of the Maidstone Economy report, which sits alongside this strategy. 

1.6 The views of the business community, key employers and stakeholders have also been considered in 

developing this strategy. Engagement has come via a number of different channels, including:  

1. two workshops with the Maidstone Economic Business Partnership (MEBP) facilitated by 

Shared Intelligence held on 23
rd

 May and 5
th

 June 2014; 

2. two workshops with Maidstone Borough Councillors - the Cabinet on 23rd July and the 

Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 29th July; 

3. a programme of interviews conducted by Shared intelligence in May/June 2014 with 15 key 

businesses;  

4. face-to-face and telephone interviews with 14 key stakeholders; and 

5. the results of a business survey undertaken by Maidstone Borough Council  in June 2014 

with responses from 59 employers.   
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1.7 This strategy is for the whole of the borough of Maidstone, although it is recognised that the 

economic needs and opportunities vary geographically. On the one hand the borough has a vibrant 

rural economy that needs to be supported and on the other, Maidstone is the largest urban area in 

Kent and the County Town. The strategy sits alongside and informs the emerging Local Plan.  It sets 

out our ambitions and principles for supporting growth of the economy, but does not consider 

specific employment land allocations which are addressed in the Local Plan. 

Maidstone in 2031 

1.8 The council is committed to maximising the economic potential of Maidstone and enabling the 

creation of jobs for all residents of different backgrounds and skill levels. While growth is imperative, 

it needs to be achieved sustainably without sacrificing the environmental qualities that make 

Maidstone a special place. 

1.9 By 2031, we aim to: 

• enable the creation of 14,400 jobs in a range of sectors and occupations 

• raise economic output (GVA) per head
1
 to the level of the South East 

• raise the skills profile of Maidstone to the South East average  

1.10 In 2008, together with stakeholders from education, the business community and the public sector, 

we developed a long term economic vision for Maidstone to become a 21st Century county town. 

The long term ambitions described in the vision remain largely the same today as six years ago. 

However, achieving them has been made all the more difficult by the recession, which has slowed 

the rate of growth, increased unemployment and stymied investment.  

1.11 The recession has resulted in some fundamental structural shifts in the national economy. Whereas 

the public sector was a key driver of employment growth in the early part of the decade (which was 

to the benefit of Maidstone as a county town), efforts to reduce the national deficit and the knock-

on effects on the budgets of public sector agencies, mean that these jobs can no longer be relied 

upon. Growth in private sector employment is now critical to Maidstone's future prosperity. 

1.12 Moreover, the policy context is now significantly different from before. National economic policy is 

shaped by BIS’s Industrial Strategy with its focus on sector partnerships and “eight great 

technologies”. At the regional level, Regional Development Agencies have been replaced by Local 

Enterprise Partnerships and there are new Strategic Economic Plans which influence the funding 

opportunities available.   

1.13 The vision and strategy builds from a body of evidence and academic thinking about what makes 

local economies successful. Successful towns and cities tend to be those that are competitive, 

productive and innovative.  They have the ability to continually upgrade their business environment, 

skills base, physical, social and cultural infrastructures and to attract the most profitable firms and 

the most talented people.  

                                                           
1
 GVA per head is a measure of the relative economic prosperity of an area, calculated by estimating the value of the 

economic output and dividing it by the population. If GVA per head in Maidstone were on a par with the South East it 

would mean that we have created more higher value, better paid jobs and our economic performance would be more in 

line with the rest of the South East. 



 

6 

1.14 The visioning work in 2008 has been updated to reflect the economic circumstances and policy 

environment today and is captured in our Ambition Statement below. 

Our 2013 Ambition Statement 

“In 2031, Maidstone is a model ‘21
st

 century county town’, a distinctive place, known for its blend of 

sustainable rural and urban living, vibrant service sector-based economy, excellence in public services, 

and high quality of life. Highly skilled and talented people continue to be attracted to the borough to 

live; while many commute out to work in London or elsewhere in Kent, more work inside the borough - 

in the town, in the surrounding rural centres, or from home. In the evenings and at weekends, residents 

choose to spend their money in Maidstone because of its unique, high quality retail and leisure offer.  

The town centre is truly ‘a great place to visit, a great place to shop’; people come to Maidstone for its 

attractive high street and high quality, broad range of independent shops and retail multiples. 

Maidstone could never be called a clone town with its boutiques, high fashion outlets, and choice of 

niche retailers. Maidstone has moved up the retail rankings and is seen as an attractive alternative to 

the many homogenous out-of-town malls. In the evenings the town centre comes alive; it is a safe 

place for families out for an evening at the theatre, at entertainment venues and cultural facilities or at 

the many restaurants. Young people from all over Kent come to Maidstone because of the famous 

nightlife.   

A culture of lifelong learning has been embedded in Maidstone in recognition of the importance of 

education and skills. Young people leave school with the qualifications they need to succeed in life. The 

further and higher education sectors have expanded and there is a significant university presence in the 

town. Vocational and community-based learning opportunities are closely aligned with the needs of 

local employers.  

Environmental sustainability and valuing our environment is very important to the people of 

Maidstone. More people choose to leave their cars at home taking public transport, or walking and 

cycling. Fast and frequent rail services to London provide an important economic stimulus and access 

to job opportunities for our residents who choose to commute. 

As a 21st century county town, Maidstone remains a by-word for excellence in public services, home to 

the highly respected borough and county councils, leading schools, further and higher education 

providers, and first class health services.  

Maidstone is an important driver of growth in the south east, recognised by the Local Enterprise 

Partnership and central government. There are more knowledge intensive businesses here than ever 

before. The expansion of the Kent Institute of Medicine and Surgery (KIMS) and Maidstone Medical 

Campus (MMC) have attracted skilled professionals to the area. Alongside this, our buoyant business 

and professional services sector goes from strength to strength, serving markets well beyond the 

immediate boundaries of Maidstone. The creative and media sector has grown rapidly in the last 20 

years with the University College of the Creative Arts (UCA) and Maidstone Studios producing even 

more nationally acclaimed programmes. Graduates are leaving university and setting up their own 

businesses, taking advantage of the new incubation space, virtual offices, and other high tech facilities 

at the Enterprise Hub.  

Our rural communities are important community and commercial centres in their own right. They are a 

major part of our tourism offer, which also includes Leeds Castle and the riverside in Maidstone town 

centre.  

Maidstone has a clear and distinctive offer to investors; they know that for the cachet of being in a 

county town, good connectivity, a ready supply of high quality affordable workspace, a pool of skilled 

labour, and good work-life balance, then Maidstone is the place to be.” 



 

7 

2 Strategic Context 

2.1 This economic development strategy for Maidstone sits within a wider European, national, regional 

and local policy context. It is important that this strategy is aligned to these broader strategic plans 

so that funding opportunities can be maximised to deliver our economic growth aspirations for 

Maidstone. 

The Plan for Growth and the UK Industrial Strategy 

2.2 Upon election, the Government set out its strategy for promoting balanced and sustainable growth 

of the national economy in The Plan for Growth and the Growth Review
2
.  A number of key themes 

were identified: 

• Providing stability for business: Including a credible plan to reduce the deficit and for a 

stable financial system. 

• Making markets more dynamic: Creating an open and competitive business environment to 

boost productivity. 

• Increasing trade and access to international markets: With an emphasis on the importance 

of export growth for the recovery. 

• Access to finance: Maintaining a flow of finance so businesses have the resources to invest 

and grow in the wake of the ‘credit crunch’. 

• A planning regime which supports growth and sustainable development: Including the 

introduction of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) with its ‘presumption in 

favour of sustainable development’. 

• Infrastructure: Including the National Infrastructure Plan designed to set out a more 

coordinated investment plan nationally. 

• Labour market reform: Including improved incentives to work through the Work 

Programme and removing barriers to job creation. 

2.3 As the UK emerges from recession, these key themes continue to shape national economic policy 

and are therefore relevant context for developing Maidstone’s economy.  

2.4 Alongside the Growth Review, the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) has 

continued to develop the national Industrial Strategy. This strategy focuses on developing sector 

partnerships and makes commitments to providing support for all sectors to improve global 

competitiveness, innovation and export potential.  

2.5 Eleven sector strategies have been published so far alongside the national Industrial Strategy – those 

highlighted in bold are of most relevance in terms of Maidstone’s economic profile: Aerospace, 

Agricultural Technologies, Automotive, Construction, Information Economy, International 

Education, Life Sciences, Nuclear, Offshore Wind, Oil and Gas, and Professional and Business 

Services. A strategy looking at the future of retail was published in October 2013 with the British 

Retail Consortium and a strategy for the Creative Industries is due to be launched later in 2014. 

2.6 In addition, the Industrial Strategy identifies four cross-cutting themes:  

                                                           
2
 HMT/BIS (November 2010) ‘The path to strong, sustainable and balanced growth’ 
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1. Eight Great Technologies: Big data; satellites and space technology; robotics and 

autonomous systems; life sciences, genomics and synthetic biology; regenerative medicine; 

agri-science; advanced materials and nano technology; and energy.      

2. Skills: Working to deliver the skills that employers need, giving businesses more say over 

how government funding for skills is spent.  

3. Access to finance: Helping businesses get the finance they need to invest in people and 

equipment and to grow.  

4. Procurement: Developing UK supply chains and creating a simpler and more transparent 

public sector procurement system.  

2.7 The sector strategies and cross cutting themes in the Industrial Strategy have helped to inform our 

thinking in the Economic Development Strategy.  

South East LEP Strategic Plan and the Growth Deal 

2.8 The South East Local Enterprise Partnership (SE LEP) is a partnership of key leaders from business, 

local government and further and higher education across the South East.  It covers the counties of 

Essex, Kent and East Sussex and the unitary authorities of Southend, Thurrock and Medway. Of the 

39 Local Enterprise Partnerships set up by Government, SE LEP is the largest outside London, with a 

total population of 3.9 million, more than 130,000 businesses and 1.3 million jobs.  

2.9 Government asked all LEPs to submit a Strategic Economic Plan in March 2014, identifying the 

housing, transport, economic development and skills priorities of the area. Kent’s priorities in the 

SEP were articulated in Unlocking the Potential: Going for Growth (see below). 

2.10 SEPs were the mechanism by which LEPs bid for a share of the Local Growth Fund – a new £12 billion 

fund devolved from government departments. The first wave of the Growth Deals were announced 

on 7
th

 July 2014 and SELEP was awarded £442.1 million, with £64.6 million of new funding confirmed 

for 2015/16 and £143.6 million for 2016/17 to 2021.  The deal included a provisional allocation of 

£8.9 million for an integrated transport package for Maidstone for 2016/17 onwards.  

2.11 A key component of the Deal was the creation of SEFUND - a revolving investment fund for local 

authorities and partners to bid for in order to support projects in their area. Although this proposal 

did not receive a financial allocation in the Growth Deal, the SE LEP is continuing to explore this with 

government. It is important that the Maidstone Economic Development Strategy provides the 

foundation for Maidstone to secure its share of SEFUND and future rounds of LGF.  

European Structural Investment Funds Strategy (ESIF) 

2.12 In addition to resources secured through the Growth Deal, the SE LEP has access to European 

Structural Investment Funds for the period 2014-2020.  These fund are available through both the 

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and European Social Fund (ESF) European 

Programmes. The SE LEP European Structural Investment Fund Strategy (ESIF) is aligned to the 

priorities of the SE LEP Strategic Economic Plan.  
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Unlocking the Potential: Going for Growth 

2.13 The Growth Deal for Kent and Medway was based on the Kent and Medway Growth Plan - Unlocking 

the Potential: Going for Growth. It focuses on the key transport projects, housing and employment 

sites, skills capital projects, and other funding opportunities in the area.  

2.14 The key locations for growth include Maidstone and the M20 corridor; Thames Gateway Kent – 

A2/M2 corridor; East Kent – the high speed one growth corridor; and West Kent – the A21 corridor 

and Medway Valley. Maidstone is identified as Kent’s county town, with economic opportunities 

associated with its central location, established business services sector and developing media and 

health sectors. The M20 Junction 7 with Eclipse Business Park and the Maidstone Medical Campus, 

and the town centre are identified as opportunities for growth.  The relative weakness of rail 

connectivity and high levels of congestion around the town centre are identified as specific 

economic challenges.   

2.15 Investment opportunities are identified at Maidstone Medical Campus, where funding opportunities 

could help to bring forward the development by supporting initial infrastructure costs.  At the 

nearby Maidstone Studios the University of the Creative Arts are looking to develop their student 

facilities. In the town centre, redevelopment of the area surrounding Maidstone East Station is 

identified as an important regeneration site, replacing outdated office blocks and car parking with a 

new mixed-use extension of the town centre.  

2.16 A number of transport projects identified for Maidstone in the SEP have received funding including: 

• Maidstone Gyratory Bypass.  This £5.7 million total cost scheme has been allocated £4.56 

million Local Growth Funds and is due to start in 2015/16 with completion in 2016/17.  It will 

deal with a congestion and air quality hotspot within Maidstone Town Centre, lying at the point 

where the A20, A26, A229 and A249 primary routes converge and cross the River Medway in 

Maidstone town centre. Two additional northbound lanes will be constructed to enable 

northbound traffic on the A229 to bypass the existing Gyratory system.  This will reduce journey 

distances, travel time and congestion and enable the regeneration of the western riverside. 

• Sustainable Access to Maidstone Employment Areas. At a total cost of £3 million total, £2 

million of Local Growth Funds have been allocated to this schemes which will start in 2015/16 

and be completed in 2016/17.   This scheme is a high quality dedicated cycle and pedestrian 

route from residential development sites on the outskirts of Maidstone into the Town Centre. It 

will encourage a modal shift to walking and cycling, reducing vehicle trips along main access 

route into Maidstone; delivering decongestion benefits and improving journey time reliability. 

• West Kent LSTF.  This scheme includes local growth funding of £1 million for Maidstone East Rail 

Station improvements which matched by £1 million from the national station improvement 

programme and is part of a larger schemes around the station which includes a retail element. 

Tackling Disadvantage: Low Income Working Families 

2.17 Kent County Council is leading the preparation of a strategy to support working families on low 

incomes. This is a particularly important issue in Maidstone where the weekly wages of workers are 

particularly low. ‘In-work poverty’ has become more of a concern nationally as inflation – including 

the cost of gas, electricity, food and other basics - has risen faster than wage growth, leading to a 

decline in real incomes. The work is looking into how local authorities in Kent can support people on 
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low pay to: maintain good health; progress in their career to better paid jobs; navigate the 

complexities of the in-work benefits system; and how to incentivise employers to give workers a fair 

deal.  

What Makes a Successful Local Economy? 

2.18 There is a long history of academic thinking in economic geography, regional economics and urban 

studies that has attempted to explain why some local economies perform better than others, and to 

identify the key success factors.  The concept of ‘agglomeration economies’ has been popular in 

recent discourse and has informed latest government policy with respect to local economic growth.
3
 

Agglomeration theory suggests that concentrations of economic activity generate economic benefits 

for businesses located within them, including easier access to skilled labour, specialist inputs and 

suppliers, and the creation of knowledge spillovers.  Agglomeration benefits are believed to raise 

productivity, income and living standards.  

2.19 The concept of ‘resilience’ has also gained traction within the field following the recession. The 

Centre for Local Economic Strategies (CLES), and the Institute of Public Policy
4
 (IPPR) have both 

emphasised the importance of local economies being able to adapt both to shocks and to long-term 

changes.  The concept of resilience is tied to a broader debate about what constitutes ‘good growth’, 

placing greater emphasis on the importance of environmental sustainability, responsible business 

practices, engagement and accountability and a responsive public sector.  

2.20 Some common threads emerge from these different theories. Successful towns and cities tend to be 

those that are competitive, productive and innovative.  They have the ability to continually upgrade 

their business environment, skills base, and physical, social and cultural infrastructures, to attract 

the most profitable firms and the most talented people. Success factors include: 

• Innovation, creativity and enterprise - entrepreneurial activity and the exploitation of new 

ideas through innovation are important drivers of economic growth.  How easily new ideas 

are diffused between firms and sectors in a locality will influence their take-up and 

ultimately how productive the local economy will be.  

• Risk investment and capital  - investment and capital is required for businesses to develop 

new innovations and for investment in the place.  Therefore, the ability of a place to attract 

this will influence its performance.  

• High quality labour  - the availability of human capital to turn ideas into new innovations 

worth funding with venture capital is important for achieving successful knowledge driven 

economies.  

• Exports – successful local economies tend to be those that export goods and services 

beyond their immediate boundaries serving wider markets. 

• Connectivity  - having an efficient transport, electronic telecommunications and business 

networks are critically important to how the economy of a place functions and good 

systems are needed to support successful economies. 

                                                           
3
 BIS Economics Paper No.7 (2012)  “Understanding Local Growth” 

4
 IPPR (2014) “Building Economic Resilience”. 
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• Quality of life - this is hard to define objectively and can relate to the social, environmental 

and place factors. Evidence suggests that a good quality of life is an indirect rather than a 

direct driver of urban economic competitiveness, but it is nevertheless important for 

attracting new investment. 

• Decision making – strategic decision making by urban authorities is a key driver of 

competitiveness when effective governance arrangements are in place. 

2.21 Maidstone has many features of a successful economy.  Our aim is to build on these strengths 

through this economic development strategy so that our residents can benefit from a stronger 

economy. 
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3 Maidstone Today: Challenges and 

Opportunities 

3.1 This section sets out how Maidstone's economy has been performing over recent years and the 

challenges and opportunities it faces. The key points in this section are based on the findings set out 

in the State of the Maidstone Economy report and from the programme of engagement and 

workshops with the business community, stakeholders and councillors. 

Maidstone has the biggest economy in Kent 

3.2 Maidstone is the largest economy in Kent in terms of economic output, worth an estimated £3.3 

billion per annum
5
. Total employment - including both employees and the self-employed - was 

70,700 in 2012
6
, 12.6% of total employment in Kent. 

Recent economic performance has been poor 

3.3 Over recent years Maidstone's economy has not fared well and for many economic indicators the 

downward trends have been worse than for neighbouring areas and comparator towns. 

3.4 Maidstone’s economic output, measured in terms of GVA, fell between 2007 and 2012 and as a 

result its contribution to the Kent economy decreased from 13.3% to 12.5%.  Amongst the Kent 

districts, only Dover experienced a worse fall in output over this period. Over the longer term from 

2002 to 2012, Maidstone's economic output performance has been below par - increasing by only 

3.8% which was below the Kent (+4.2%) and national (+4.4%) rates. Nearby districts of Dover, 

Tunbridge Wells, Gravesham and Swale have all performed better. 

3.5 Total employment in Maidstone fell from 72,600 in 2009 to 70,700 in 2012
7
.  This 2.6% decrease was 

greater than the fall across Kent as a whole (-0.7%) and contrasts with a slight +0.7% increase 

nationally. Only Ashford (-2.9%) and Tonbridge & Malling (-3.1%) saw a decline greater than 

Maidstone amongst the Kent districts, with the others all doing better, particularly Dartford (+11.3%) 

and Sevenoaks (+5.1%).  

3.6 Employment in Maidstone also fared worse than in comparator areas like Colchester, Chelmsford 

and Horsham, which saw either no change or an increase in employment over the same time period. 

3.7 Over a longer time horizon from 2002 to 2012, employment in Maidstone increased by 3.8%, which 

was above the Kent average (+0.9%) but below the national growth rate (+5.8%).  Four other districts 

in Kent saw greater growth and these were Dartford, Shepway, Canterbury and Ashford. 

A service sector based economy 

3.8 The focus of the Maidstone economy is towards the service sector with Health and Public 

Administration (largely public sector), Business Administration & Support, Financial and Insurance 

Services and Information & Communication all relatively significant. 

                                                           
5
 All GVA estimates are from Kent County Council (2014) Business Intelligence Statistical Bulletin 

6
 ONS (2013) Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES) 

7
 ONS (2013) Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES) - includes employees and self-employed. 
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3.9 While public sector orientated service industries have performed badly in employment terms since 

2009, private sector services have seen some growth. Employment in Business Administration & 

Support, Financial and Insurance services and Information & Communication increased between 

2009 and 2012 and growth has been well above the national and Kent trends, with the exception of 

Business Administration & Support which grew more at the Kent level. 

Public sector job losses 

3.10 One of the main reasons why the Maidstone economy has performed poorly over recent years is its 

reliance on the public sector for employment at a time when austerity has meant cuts to the public 

sector nationally. Some 1500 of the 1900 jobs lost in Maidstone between 2009 and 2012 were in the 

public sector
8
.  

3.11 Maidstone has the second highest dependency on public sector jobs in the South East (27.9% of the 

workforce)
9 

and it is forecast to lose a further 2000 jobs by 2015 through a combination of direct 

(1490) and indirect (510) public sector job losses.  

3.12 Private sector jobs have also been lost since 2009 in Maidstone, but to a lesser extent than in the 

public sector and there are more positive signs of growth over the last year. 

3.13 The dominance of the public sector in the Maidstone economy continues to be a key issue for future 

prosperity.  As the county town, we would expect the proportion of employment in the public sector 

to be high but some diversification is needed. In 2012, 11.3% of the employment in Maidstone was 

in Public Administration and Defence compared to only 4.4% in Kent as a whole.  Signs are that the 

public sector is set to continue to shed further jobs over the next few years, so increasing private 

sector employment growth in Maidstone needs to be a priority. 

Manufacturing is important 

3.14 Although the manufacturing sector is relatively small in the borough, accounting for a relatively low 

proportion of jobs (5.6% of jobs compared to 6.9% in Kent and as whole and 8.9% nationally), it has 

performed relatively well.  Manufacturing employment increased by almost 5.7% between 2009 and 

2012, which contrasts with decline in Kent (-6.6%) and nationally (-3.5%) 

3.15 The manufacturing industries which performed best in Maidstone were Pharmaceutical Products, 

Food Products, Rubber and Plastic Products and Computer, Electronic and Optical Products.  

3.16 This growth has largely been around Marden, Headcorn, Staplehurst and in northern areas around 

the M20.  However, some of these growing businesses wish to relocate to more accessible parts of 

the borough closer to the motorway network.  It will be important that these growing manufacturing 

companies are nurtured to capitalise on the opportunities for economic growth they bring. 

A small but growing knowledge economy 

3.17 Overall Maidstone has a relatively low share of higher value 'knowledge intensive’ employment 

(14.5% compared to 16.1% for Kent and 19.4% nationally); these are sectors such as ICT, financial 

and business services, and advanced manufacturing, which are driving national economic growth.  

While their share in Maidstone is relatively low, they are growing with strong jobs growth recorded 

since 2009 above that for Kent and England as a whole (+5.1% compared to +4.4% in Kent and +2.6% 

                                                           
8
 ONS (2013) Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES) 

9
 KCC Research & Intelligence (January 2011) 'Public Sector Dependency and an assessment of public sector jobs in Kent'  
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for England)
10

The knowledge economy industries that saw particularly significant growth in 

Maidstone are Architectural and Engineering Activities, Computer Programming, Consultancy and 

Related Activities and Publishing. 

3.18 It is important that these high value jobs are encouraged as they are the growth industries of the 

future that will bring higher value, higher paid job opportunities to the borough. 

An entrepreneurial economy 

3.19 Maidstone is an entrepreneurial economy with the self employment rate (12.1%) above the Kent 

(11%) and national (9.9%) averages; the borough ranks fourth highest in Kent below Tunbridge 

Wells, Shepway and Dover
11

. 

3.20 Although the rate of business start-ups has fallen over recent years, from constituting 13.9% of 

businesses in 2004 to 11.2%, this is on a par with the average for Kent (11.1%) but above the 

national average (10.8%)
12

.  

3.21 Business survival rates generally deteriorated during the recession, but Maidstone performed 

relatively better, with business survival rates generally above the national average since 2011.  

3.22 However, some of the reported specific and generic barriers facing new business start-ups and their 

survival in Maidstone include: 

• inflexible lease terms for premises and  comparatively high costs, particularly for those without 

start-up capital and recent graduates and residents starting in business from low income 

backgrounds; 

• many micro businesses working in isolation with few opportunities to develop local supply 

chains; 

• a lack of business skills and little awareness of what is available and a perception that engaging 

help will be costly; and 

• business frustration that the business support landscape is too fragmented and/or irrelevant to 

their needs. 

 

3.23 It is important that new business creation is encouraged and supported through the early stages of 

development.  New firms and SMEs, particularly in the high value knowledge sector, are important 

drivers of innovation and higher productivity in the economy and this will help to diversify 

Maidstone's economy away from the predominance of the public sector. 

A growing population 

3.24 Maidstone had an estimated population of 157,300 in 2012 and is the largest district in Kent, with 

10.6% of the county’s population.
13

 The population has grown faster than the national average in the 

last decade, with 17,000 more residents since 2002.   
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3.25 This growth is set to continue, with future population growth for Maidstone forecast to be above the 

national and regional level to 2021. Both the working age (16-64) and retirement age (65+) 

population are expected to grow more than in Kent overall. 

3.26 This growth offers opportunities to capitalise on the increased productive capacity of the local 

labour force to support business growth.  If jobs growth does not materialise to meet these needs 

then commuting to neighbouring places will rise causing additional pressure on existing 

infrastructure and any additional business rates income that could be generated from new economic 

activity will be lost.    

High rates of economic participation 

3.27 Maidstone has a strong labour market with relatively high employment and economic participation 

rates and relatively low levels of unemployment. In 2013, 7.2% of economically active residents aged 

16-64 were unemployed, compared to 7.6% for both Kent and England.
14

 Unemployment increased 

as a result of the recession, from around 4.3% in 2008 to 8.2% in 2012, but fell in the last year. Thus, 

while the labour market has performed relatively well in difficult times, there is still some way to go 

for unemployment to return to pre-recession levels. 

3.28 Maidstone’s claimant count (the share of working age people claiming Jobseekers Allowance) shows 

a similar pattern to overall unemployment. The claimant count rate rose sharply in 2008, from 1.0% 

of 16-64 year olds in January 2008 to 2.7% in January 2012, but has come down in the last year. In 

April 2014, 1.7% of working age residents were claiming JSA, compared with 2.3% for Kent and 2.7% 

for England as a whole. Maidstone’s claimant count rate was the fifth lowest in Kent in April 2014
15

.   

3.29 This relative tightness of the labour market is further supported from evidence of mismatch 

between the supply and demand for labour. There is greater demand for entry level and 

intermediate level jobs amongst JSA claimants, particularly in sales and customer service roles, than 

vacancies available, whereas for higher paid occupations, such as associate professionals, the 

opposite is true - there are more vacancies than claimants. 

3.30 Anecdotal evidence from employers suggests that businesses are facing recruitment problems which 

are affecting the ability of some Maidstone businesses to grow. For example, a logistics company 

said that it was struggling to recruit 40 drivers, a manufacturing company reported difficulties in 

recruiting engineers and a care provider is also having problems in recruiting for relatively low wage 

positions.  

3.31 These indicators suggest that labour market conditions are tight and some businesses are facing 

recruitment problems across a spectrum of job types in Maidstone.   

Low qualification levels 

3.32 The qualifications profile is relatively low in Maidstone with less than one third (32.6%) of residents 

qualified at NVQ Level 4 or above.  This is below the Kent (33.6%) and national (35%) averages. More 
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people in Maidstone are also qualified at below level 2
16

 (18.5%) compared to Kent as a whole 

(16.5%)
17

. 

3.33 However, GSCE performance is good.  In 2013 70.8% of Key Stage 4 pupils in Maidstone achieved 5+ 

A*-C GSCE grades (including English and mathematics) compared to only 63.1% across Kent and 

59.2% nationally and at A level 87.8% of pupils achieved 3 or more A*-E Grades compared to 86.1% 

across Kent
18

. 

3.34 While there has been improvement over recent years both at the upper and lower ends of the 

qualifications profile - fewer people have no qualifications and more now have degrees - this 

improvement has been less than in Kent as a whole, so the gap has widened. 

3.35 For Maidstone to attract high value jobs and for companies to innovate and become more 

productive in the future, there is a need to up skill the workforce and attract graduates to work in 

the Maidstone economy. 

Residents earn more than workers 

3.36 Average earnings of residents in Maidstone (£26,800) are above those of workers (£23,290)
19

. This 

gap between the wages of residents and workers reflects commuting patterns with out-commuters 

generally going to better paid occupations, and in-commuters coming to generally lower paid service 

sector jobs. 

3.37 Historically, resident earnings in Maidstone have been above the Kent and national averages, 

However, latest figures suggest resident earnings in Maidstone fell between 2012 to 2013 from 

£28,700 to £26,800 and therefore are now below the Kent (£28,700) and national (£27,400) 

averages. These figures need to be treated with caution and monitored to test whether 2013 was a 

one off fall, an error in the data, or whether they are part of a more profound decline. 

Maidstone is becoming less important as a place for jobs 

3.38 Maidstone as a place for work for its residents has become less important over the last decade, 

moving from being a slight net importer of labour to a net exporter. The 2011 Census shows that 

some 1240 more people were leaving the borough for work than coming in. 

3.39 Evidence suggests that in terms of jobs profiles, more out-commuters are working in managerial, 

professional, and technical occupations, while those commuting into Maidstone tend to be in skilled 

/ semi-skilled occupations.
20

  

3.40 The potential pool of more highly skilled labour that is currently commuting out of the borough 

offers potential opportunities to attract higher value businesses which can utilise these skills.  
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SWOT Analysis 

3.41 Based on the analysis of recent economic trends and others which are discussed later in the 

strategy, we summarise below the main strengthens, weaknesses, opportunities and threats facing 

the Maidstone economy.  

 

Strengths Weaknesses 

• Good strategic transport links 

• Attractive business location 

opportunities around motorway 

junctions 

• High quality environment 

• Critical mass of employment draws 

workers to the area 

• Opportunities in the health and medical 

growth sectors 

• Part of a growing and dynamic market 

area 

• Significant proportions of economically 

active residents 

• High proportions of residents employed 

in technical and associate professional 

occupations 

• Growth in knowledge based economy 

sectors 

• Diverse and broad sectoral mix 

• High levels of entrepreneurship  

• Good school performance in GCSEs and 

A levels 

 

 

• Poor rail connectivity to London 

compared to neighbouring towns 

• Relatively low levels of productivity 

• Gap between resident and workplace 

earnings 

• Low qualification profile and the gap 

widening with other places 

• High dependency on public sector 

employment  

• Low proportion of managerial level 

occupations 

• Lack of employment in key knowledge 

sectors 

• Loss of HE provision 

• Maidstone town centre is falling in the 

retail hierarchy. 

• Lack of suitable retail units that meet 

retailer requirements 

• An abundance of low quality secondary 

office space in the town centre and 

stagnant office market demand for 

secondary space 

• Low level of delivery of new high quality 

floorspace across all property types  
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Opportunities 

• The working age population is forecast 

to grow 

• Strong base of entrepreneurs to further 

develop 

• Out commuting of higher skilled workers 

provides future business growth 

opportunities 

• To build sector strengths based around 

the proposed expansion of KIMS and 

Maidstone Medical Campus 

• To build HE capacity with a focus on 

health-related opportunities relating to 

the Maidstone Medical Campus and the 

UCA provision at Maidstone Studios 

• Ability to utilise the M20 to attract 

regional and nationally focused activities 

• Availability of employment sites for 

development at Junction 7  

To increase the attractiveness of the 

town centre and enhance retail and 

leisure offer the through proposed 

developments  

• Use of PDR to convert low quality vacant 

offices to town centre housing and 

thereby improve the vitality of the office 

market 

• Potential delivery of existing permissions 

if property market can be strengthened 

• Potential to exploit 'niche' opportunities 

in the sub-regional economy 

• Growth in neighbouring areas within the 

functional market area can grow 'market 

opportunities' for Maidstone businesses 

Threats 

• Decreasing proportion of the population 

in the 30-59 age band 

• Major growth proposals in neighbouring 

local authority areas 

• Competition from established locations 

for 'value added' sectors 

• Global competition 

• Dominance of Kings Hill in the regional 

office market 

• Competition from neighbouring centres 

for local business seeking to expand and 

inward investment opportunities 

• Proposals for out-of-town retail 

developments which could threaten the 

town centre if poorly planned. 

• Limited scale market 
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4 Maidstone’s Growth Potential  

4.1 Understanding the trajectory of the Maidstone economy, both in terms of the scale and type of 

economic growth that could occur is an important foundation for the economic development 

strategy. An informed judgement about the sectors that could grow (and decline) is needed to shape 

policy and investment decisions by the council and partners.  

4.2 At the same time, we must acknowledge the inherent uncertainties when making these judgements. 

Anticipating external shocks such as the global credit crunch is almost impossible. Moreover, in the 

context of global and national structural macroeconomic changes, the council is limited in its ability 

to influence the performance of different sectors. Policy needs to be sufficiently flexible to adapt to 

the changing demands of the economy and to create the conditions for growth in a range of sectors. 

These sectors need to provide jobs in a range of different occupations at different skill levels and pay 

grades for all residents. 

Employment Forecasts 

4.3 In their report Economic Sensitivity Testing and Employment Land Forecast
21

, consultants GVA 

present a number of different forecasts of future employment growth in the Maidstone economy.  A 

‘base’ scenario is modelled from econometric forecasts by Experian. This effectively represents a 

‘business as usual’ scenario, projecting forward largely based on historic trends. The base scenario is 

for employment growth of 7,800 jobs between 2011 and 2031 in Maidstone. 

4.4 Building from the base scenario, GVA consider the locally relevant factors that could drive economic 

growth, considering where the base scenario under- or over-plays the potential for growth in some 

of Maidstone’s existing key sectors. In addition, the consultants assess the potential for growth in 

new ‘opportunity’ sectors, reviewing some of the emerging technologies that could drive growth and 

how applicable they are to Maidstone’s economy.   

4.5 Based on this analysis, GVA conclude that it is reasonable to anticipate that employment growth will, 

in certain sectors, grow beyond what ‘business as usual’ or historic trends would suggest. To 

quantify the potential uplift, three sensitivity tests are applied. First, comparator areas are identified 

and their forecasts for sector growth compared with Maidstone. Second, the impact of proposed 

developments in Maidstone are considered, including KIMS/MMC and the Newnham Court Shopping 

Village.  Third, the key elements of sensitivities 1 and 2 are integrated to arrive at an enhanced 

growth scenario of 14,400 jobs over the period 2011 to 2031.  

4.6 GVA conclude that while there are risks, on balance it is appropriate to plan for growth in line with 

the enhanced growth scenario to maximise economic potential. The high growth scenario, which has 

been accepted by the council, will require a proactive approach to promoting economic growth, 

making land available in attractive locations for business, taking forward the regeneration of the 

town centre and implementing other actions outlined in this strategy. Maximising the potential of 

Kent Institute of Medicine and Surgery (KIMS) and the Maidstone Medical Campus proposal will be 

particularly important for achieving the employment forecast. 
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Sectors 

4.7 A breakdown by sector of the 14,400 jobs forecast in Maidstone over the next 20 years is provided 

by GVA in their report. As the forecasts are derived from standard industrial classifications, it is 

helpful to group some of these activities together for the purposes of strategy and policy making. 

The commentary below is focused on those sectors, and sub-sectors, with the largest growth 

potential in Maidstone. It is drawn from analysis by Shared Intelligence in the State of the Economy 

report and from the GVA report.
22

 

Professional and Business Services 

4.8 Employment in Maidstone, like the UK, is expected to continue its shift towards service sector-based 

activities with professional and business services the main engine of growth. While a renaissance in 

manufacturing has been touted since the financial crisis, it has so far failed to emerge to the extent 

that pre-recession trends have substantially changed. The professional services sector covers a wide 

variety of activity, from legal services through to scientific R&D. Growth of over 5200 jobs are 

forecast in this sector by 2031 making it the largest contributor to future growth in Maidstone. 

Business services such as architecture, marketing and management consultancies are driven to an 

extent by growth of the industries they serve. Demand in Maidstone is likely to be largely locally 

driven from SMEs serving local markets. 

4.9 The R&D activities within this sector are of particular interest to Maidstone as they help to raise 

productivity, broaden the economic base, and offer well paid jobs. Some of the Maidstone Medical 

Campus jobs would fall into this category. 

4.10 Other sectors expected to grow which fit under the broad category of Professional and Business 

Services include: 

• Finance: While the financial crisis, together with longer-term consolidation of activities 

within the sector, has meant a decline in employment nationally, Maidstone has seen recent 

job gains. Longer-term growth in the South East is anticipated and building on the existing 

strong base, it is reasonable to assume that Maidstone could capture a share of this growth. 

The sector is forecast to create almost 500 jobs by 2031. 

• Computing and information services: Information technologies permeate nearly all sectors 

of the economy and are a key driver of innovation and productivity gains. The IT services 

sector continues to evolve with cloud computing and the mobile App industry both recent 

drivers of growth alongside on-going demand for networking, hosting, and maintenance.  As 

more and more business rely on information technologies to do business, employment will 

continue to grow. The relatively low start-up costs associated with setting up an online 

business, or launching a new App mean there are opportunities for micro enterprises and 

SMEs. The sector is forecast to create 600 jobs in Maidstone by 2031. 

 

• Administrative and supportive services: These services will continue to grow with the wider 

economy, as both the private and public sectors continue to outsource more of their 

administrative and supportive tasks in order to focus on core business.  The sector is of 

particular interest in terms of the potential for remote working and start-up opportunities.  

Over 1600 jobs are forecast in Maidstone by 2031. 
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Construction and Real Estate 

4.11 Maidstone has a comparatively large construction sector, with some 30% more jobs than the 

national average. Reflecting the highly cyclical nature of employment, over 1500 jobs in construction 

were lost during the recession. As the property market recovers, there is good reason to believe 

employment in construction in Maidstone will recover and expand. The scale of housing growth in 

Maidstone, nearby parts of Kent and the South East should support long-term growth.   

4.12 Three sectors in the forecast fall under the broad category of construction – civil engineering, 

construction of buildings, and specialised construction activities. Together, they are forecast to 

create nearly 800 jobs by 2031.  Closely tied to Construction is the Real Estate sector where more 

than 600 jobs are forecast in activities such as including Real Estate Sales, Managing and Letting. 

Health and Social Care 

4.13 An ageing population and the rising proportion of national income being spent on health and social 

care will drive growth of this sector. More people are turning to private healthcare to supplement 

care provided by the state. An uplift to the base forecast for the health sector in Maidstone has been 

applied to account for investment taking place in KIMS and the Maidstone Medical Campus 

proposal. These developments will create highly skilled, well-paid jobs that will boost productivity 

and income in Maidstone. It is therefore important to support the development of KIMS and 

Maidstone Medical Campus to ensure that the opportunities it will bring to attract further inward 

investment are capitalised upon. 

4.14 Over 1500 additional jobs are forecast in the health sector by 2031. Another 1500 jobs are forecast 

in Residential and Social Care. These sectors offer the potential to create jobs in a range of 

occupations and skill levels.  

Manufacturing 

4.15 The manufacturing sector has performed relatively strongly in Maidstone since 2009 - particularly in 

the rural areas, such as Marden and north of Maidstone.  Maidstone has some locally significant and 

growing businesses in transport equipment manufacturing. Nurturing this sector and supporting 

manufacturing industries to continue to grow in the future will be important.  Securing the future of 

our existing businesses is the best way of achieving economic growth rather than relying on new 

inward investment opportunities.    

Creative and Media 

4.16 The creative industries are increasingly recognised as one of the UK’s competitive strengths in the 

global economy. There were over 2700 jobs in the broad creative industries sector in Maidstone in 

2012, representing 3.8% of employment, which is above the Kent average (3.1%) but below the 

national average (4.3%).  

4.17 Within this broad sector, Maidstone has a specialism in Media and Broadcasting in the form of 

Maidstone Studios, and also has close ties with the University of the Creative Arts. While London 

dominates the media industry, Maidstone Studios is a key asset locally that should be supported. 

New technologies including new online platforms are creating opportunities for entrepreneurs to 

enter the sector. While the quantum of forecast employment growth in media is modest (+80 jobs) 

by 2031, they are potentially high value jobs, and the figure should be seen as a minimum within the 

context of more significant growth of the wider creative sector.   
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Retail and Leisure 

4.18 The retail sector continues to change significantly with the growth of online retail, the popularity of 

larger shopping malls and the recent decline in disposable income. High streets are being forced to 

reinvent themselves to survive in this highly competitive environment. Investment in Maidstone 

town centre is needed if it is to continue to be a popular retail and leisure destination.  Population 

growth and growing consumer confidence should provide a much needed injection of demand and 

footfall in the short-medium term. The retail sector is forecast to create 600 jobs by 2031.  

4.19 In terms of leisure, long-term growth in income has driven demand for recreation activities, 

tempered recently by the fall in real incomes following the recession. With the right offer, 

Maidstone has the potential to attract growth in the sector, drawing spend from relatively wealthy 

surrounding areas. The recreation sector is forecast to create 260 jobs. 

Education 

4.20 Nationally, the education sector is expanding, driven largely by population growth which is resulting 

in the need for more schools places, and in turn more teachers, teaching assistants, secretarial and 

consultancy support. Demand for further and higher education is also growing, with the latter one of 

the UK’s most important exports in the form of international students. Population growth in 

Maidstone will mean at least two new primary schools within the town. There are also opportunities 

for expansion of higher education, linked to the media sector and health sectors. The education 

sector is forecast to create 1500 jobs by 2031.  

Logistics and Distribution 

4.21 The logistics and distribution sector has seen significant growth over the past decade proving to be 

resilient in the recession.  Future growth in this sector is forecast to be strong. More and more goods 

are being transported across the country from business to business and business to consumer. In 

this sense, the logistics sector is an important enabling sector for the rest of the economy. The 

sector offers a range of employment opportunities at different occupational and skill levels.  The 

industry is growing in terms of size and sophistication; Skills for Logistics – the sector skills agency  

forecasts the need for more than 900,000 workers over the next decade nationally, increasingly at 

managerial levels and also at machine operative and administrative levels.  

4.22 Locations with good accessibility to ports, airports and freight hubs have been the main focus for 

operators and developers. Maidstone’s location on the M20 means it fits many of these criteria and 

demand is expected to be strong along motorway junction locations. Nearly 700 more jobs are 

forecast in land transport and storage and a further 300 jobs in the wholesale sector in Maidstone by 

2031. 

The Visitor Economy 

4.23 Tourism is an important sector in Maidstone; visitors come to the area for a variety of different 

reasons and from a variety of places, bringing an injection of expenditure which helps to raise 

income and employment both directly and through multiplier effects. Nationally, the tourism sector 

continues to expand; according to ONS figures 2013 was a record year for overseas visitor numbers 

to Maidstone with a large increase in the number of Chinese visitors. 

4.24 Leeds Castle is the most high profile of Maidstone’s tourist attractions with over 500,000 visitors per 

annum. Other key attractions include Maidstone Museum, Kent Showground & Bentlif Art Gallery - 
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one of the most important regional museums in the South East, Kent Life – an open air museum 

about Kent’s rural heritage, the Hazlitt Arts Centre and the Hazlitt Theatre. 

4.25 Many people visit Maidstone to enjoy its attractive rural villages and Kentish countryside. Parts of 

the borough are within the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). People visit to 

go walking, cycling, horse riding or to sample the local Kentish produce. The town centre attracts 

people during the day for the retail and leisure offer, as well as for the parks and riverside walks. In 

the evening, Maidstone’s bars and club are popular with young people and contribute to an 

important evening economy.  

4.26 The parks and open spaces in Maidstone, especially Mote Park and Whatman Park, mean it is well 

placed to host major events and festivals, and has a track record of doing so. Maidstone is also a 

popular location for conferences, with a number of different venues across the borough which are 

promoted by Kent Conference Bureau (KCB), a not for profit organisation promoting Kent as a 

conference and event destination, that was originally established in Maidstone.  

4.27 Analysis of the visitor economy in Maidstone has been undertaken using the industry-standard 

Cambridge model. The most recent assessment found: 

• Spend - around £176.8 million was spent on trips to Maidstone in 2009 by overnight and day 

visitors, up by 2% compared to 2009. It is estimated that a further £53 million was added 

through multiplier effects. Drawing together direct business turnover, supplier and income 

induced expenditure, and related expenditure, the total value of tourism activity is 

estimated to have been around £249.9 million – an increase of 4% compared to 2009. 

• Trips – an estimated 3.3 million tourism day trips were made to Maidstone in 2011, down 

1% compared to 2009. In addition, around 393,000 overnight tourism trips were made. 

• Origin of spend and trips –domestic visitors made up 83% of overnight trips (327,000) and 

overseas visitors made 17% of trips (66,000). By comparison, 26% of expenditure was made 

by domestic staying visitors; 11% by overseas staying visitors and 63% by day visitors. 

• Jobs – an estimated 3,700 full-time equivalent jobs were created by the sector, or 5,000 

including seasonal and part-time workers - around 7% of total employment. 

 

4.28 The fundamental challenge for Maidstone is to capture a greater share of South East tourism and 

build on the borough’s heritage, urban and rural strengths.  Destinations that are well managed are 

more likely to excel in attracting new investment, talented workers and ultimately more visitors. The 

council is commissioning a Destination Management Plan - a shared statement of intent between 

public and private partners to manage, develop and promote Maidstone as a tourist destination. 
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5 Strategy for Growth 

5.1 Turning our economic vision into a reality for Maidstone and achieving our growth ambitions, 

requires a clear strategy and set of actions to deliver the strategic objectives and create the right 

conditions for economic growth.  We will achieve this through focusing on the following five 

priorities.   

A. Retaining and Attracting Investment 

B. Stimulating Entrepreneurship 

C. Enhancing the Town Centre  

D. Meeting the Skills Needs 

E. Improving the Infrastructure 

5.2 This strategy needs to be taken forward by all partners involved in delivering the economic agenda 

in Maidstone.  This includes the borough and county councils, agencies such as Job Centre Plus, the 

schools, colleges and universities and, most importantly, the business community. It is our 

businesses that will ultimately deliver economic growth and it is our role to support them by 

creating the conditions for them to flourish. 

5.3 The business community in Maidstone is developing a strong voice through the Maidstone Economic 

Business Partnership (MEBP) and there is a clear desire to make things happen. The potential for 

Maidstone to benefit from the recent upturn in the economy is clearly recognised by businesses who 

are advocating that Maidstone Borough Council takes an active role in promoting economic growth.  

A. Retaining and Attracting Investment 

We will support existing businesses to develop and grow and also work to attract new 

employers to the borough, creating job opportunities for all residents in a range of 

sectors, with special regard to those that are high growth, growing the economy through exports, 

and in the knowledge economy. 

Global competition and competition from neighbouring towns will increase in the years to come.  

Ashford Borough Council and the local authorities in Thames Gateway Kent have put forward 

ambitious growth plans, with many new homes and jobs planned.  We need to continue to invest in 

infrastructure, skills and business support in Maidstone to provide an attractive offer to new and 

existing businesses.  

5.4 An important part of this is ensuring that the planning framework enables a pipeline of quality office, 

industrial and warehousing accommodation to come forward in locations that are attractive to 

modern business. This includes sites in the town centre, on the edge of town adjacent to the 

motorway and in rural service centres. (See Section 6 Locations for Growth).  
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Business Retention 

5.5 The growth Maidstone has seen over recent years has been largely due to the expansion of existing 

businesses, rather than new inward investment from outside of Kent. Supporting existing local 

businesses to grow is therefore critical for delivering the job growth we want for the future.  

5.6 There is a need to support existing businesses through working with partners and other agencies 

with funding to support their growth. Through the European Structural Investment Funds 

Programme, the South East Local Enterprise Partnership has allocated resource to the government's 

GrowthAccelerator programme to enable greater provision of this service across the area. Kent 

County Council also provides funding to High Growth Kent to support high growth potential 

companies at an earlier pre GrowthAccelerator stage.  It is important that partners work together 

across the borough to ensure that the potential of both of these programmes achieves maximum 

impact. 

5.7 As the recovery of the national economy continues to gather momentum, business sentiment in 

Maidstone is also improving.  Around half of the 59 businesses responding to a recent the Maidstone 

Borough Council survey
23

 said they were planning to take on more staff in the next 12 months and 

nearly three quarters were either ‘very confident’ or ‘somewhat confident’ about the prospects for 

growth in turnover over the next five years. This view was echoed at the first MEBP workshop and is 

reflected in the Federation of Small Business' own survey of business sentiment undertaken on a six- 

monthly basis. We need to work with businesses to encourage them to invest and grow in 

Maidstone. 

5.8 A key reason for overall employment decline in Maidstone over recent years has been the 

predominance of the public sector which has seen significant job losses during this period of 

austerity and public spending cut backs.  Our strategy therefore needs to focus on encouraging 

growth in private sector businesses to help diversify the local economy away from a reliance on the 

public sector. 

5.9 Recent commuting patterns suggest that Maidstone has become less important over the last decade 

as a place of work for its residents, moving from being a marginal importer of labour in 2001 to 

being a net exporter in 2011.  In 2011, approximately 1,240 more people were commuting out of the 

borough to work than commuting in and the percentage of Maidstone residents working and living 

in the borough fell from 60% in 2001 to 50% in 2011. 

5.10 Maximising the productive contribution of our residents for the benefit of the Maidstone economy 

may mean that additional employment land needs to be identified so that more jobs can be created 

for the growing working age population, if net out-commuting is to be reversed and potential 

business rate income in the borough is to be maximised. 

5.11 The employment sectors with potential to grow need to be supported to ensure that they deliver 

the level of job growth forecast.  

5.12 There is still under-representation of knowledge-based industries in the Maidstone economy despite 

improvements over recent years. This is reflected in the relatively low proportion of residents with 

high level qualifications and a reason why more working residents in higher paid occupations 
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commute out of the borough to work elsewhere.  Attracting more knowledge-based businesses and 

supporting our existing ones to grow is therefore important for the future.  

5.13 Our pool of residents in managerial and professional occupations, high levels of educational 

achievement, good strategic transport links and high quality environment are all key assets of the 

local economy.  They provide the foundation to attract more knowledge-based businesses to 

Maidstone in the future. 

5.14 As well as having some specific sector specialisms with potential for job growth in Maidstone in the 

future, we also have a broad economic base.  This diversity together with its economic assets make 

Maidstone attractive to many other sectors as well. To ensure that opportunities unforeseen at the 

moment can be capitalised upon, we need to ensure that employment land allocations are 

sufficiently flexible so that these potential opportunities are not lost to competing places in the 

future.  

Inward Investment 

5.15 Maidstone is an attractive business location; a recent business survey
24

 found that the most 

appealing features are its strategic location, the high quality of life, the transport infrastructure 

(good access to the motorway network) and a committed workforce.   

5.16 This view of Maidstone as a good business location is also supported by a recent Locate in Kent 

survey of 314 key business figures in the South East.  This indicates that knowledge of Maidstone as 

a business location is relatively high - Maidstone and Ashford together were the places that most 

respondents knew a great deal or a fair amount of information about. More now cite Maidstone and 

Ashford as the most favourable business location in Kent compared to a similar survey in 2010.  The 

only other place viewed more favourably as a business location in Kent was Thames Gateway Kent. 

In terms of a specific preferred location, Maidstone was the second most favoured place in Kent to 

Ashford, although this was a reversal of the position in 2010 when Maidstone was the most favoured 

business location.  

5.17 This is another indicator that Maidstone stands at a crossroads, with signs that neighbouring places, 

such as Ashford and Medway, are starting to gain greater economic growth momentum than 

Maidstone.  Both of these towns have considerably better High Speed rail links to the capital and 

ambitious growth plans.  If Maidstone doesn't act quickly to regain ground that it has lost, it risks 

being left behind.  Positive action is needed now to alter this trajectory. 

5.18 Anecdotal evidence suggests that most inward investment to Maidstone over recent years has 

generally been from businesses moving within the Kent area, rather than from further afield.  We 

therefore need to do more to promote the benefits of locating in Maidstone to a wider business 

audience, particularly businesses that would benefit from close proximity to the national motorway 

network. 
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Actions 

A1. Introduce the Council's new Business Customer Relationship Management system  

Local businesses will be targeted to receive support that enables them to grow. 

This will be done  in partnership with others, including High Growth Kent, Manufacturing 

Advisory Services, UKTI, etc . 

 

A2. Work with Maidstone Medical Campus to ensure that the investment goes ahead, 

including investigating using direct council intervention (powers/Investment) if necessary. 

 

A3.  Ensure that employment land allocated through the planning system is suitable for the 

needs of new and expanding employers and that planning policies are flexible enough to 

achieve the balance between realising potential growth opportunities and not sacrificing the 

environment which is in itself an asset.  

A4. Deliver and support business events focused on supporting existing business 

competitiveness and driving business growth. 

A5. Effectively engage with employers to raise awareness of available programmes and 

support, increase take up and participation to improve business competitiveness. 

A6. Investigate a new master plan involving small scale format offices on land allocated for 

employment at Eclipse Business Park. 

B.  Stimulating Entrepreneurship 

We will create a more entrepreneurial and innovative economy, supporting new business 

start-ups and those with high growth potential to move up the value chain. 

5.19 Maidstone is an entrepreneurial place; the economy is dominated by small and medium sized 

enterprises (SMEs) and there are a large number of businesses per head of population and a high 

self employment rate. 

5.20 A key priority for the future is to continue to diversify the Maidstone economy away from the public 

sector by encouraging new private sector businesses to start up and to support the existing ones to 

grow. New businesses are also important vehicles for driving forward innovation within an economy 

and there is a close association between companies that are innovative and those that are high 

growth. This innovation can happen across all sectors and the key to nurturing this is being able to 

identify companies looking to innovate and engage with them to determine what support is needed 

to help them realise their growth potential. 

5.21 Maidstone Borough Council has been providing business start-up support through Kent Invicta 

Chamber. There has been a good level of take-up for these services with Kent Invicta Chamber 

reporting higher than expected demand across a broad range of sectors.  In 2012-13 there was a 

20% increase in take up and interest in the “Starting in business” workshops and 1-1 advice sessions. 

There was also an increasing numbers of referrals from Job Centre Plus, with 351 clients referred in 

the 12 months to March 2014 through the Enterprise Club. This was in addition to clients referred to 

private sector providers of the Work Programme. 
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5.22 As a response to this demand, Maidstone has strengthened its business support Service Level 

Agreement with the Chamber to increase delivery capacity and it has also sponsored an enhanced 

delivery programme for 2013-14 with grant funding from KCC. This includes more start-up 

workshops, one-to-one advice, sector specific business planning workshops and private sector 

engagement by creating local business networks. Through this enhanced programme, support will 

be provided for around 800 individuals.  

5.23 According to research undertaken by KCC in 2010, Maidstone has one of the highest concentrations 

of home-based businesses in Kent
25 

and these are located in both the urban and rural parts of the 

borough. Many of these businesses reportedly suffer from isolation, a lack of networking 

opportunities, professional services and meeting rooms. All of these factors conspire to stifle growth 

and survival.  

5.24 Supporting these businesses to grow, as well as encouraging more residents who are perhaps 

currently commuting out of the borough to work in London to consider setting up their own 

businesses locally, offers potential for the future. Not only would it maximise the economic 

contributions of these residents, it would also build on one of Maidstone’s strengths - the work-life 

balance on offer, to attract high skilled and high earning entrepreneurs, or home workers to the 

area. 

5.25 Encouraging new business start-ups will require the necessary infrastructure to be put in place to 

support their growth. The council is considering developing affordable business workspace in an 

Enterprise Hub to provide a highly supportive environment for new start-ups and existing micro 

businesses to grow.  A range of supportive initiatives are proposed, including flexible time-based and 

virtual memberships, peer-to-peer business support, and high quality, bespoke mentoring, events, 

seminars and workshops. This is an important priority for the council to encourage new business 

creation and investment in Maidstone.    

5.26 Ensuring that high speed broadband infrastructure is in place across the borough is also critical for 

encouraging growth of home-working and new business start-ups. This will be particularly important 

in rural areas where these types of businesses will not threaten the high quality of the environment, 

whilst offering real potential for economic growth in some of the most isolated parts of the borough.  

5.27 In recognising the potential that new business start-ups can bring to our local economy, there is also 

a need to ensure a consistency with other policies adopted by the Council, such as flexible planning 

policies which permit the use of residential properties for home-working.  

Actions 

B1. Continue to provide funding for a business start-up programme. 

B2. Progress the option of an Enterprise Hub for Maidstone. 

B3. Work with the County to ensure the roll out of high speed broadband across rural 

communities. 

B4. Investigate specific actions that the Council could undertake to support the creation of small 

businesses in rural areas. 
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C. Enhancing the Town Centre 

We will promote the regeneration of Maidstone town centre as a high quality retail and 

leisure destination, and as a place to live and work. 

5.28 The town centre is very important to the borough as both a means of attracting expenditure and as a 

source of employment. Some two thirds of all jobs in the borough are in the town centre itself and 

even more (71%) of the service sector jobs are there. The town centre is also an important asset as a 

retail and leisure destination serving a wide catchment area 

Importance of Office Jobs 

5.29 The predominance of the service sector in Maidstone town centre is reflected in its importance as 

the main location for office accommodation in the borough. Over recent years there has been 

significant growth of an edge of town office market with the development of schemes such as 

Eclipse Park at Junction 7 of the M20, and out of town schemes such as Kings Hill in the neighbouring 

district of Tonbridge and Malling.   

5.30 One of the key challenges facing Maidstone is addressing the diminishing stock of quality office 

space in the town centre and the increase in secondary poor quality offices that do not meet the 

needs of modern employers.  Vacancy rates in this secondary stock have risen substantially, and 

much of the office space currently available in the borough is in the town centre
26

.  

5.31 The relatively large amount of vacant ageing low quality office stock is depressing the buoyancy of 

the overall town centre office market and the large number of 'For Let' signs has a negative effect on 

perceptions of the town centre.  However, where office accommodation is of high quality, demand is 

relatively strong, particularly for smaller office units.  

5.32 A number of conversions from offices to residential are already underway in the town centre 

following the government's introduction of Permitted Development Rights (PDR). It will be 

important to ensure that this conversion is monitored and that where possible planning policies are 

put in place to try to achieve the right balance.  Retaining the better quality office space would be 

desirable to maintain the town centre’s status as a key employment location for office occupiers.  At 

the same time, some conversions under PDR or otherwise, would be advantageous in helping to 

manage down the excess supply of secondary stock, potentially raising values and rejuvenating the 

market for high quality office development in the future. 

Retail and Leisure Destination 

5.33 As a retail location Maidstone has recently slipped down the national hierarchy of retail centres.
27

  

Nevertheless, the town performs relatively well and successfully competes with nearby Ashford, 

Chatham and Dartford.
28

   

5.34 Maidstone has good multiple retail representation, particularly in the prime retail areas of Fremlin 

Walk, where the House of Fraser department store provides a high quality anchor. This is 

complemented by a strong independent offer and an outdoor market. 
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5.35 However, The Mall lacks a high quality anchor
29

 and there is a sense that the town centre could offer 

a lot more from a retail perspective.   There is a notable lack of large, modern and well-located shop 

units to attract those major 'anchor' retailers not currently represented in Maidstone town centre, 

such as Debenhams and John Lewis.  Considerable expenditure is lost to Bluewater, particularly from 

the more affluent residents who tend to shop there. 

5.36 Maidstone town centre also has many positives as a leisure and cultural destination, with 

restaurants, the museum, the Hazlitt theatre, a cinema and nightlife for young people.  However, 

feedback from consultations with Councillors and businesses suggests there is a need to encourage 

more cultural and leisure activities to attract greater numbers of people into town. Suggestions 

made to improve the town centre at a recent workshop included: 

• attracting higher quality retailers and another department store; 

• making more of the historic buildings and the river;  

• creating a stronger sense of identity and a 'brand' to distinguish Maidstone from other 

places; 

• managing down the stock of redundant office space in the town centre; and 

• investing in transport infrastructure and improving access by public transport. 

5.37 Ensuring the vitality and viability of Maidstone town centre has been and continues to be a key 

priority for the Council’s economic development activities. The council is responsible for many of the 

major improvements to the town centre over the last 15 years. This includes using its compulsory 

purchase order powers to bring about the £100 million redevelopment of the former brewery site to 

create Fremlin Walk - the 350,000 sq ft retail centre in the heart of the town centre. The council’s 

focus on good design and the integration of old and new, resulted in a Gold Award in the British 

Council of Shopping Centres Awards in 2005. 

5.38 A programme of improvement schemes to upgrade the town centre environment has commenced.  

Starting with High Street, Bank Street, Middle Row and parts of King Street, some £4 million has 

been spent transforming the area with high quality granite stone, seating, lighting and planting.  

New open spaces have been created to hold events to attract and retain shoppers and visitors, and 

encourage people to stay longer in the town centre. As a result of this scheme there has been a 

reduction in ground floor shop vacancies from 10 units to 2.  The other economic benefits of this 

type of investment are well known and include increases in footfall, consumer expenditure, job 

creation and rising property values. 

5.39 The council is currently considering a further phase of public realm improvements which includes 

proposals for Gabriel’s Hill, Earl Street and the north end of Week Street. Public consultation has 

taken place on draft designs for all three areas. 

5.40 The council established a Town Team in partnership with Town Centre Management to capture the 

enthusiasm and commitment from businesses, residents, voluntary and community organisations, 

and faith based groups to reinvigorate the town centre.  This followed the Mary Portas Review of 

High Streets.  Sub groups focus on projects under the headings of regeneration, marketing and 

events.  Partners work together to ensure the town centre is safe, clean and attractive to shoppers 
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and visitors, which reflects the Town’s Purple Flag award.  The structure and activities of the Town 

Team were recently commended by a Peer Review of the council.  

5.41 The council has also been working with the owners of The Mall shopping centre, Capital and 

Regional, over the past 18 months to encourage both short and long term investment. These 

discussions have culminated in an initial £4 million refurbishment starting in 2015.  Phased 

redevelopment and expansion of The Mall will include more retail and leisure uses with investment 

estimated at £100 million. 

5.42 The council has also been working with Solum Regeneration (a joint venture between Network Rail 

and Kier Group) to bring about the comprehensive redevelopment of Maidstone East Station and 

the adjacent Royal Mail Sorting Office.  This important gateway into Maidstone town centre suffers 

from partial dereliction and poor quality buildings.  Discussions have been taking place over 18 

months, covering issues of land assembly, land uses, design, public realm and town centre 

connectivity.  Network Rail is in advanced negotiations to buy the Sorting Office.   

5.43 These two sites present a major opportunity to strengthen the town centre retail offer at the north 

end of Week Street, improve the railway station and connectivity with the town centre and create a 

better setting around Kent County Council's Sessions House and County Hall. Both of The Mall and 

Maidstone East Station are identified in the Local Plan Regulation 18 Consultation Draft for future 

retail uses. 

5.44 A planning application by Land Securities for an out of town retail scheme at Newnham Court was 

recently rejected on the grounds that it would prejudice the council’s preferred strategy (as set out 

in the draft Local Plan) for the delivery of new comparison and convenience goods floor space on  

the sequentially preferable sites of Maidstone East/former Royal Mail site and the Mall within the 

town centre.  The council’s retail advisors DTZ also considered that the Land Securities proposal 

“would have a serious adverse impact on existing and planned investment in the town centre; which 

would be severe enough to preclude any significant new town centre retail development for many 

years.”  

5.45 Retail employment is sought after by many residents in Maidstone and a range of jobs and skills are 

needed to ensure prosperity for all. Retail employment offers progression in to higher paid 

occupations in the sector and enables employees to develop transferable customer service skills 

5.46 We want to attract new retail investment to Maidstone in the future and there is a need to capitalise 

on the opportunities that are now presenting themselves to improve the town centre.  The council 

needs to work closely with developers and investors to ensure that the impact of new schemes is 

maximised in terms of the retail, leisure, employment and housing opportunities they can bring to 

Maidstone town centre.  

Actions 

C1. To develop a vision for the town centre and translate this into a spatial land use plan for the 

future development of the town 

C2. Consider current office accommodation uses in the town centre and determine how best to 

ensure the development of fit for purpose prime office space for business. 

C3. Consider how the public sector can work together to help stimulate the development of new 

office accommodation and further investment in Maidstone town centre  
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D. Meeting the Skills Needs 

We will ensure that residents are equipped with skills for work and that the skills needs of 

businesses are being met.  

We will support the expansion of the Higher Education sector to increase the number of 

graduates in the workforce, supporting initiatives such as KIMS and Maidstone Medical 

Campus initiative, as well as the UCA expansion at Maidstone Studios. 

5.47 Ensuring that businesses have the skills they need to grow and that residents have the skills to take 

advantage of new job opportunities will be a key to future economic success. Maidstone fares well in 

terms of overall educational attainment at level 2 and level 3 and has many high quality schools in 

the borough.  There is a wide range of academic pathways at level 3 and a high proportion of young 

people go on to higher education.  

5.48 For school leavers that attain only a Level 1 qualification (fewer than 5 GCSEs Grade A-C) there is a 

reported lack of provision. Kent County Council has recently introduced a new initiative to address 

this - the 2-1-2 programme. This brings together schools, FE colleges and employers to provide 

programmes that combine Level 2 academic training at schools with vocational training at FE 

colleges and work placements with employers.  There has been some take up of this initiative in the 

borough and the County Council is promoting this over the coming year with the hope that there is 

both greater provision and take-up of this offer across the borough, as well as more widely across 

the county.   

Further Education 

5.49 Maidstone is well served by the Further Education sector with Mid Kent College having a strong offer 

and close links with businesses and private sector training provision. However, the provision of 

apprenticeships and skills training for school leavers that do not want to go to college is limited, with 

no private sector training providers providing work-related and apprenticeship training in sectors 

such as construction; one of the sectors forecast for employment growth.  

5.50 Mid Kent College is the main further education provider in Maidstone, based at the Oakwood 

Campus.  The college is currently expanding its provision on the former UCA campus and received 

funding for 2015/16 from round four of the Skills Funding Agency's College Capital Investment Fund.  

It is proposing to transform and equip these buildings into state of the art facilities for a higher skills 

centre where it will offer HE courses, including foundation degrees and Higher National Diplomas in 

subjects ranging from Business and Engineering to Health and Social Care.  Business incubation units 

will also be part of the scheme, serving to encourage students to establish new businesses and also 

to attract smaller employers that could benefit from closer collaboration with the college. 

5.51 Mid Kent College is working closely with both the business community and with Maidstone Borough 

Council to ensure that its skills and training provision is meeting the needs of local employers.  

During the course of the refurbishment at the Oakwood Campus, the council has agreed to 

temporarily house the college's skills unit so that an even closer working relationship can be forged, 

with both parties learning from the other. 
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Meeting Employer Skills Needs 

5.52 A number of sectors are reportedly facing skills challenges in Maidstone at present and some 

companies are adapting their recruitment policies to address this situation.  Examples of these 

include: 

• An accountancy firm that has recently shifted its recruitment focus towards workers in London 

seeking a lifestyle change and to school leavers who are offered training to become qualified 

accountants on the job. 

• An aerospace engineering company has a higher proportion of staff approaching  retirement age 

and are anticipating problems filling the positions. Although apprentices are being trained, this 

takes time to get them to the required skills level. 

• A manufacturing company claims only to have a small pool of engineers to recruit from locally 

and that they would like to see more done to promote the sector in Maidstone. 

• Two solicitor firms need to recruit to respond to the upturn in the market but are having 

difficulties. 

• A logistics company is looking to recruit 40 drivers but is struggling to recruit even six.  

• A care provider is facing difficulties recruiting owing to only being able to offer low wages due to 

government cuts and the lack of funding. 

 

5.53 While there is considerable work going on to achieve closer links between Mid Kent College and 

local employers, links between the public sector, training providers and local businesses could be 

better.  The introduction of the Maidstone Economic Business Partnership is a step in the right 

direction.  However, if employment recruitment shortages and the future skills needs of businesses 

are to be addressed, more needs to be done to better understand the skills and training needs of 

employers across the borough and to encourage greater numbers of businesses to take on 

apprenticeships. 

Higher Education 

5.54 To be successful in attracting higher value jobs in growth sectors in the future, the workforce needs 

to be suitably qualified.  The evidence shows that while the qualification profile of Maidstone's 

population has improved over recent years, with more people now qualified at level 4 and above, 

this is still below the national average and there has been greater improvement elsewhere in Kent. 

5.55 Attainment at level 2 and level 3 is high in Maidstone and many young people leave the borough for 

a university education. This presents an opportunity to keep these young people in Maidstone in the 

first place, perhaps by catering for their higher education needs locally, or to attract them back after 

graduation.  

5.56 Maidstone lacks a significant university campus. The University of the Creative Arts withdrew from 

the Oakwood campus a few years, although it has still retained a presence at Maidstone Studios 

where it offers courses in Media Production, Media Business and Media Interactive Production. 

Teaching these courses at the studios enables students to develop strong links with the 

creative/production companies that are based there or others that use the facilities.  This provides 

students with more hands on experience of working in the industry and is a major attraction for the 

courses offered there. However, with the closure of the Oakwood Park campus there is a lack of 

ancillary facilities, such as a library and social space, to enhance the student experience and they 

currently need to travel to the campus at Rochester for these facilities. UCA is trying to address this 

through further development proposed on the Maidstone Studios site.   
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5.57 In April this year KIMS opened on a site near to Maidstone Studios close to junction 7. This £95 

million state-of-the-art hospital is set within a seven-acre development and will be a centre of 

clinical excellence with both academic and teaching facilities.  KIMS is a hospital run by clinicians 

where consultants manage their patient’s treatment pathway from referral through diagnosis to 

treatment and discharge. KIMS is the catalyst for a larger development on adjacent land, Maidstone 

Medical Campus.  This 18 hectare site will incorporate a Neuro Village, Medical School and Research 

and Development occupiers focused on life sciences situated in high quality landscaped grounds.  

Construction of the Maidstone Medical Campus is due to commence in April 2015 with completion 

in 2017/18.  It is looking to attract 150-300 students with the intake commencing as soon as the 

work is completed. There is currently no school of medicine at any of the universities in Kent.   

5.58 Discussions are underway to explore opportunities to further develop the medical-related training 

offer at the Maidstone Medical Campus with other universities that are already providing medical 

and health-related HE training. A close relationship is developing with Canterbury Christ Church 

University (CCCU) which has an Institute of Medical Science (IMS) that provides an umbrella for all 

the medical and health-related courses offered by the university.  Post graduate medical courses are 

offered at CCCU at the Universities of Medway campus in Chatham in the areas of urology, 

orthopaedics, general surgery, obstetrics and gynaecology and ear nose & throat (ENT).  

Undergraduate degrees in ancillary medical or health-related subjects, such as physiotherapy, 

midwifery, speech therapy and social care, are also provided in the Faculty of Health and Well Being.   

5.59 It is clear that there is scope for building upon the offer currently proposed for Maidstone Medical 

Campus through links to other universities, both in Kent and the wider area.  This is an important 

area to be taken forward in the future to ensure that opportunities are maximised around this 

cluster for Maidstone. 

5.60 The close proximity of KIMS and the MMC to Maidstone Studios, where UCA is currently running 

courses and has ambitions to provide more facilities for students, offers opportunities for synergies 

to be developed and could potentially be the start of a 'Universities at Maidstone'.   

5.61 University investment should be encouraged to attract higher value research-based employment 

into the borough, and to give more residents the opportunity to gain degree level qualifications.  

This has been successful in Medway where the 'Universities at Medway' campus has been developed 

at Chatham Maritime. The proposed Maidstone Medical Campus, together with UCA at Maidstone 

Studios and Mid Kent College's Higher Skills centre at Oakwood Park, could well be the starting point 

of something transformational.  Achieving this is a priority for Maidstone and it is important that 

partners work together to make it happen. 

Actions 

D1. Work closely with Mid Kent College and other relevant education and training providers 

to forge closer links with business to help ensure that the skills needs of employers are met. 

D2. Increase the number of businesses in Maidstone that take on apprenticeships.   

D3. Increase awareness of the sector growth opportunities in Maidstone to training 

providers so that they can gear their provision to meet the future needs of employers 

D4. Work with KCC to encourage greater take up of the 2-1-2 programme which addresses 
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the education and training needs of school leavers qualified at below level 2. 

D5. Support KIMS in their discussions with universities to expand the HE offer on the MMS 

site 

D6. Support discussions between UCA and KIMS on looking to enhance the overall student 

experience for HE students at Maidstone Studios and at Maidstone Medical Campus. 

D7. Work with UCA to further develop the business case for their proposed new facilities at 

Maidstone Studio 

E. Investing in Infrastructure 

We will invest in infrastructure to drive economic growth – including the transport 

network and digital infrastructure. 

5.62 In the recent local business survey
30

 businesses rank 'investment in infrastructure' as the number 

one priority for action for the council, with 'tackling congestion' ranked second.  The importance of 

tackling infrastructure issues was also a common theme raised at the Maidstone Economic Business 

Partnership workshops and also from business interviews. 

Road Transport Links 

5.63 Maidstone has good strategic road transport links provided by the M20 which runs to the north of 

Maidstone town centre. The three motorway junctions within the borough are key assets for the 

local economy, although the proximity of junction 8 to the North Downs AONB means that this is a 

sensitive area for development.  

5.64 The main transport issues relate to the infrastructure in the south of the borough, where all road 

links to the motorway in the north of the borough need to go through Maidstone town centre.  The 

congestion on these routes causes delays which in turn increases both travel time and affects 

reliability. 

5.65 Recently, road weight restrictions have been imposed on some of the secondary roads around 

Marden to the south of Maidstone town centre, where manufacturing companies are located in 

industrial parks on the edge of the town.  This is impacting on the businesses that need to use 

vehicles to transport goods and supplies along these roads to access the national motorway 

network.  This calls into question the suitability of these places as employment locations for 

businesses in sectors that need good road access to the motorway network.  

Maidstone Town Centre  

5.66 Access is also a recognised barrier to growth in the town centre with both parking and public 

transport improvements identified as needing attention by businesses.  

5.67 Maidstone Borough Council has been working with Kent County Council and the SE LEP to seek LGF 

funding to address some of the transport issues in Maidstone. The council was successful in securing 

£16.5 million from 2015/16 for four schemes at a total cost of £28.5 million.  These schemes are:  
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• Maidstone Gyratory Bypass - two additional northbound lanes to enable northbound traffic on 

the A229 to bypass the existing town centre Gyratory system.   

• Sustainable Access to Maidstone Employment Areas - a high quality dedicated cycle and 

pedestrian route from residential development sites on the outskirts of Maidstone into the 

Town Centre.  

• Maidstone Integrated transport package - key junction and road capacity improvements and 

enhanced public transport. 

• West Kent LSTF - funding contribution towards Maidstone East Rail Station improvements as 

part of the larger scheme around the station. 

 

5.68 While this investment will help to address some of the transport issues facing Maidstone, other 

solutions also need to be considered, including a coordinated programme to deal with issues around 

the town centre that includes park and ride, public transport and car parking, as well as roads. 

Broadband 

5.69 Digital infrastructure is also identified by businesses as a barrier to growth in Maidstone. Interviews 

reveal that businesses are concerned about the availability and speed of broadband, especially in 

rural areas. There are initiatives currently underway by Kent County Council to address access to 

broadband and partners need to work together to take these forward.   

Housing 

5.70 A shortage of housing and high house prices are an issue of concern to the business community who 

see this as potential barrier to growth.  Some employers, particularly those with workers in lower 

paid occupations, see this as an impediment to being able to recruit workers locally. There is concern 

that if more houses are not built in the next 12-18 months, then both house prices and market rents 

will increase even further, further compounding the problem. 

5.71 This is clearly not just a planning issue as there is planning permission in place for over 3000 

residential units in the Borough and the Local Plan is making provision to 2031. The availability of 

affordable mortgages, developer finance, wage levels, commuting patterns, and the capacity of the 

market to build and sell homes each year are also significant factors. 

Actions 

E1. Take forward the schemes for which LGF funding has been allocated.   

E2. Consider how to improve the train services to London 

E3. Work  closely with KCC and other stakeholders to agree the Integrated Transport 

Strategy 

E4. Work closely with KCC to consider ways to increase the speed and coverage of 

broadband across Maidstone, especially in rural areas. 
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6 Locations for Growth 

6.1 This strategy recognises that both the economic needs and opportunities for growth vary across the 

borough and we have already identified the  particular opportunities that there are for Maidstone 

town centre.   

The Rural Economy 

6.2 A large part of the borough has a vibrant rural economy that also offers opportunities for growth, 

with its  diverse  range of industries including the land-based sector, such as farming and 

horticulture, rural tourism-based businesses and others in sectors including construction, 

manufacturing and distribution.  

6.3 Many of the priorities identified in this strategy  - retaining and attracting investment, stimulating 

enterprise, meeting the skills needs of employers and investing in infrastructure - apply as much to 

rural areas as they do to the urban economy. However, growth in rural areas needs to be planned 

sensitively and sustainably in order to retain the appeal of the countryside as a place to live, visit and 

do business. We recognise that there are some specific opportunities and challenges facing the rural 

economy. 

Agri-food 

6.4 Kent has a proud history of producing some of the finest produce in England, which is promoted 

under the brand ‘Produced in Kent’.  Agriculture and food manufacturing is an important part of the 

national economy recognised in the national Agri-Tech Strategy, not least for its role in feeding the 

rapidly expanding global population. The strategy puts considerable emphasis on research and 

development, innovation and skills that will be needed to raise productivity and support sustainable 

intensification of agriculture. We need to continue to promote the development and diversification 

of agriculture and other land-based rural businesses in Maidstone and the growth opportunities that 

are emerging in this sector. 

Home-working and home-based businesses 

6.5 More businesses than ever are being started from home in home offices, studios or workshops, as 

technology has enabled entrepreneurs to reach a wide marketplace via the internet from anywhere 

in the world. Research by KCC suggests that Maidstone has one of the highest concentrations of 

home-based businesses in Kent. 

6.6 The quality of life on offer in Maidstone is one of its key competitive advantages and attracts a 

talented pool of people to the area to live and work. In the modern economy, greater flexibility of 

working conditions means that an increasing number of people are able to work from home. This 

offers an opportunity for Maidstone to attract more people looking for a better work-life balance by 

setting up a home-based business or working from home. To support this growth, planning policies 

need to be sufficiently flexible to allow home working, and to permit workspace such as live-work 

units, to be built. Fast, reliable, telecommunications infrastructure is also a prerequisite for many 

home workers and home-based businesses. 
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ICT infrastructure  

6.7 High-speed broadband is increasingly recognised as the ‘fourth utility’, being as important as gas, 

electricity and water to homes and businesses alike.  Broadband and mobile telecommunications 

coverage in rural areas can be patchy and act as a barrier to businesses needing high bandwidth. 

“Making Kent Quicker” is a county-wide Kent County Council programme with BT and the 

government’s broadband agency, Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK), to bring better broadband to Kent. 

By the end of 2015, at least 95% of all properties in Kent will have access to higher-speed fibre-based 

broadband infrastructure and every property in the project area will be able to access a broadband 

service of at least 2Mbps. A minimum of 91% of premises will get superfast broadband of at least 

24Mbps.  We need to continue to support efforts to extend the reach of high speed broadband in 

Maidstone’s rural areas enabling more people to receive 24Mbps or higher. 

Better suited to less traffic intensive sectors 

6.8 Some rural parts of the borough have experienced growth in the manufacturing sector over recent 

years and this has brought with it pressures to the rural road network.  As a result, weight 

restrictions have been placed on some secondary rural roads.  Further growth of this type would 

bring even greater pressures so it is important that suitable sites for these industries are carefully 

planned.  Where space for the industries that are no longer suitable for a rural location becomes 

vacant, other types of employment more suited to the rural environment need to be considered.  

Tourism-related businesses 

6.9 The beautiful natural landscape of Maidstone's rural areas and its array of visitor attractions, such as 

Leeds Castle and the Bluebell railway at Tenterden, offers potential for rural tourism-related 

business growth.  Demographic changes and good pension provision will also bring greater spending 

power amongst the retired for leisure and tourist activities and those in the more wealthy parts of 

the country in the South East are likely to benefit most.   

Employment sites for future growth 

6.10 This economic development strategy does not identify specific sites for future employment growth 

across the borough (for office, warehousing and industry) - that is the role of the Local Plan.  

However, it is important to recognise that identifying suitable locations for the types of employment 

which offer the greatest potential for growth is crucial for the future economic success of 

Maidstone.  

6.11 The key characteristics for suitable employment sites include being highly accessible with good 

support amenities and optimum physical and digital infrastructure.  It is recognised that the prime 

locations for business sectors that need good access to the national road network for transporting 

goods and services are around the M20 motorway junctions. However, some of these potential 

employment sites are also close to some of the highest quality environments, so there needs to be a 

balanced approach to ensure that economic growth does not come at the expense of the 

environmental assets which make the borough special.  

6.12 There has been high demand for new development at the M20 motorway junctions.  Feedback from 

the business community suggests that a more concentrated pattern of future employment land 

allocations might be more appropriate to meet business demand, rather than the dispersed pattern 

outlined in the Regulation 18 Local Draft Consultation Plan issued for consultation in July.    
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6.13 As a consequence, GVA have assessed whether there are gaps in the property portfolio which, if not 

addressed, could constrain the growth of the economy
31

.  This assesses whether current land 

allocations will meet the qualitative needs, as well as the quantitative land requirements, to 

accommodate the type of employment growth forecast to 2031.  

6.14 As part of this work, GVA has also considered the nature of the office and industrial property 

markets in the borough.  Their findings indicate that Maidstone's position, in terms of both the office 

and industrial market in Kent, has been changing and that its pre-eminence has slipped. This is 

consistent with the findings of Shared Intelligence's analysis of recent economic trends which also 

demonstrates that Maidstone has performed relatively poorly in economic terms over recent years, 

especially compared to some of our neighbouring boroughs. 

6.15 The key findings of GVA's qualitative assessment of employment land in the borough, which are of 

particular relevance to the economic development strategy are summarised below. 

 

 Maidstone Office Market 

• Maidstone remains the largest source of office accommodation amongst the Kent districts, but 

there has been a significant loss of office space over recent years which has weakened 

Maidstone's dominant office market position.  The performance in nearby boroughs, such as 

Tonbridge and Malling, Dartford, Swale, Sevenoaks and Ashford, has been much better. 

• Average office rents in Maidstone have fallen since 2007 and there has been a significant drop in 

achieved values since a peak in 2009. Although rents have recovered slightly since 2011, they 

still remain lower than pre-recession levels and significantly below levels that would attract new 

speculative development or refurbishment of stock. 

• Demand for offices is largely for small units, with between 63% and 85% of annual demand for 

offices under 185 sqm and average letting sizes below 200 sqm. 

• There has been limited amount of take up of new or refurbished space over recent years (only 

16% of deals being for these types of premises) but this is 'more a reflection of declining 

availability rather than a lack of ‘demand’ in general'. Deals have predominantly been for second 

hand and un-refurbished stock 

• The majority of available office space is in larger units which have persistently high vacancy 

rates.  However, this appears to be largely related to the poor quality of the stock and its 

unattractiveness, rather than to the unit size, since even when larger units could be sub-divided 

they still remain vacant. 

• In line with recent trends, future demand for commercial floorspace is likely to mainly come 

from ‘local' businesses or new start ups wanting to expand or seeking new premises, rather than 

from inward investment from outside of the area.  

• The greatest demand for offices in the future in Maidstone is likely to be for smaller, purpose 

built, multi-tenanted offices which reflect the predominance of SMEs and smaller professional 

service firms.  To date there has been a lack of strategic market interest in Maidstone as a ‘back 

office’ location for financial or insurance services and this is unlikely to change in the future. 

 Maidstone Industrial Market 

• Industrial property stock in Maidstone was estimated to be 650,000 sqm in 2012 which was 13% 
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less than in 2000.  Over the period there has been a shift towards smaller unit provision - 

average unit size has fallen from 615 sqm to 556 sqm. 

• The provision of industrial property in Maidstone tends to be in the north of the borough where 

the employment sites and individual units are generally larger.  These reflect the needs of these 

occupiers for more direct motorway access to serve a larger markets.    

• Maidstone remains one of the most important industrial property markets in Kent, but the stock 

level is now significantly lower than in Tonbridge and Malling  and Swale, both of which have 

seen growth since 2000.   It now has an equivalent level of industrial floorspace as Ashford, but 

whilst stock in Maidstone has declined since 2000 Ashford has seen a 9% growth. 

• Since the recession there has been some recovery in demand for industrial property since 2010. 

Demand has generally been greatest for smaller units under 185 sqm and between 185 sqm and 

465 sqm, with limited take up of larger units which are limited in terms of supply 

• Average industrial rents are £61- £66 per sqm and there is little difference between 

new/refurbished and second hand stock 

• There is currently around 5,000 sqm of available industrial space in 10 units across the borough.  

Just under two thirds of this is second hand and the majority are units under 465 sqm.   

GVA (August 2014) 'Qualitative Employment Site Assessment, Maidstone Borough Council', Draft Final Report 

6.18 The overall conclusion of the GVA report is that: 

'Not all the requirement for 18 hectare of employment land can be met within the existing 

employment site portfolio and there is likely to be a qualitative requirement for new land to be 

allocated which is specifically aimed at accommodating the likely requirements of future growth 

sectors'. 

6.19 Based on the analysis, GVA provide guidance on what should be considered for permitted 

employment land development in Maidstone.  The key points relevant to economic growth locations 

are: 

• There is a need for sufficient office provision in the town centre to maintain its function, and 

to also broaden the range and type of stock available in out of town locations.  This will 

provide the necessary choice or flexibility to respond to market demand and accommodate 

any future development or occupier interest. 

• Public sector retrenchment has left a considerable amount of vacant, large scale and 

outdated office stock within the town centre. This increased supply of second hand office 

stock, coupled with falling demand has reduced rental values and further undermined the 

viability of further office redevelopment/refurbishment.  This combined with significant new 

office developments and good quality second hand floorspace available in neighbouring 

local authority areas, such as Kings Hill and Ashford, has further exacerbated the problem of 

out-dated low quality office stock within Maidstone.  Therefore removing the largest 

concentrations of vacant office space would help to rebalance the Maidstone office market. 

• Much of the existing vacant office floorspace is in Maidstone town centre and there is 

additional capacity at Eclipse Park.  However, this provides little flexibility over the plan 

period.  Additional office provision, driven by market demand, should therefore be 

considered positively.   
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• There is a qualitative requirement for new land to be allocated to accommodate the future 

growth sectors requirements, particularly for industrial and warehouse land.  Sites in the 

south of the borough are likely to struggle to secure occupiers and this could limit their 

ability to accommodate employment growth in the future. Therefore these sites 'are unlikely 

to continue to provide an attractive offer in the future to new businesses as the land stock is 

at odds with the identified operational challenges being faced'. 

• Sites in the south of the borough are likely to be better suited to smaller businesses that rely 

less on delivery/supply vehicles. They offer a range and choice of sites for businesses of 

different sizes to meet the needs of the current ‘local service’ nature of much of the 

business activity to the south. 

• Future land allocations should prioritise space along the motorway corridor to support 

growth of businesses that largely serve national and regional markets. 

6.20 This advice will be considered for the revised draft Local Plan Consultation Draft which will go out for 

consultation in the summer of 2015. 
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7 Making it Happen: The Action Plan 

7.1 This strategy can only be delivered through working in partnership.  There are many organisations 

and agencies that are working to achieve different elements of this strategy and there is a leadership 

role that Maidstone Borough Council needs to play to coordinate and ensure these culminate in 

achieving our ambitions for economic growth.  

7.2 A key message from the business community is a desire for Maidstone Borough Council to show 

more leadership and take a more proactive approach towards economic growth and ensure that the 

right signals are given that Maidstone is 'open for business'. However, it is important that the right 

balance is struck between enabling economic growth and protecting the very assets that make 

Maidstone a special location to do business  - its attractive environment particularly the North 

Downs AONB and its town centre. 

7.3 It is important that the council works closely with developers; early pre application discussions with 

officers are strongly encouraged to reduce the chance of proposals coming forward which are 

unacceptable and incur unnecessary costs and delays for developments.  Maintaining effective and 

transparent communication during the application process will help to reduce developer uncertainty 

and help ensure growth opportunities are realised. 

7.4 There are a number of ways in which the Borough Council can help to achieve the economic vision 

through a leadership role.  This might include leading partnership working, taking a financial stake in 

some developments, considering favourably proposals that will bring large numbers of jobs to the 

borough, and promoting Maidstone as a business location, to name but a few.  It is important that 

the council considers these roles in the future to ensure that economic opportunities are maximised.  
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F3. Consider what the Council can do to 

convey the message to investors that 

Maidstone is 'open for business and for 

investing in growth' 

  

F4. Examine ways in which more support 

can be given to applicants to increase the 

likelihood of a positive outcome  

  

F5. Reduce the time taken to decide on 

planning applications  

  

F6. Ensure consistency in Council policies 

that will have an impact on economic 

growth 
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