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Dear Catherine,

Gravesham Borough’s Response to Medway Local Plan 2022 — 2040: Regulation 18
Consultation — Setting the Direction for Medway 2040 (September 2023).

Thank you for consulting Gravesham Council on your Medway Local Plan 2022-40 Regulation 18
document, the content of which is noted. The focus of our response is on the key issues that relate
to strategic cross boundary issues.

As previously discussed under the duty to cooperate, Gravesham is also in the process of updating
its own Local Plan, with the Core Strategy having been adopted following examination, in
November 2014. However, the Local Plan Core Strategy was only found ‘sound’ subject to Main
Modifications recommended by the Inspector that the Council should (amongst other things) re-
assess its local housing need figure; release a greenfield site at Coldharbour Road for housing, to
meet short term needs; and undertake a Green Belt review to identify additional housing sites,
given the lack of available land supply within the constrained urban area. The Council accepted
this and resolved unanimously to adopt the document at its meeting held 30 September 2014.

Since that time, Gravesham has sought to put together a robust evidence base against which
options for accommodating development needs could be assessed and has undertaken a series of
public consultations, including a Regulation 18 (Stage 1) consultation between April and July 2018
and a Regulation 18 (Stage 2) consultation between October and December 2020.

This has been against a background of shifting national planning policy, including the introduction
by Government of the ‘Standard Method’ as the starting point for assessing minimum local housing
need under the then National Planning Policy Framework (2018).

The effect of this has been to significantly raise the levels of development that Gravesham is
expected to accommodate from the 6,170 dwellings for the period 2011/28 or an average 363 per
annum to 701 dwellings per annum based on the Standard Method (2022 based on Turley
calculations). This equates to a total figure of around 10,500 dwellings over a full 15-year Local
Plan period, set against a diminishing supply of deliverable and developable sites within the urban
area and rural settlements inset from the Green Belt moving forwards.

Aside from the constraints limiting where development might be accommodated in Gravesham
(such as the North Kent Marshes SPA/Ramsar, which coincide with areas of high flood risk and the
Kent Downs AONB), the Lower Thames Crossing project has added another layer of local
uncertainty, delay and cost, with the Council having to demonstrate to National Highways that any
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planned growth will not harm the functioning of the Strategic Road Network and that any harm
considered to be unacceptable, can be mitigated by proposed development.

Should the Lower Thames Crossing be granted a Development Consent Order (DCO) and go
ahead, it will cause significant disruption and dislocation to the east side of Gravesend, and
insufficient modelling has been published by National Highways, to date, to demonstrate what this
impact maybe.

The position that Gravesham finds itself in therefore is that, as a starting point, it is required to seek
to deliver through its Local Plan levels of housing development determined through the imposition
of the Government’s ‘Standard Method.’

Whilst national policy allows for alternatives, any deviation from the ‘Standard Method’ would
require special justification through the demonstration of exceptional circumstances at
examination. Attempting to show that different population projections are indicative of a lower level
of local housing need are not likely to be considered ‘exceptional’ given that the same process
could be undertaken elsewhere, undermining the Government’s stated intent to deliver 300,000
additional new homes per annum nationally.

In terms of meeting absolute housing numbers, which have effectively been imposed by
Government through application of the Standard Method, Gravesham, under the Government’s
current planning framework, will be required to consider Green Belt release to accommodate
development and weigh this against whether polices in the NPPF provide a strong reason for
restricting the overall scale, type or distribution of development or any adverse impacts of
delivering development at that scale would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits
(NPPF, 2023 paragraph 11(b)).

For the sake of completeness, it is also necessary to add that the potential need to release Green
Belt land for development in Gravesham is not driven purely by numbers but also the type and
tenure of housing that high density urban sites can deliver.

The urban sites being promoted would primarily deliver 1 -2 bed flatted market / build to rent units
and not 3 — 4 bed family housing or policy compliant levels of affordable housing. In addition, there
remain issues over the viability of the high-density urban sites, which would cause problems in
terms of demonstrating the necessary 5-year deliverable housing supply on adoption of the Local
Plan.

Gravesham is also keen to ensure that its development strategy is design-led and that future
schemes are appropriate to context, avoiding -urban cramming to ensure high quality design in
both town and country. For this reason, it has commissioned work on a design code, which will be
consulted on in due course.

In accordance with NPPF paragraph 141, Gravesham is obliged (amongst other things) to
approach neighbouring authorities to ask whether they can meet some of our need before
releasing Green Belt land for development through the demonstration of ‘exceptional
circumstances’. In the absence of this, ‘exceptional circumstances’ would not exist. Gravesham
has therefore approached both Medway and Dartford Councils in this respect, as we lie within the
same Housing Market Area, unlike Sevenoaks, Tonbridge and Malling and Thurrock (as
neighbouring authorities) do not, as demonstrated by previous Strategic Housing Market
Assessments and ONS data on internal migration.

It is noted that the technical work being undertaken for the emerging Loal Plan will test whether
there is scope to accommodate around 2,000 additional dwellings from Gravesham, although this
is a notional figure that has not been subject to agreement at this stage.



Gravesham welcomes this reference to our request to consider meeting some of the development
needs of this area which could only otherwise be met through Green Belt release in Gravesham.
This is clearly an important Duty to Co-operate issue which Medway is approaching in a positive,
proactive, and on-going way, irrespective of the outcome.

On this, Gravesham also recognises the difficulties that Medway may be facing because of the
Government’s withdrawal of Housing Investment Fund (HIF) monies for Hoo Peninsula and
implications that this may have not only for meeting its own development needs but also potential
unmet needs in Gravesham. An unintended consequence of the withdrawal of this funding under
these circumstances may therefore put added pressure of Gravesham to release more Green Belt
land than might otherwise have been the case.

For information and the avoidance of doubt, Gravesham is currently still undertaking technical
work, including the transport modelling referenced above, to inform its decision on how to take
forward its Local Plan strategy options.

The scale, form and distribution of development proposed through Gravesham’s emerging Local
Plan will be a matter for Members to decide through due process and will be subject to a
Regulation 19 public consultation and examination in due course. No decision has yet been made
on whether to meet full development needs against the tests set in NPPF paragraph 11(b), when
consideration will also have to be given to a range of other factors.

In the interim, Gravesham extends an invitation to work closely with Medway to develop our
respective Local Plans in relation to cross-boundary strategic issues and areas where we can help
each other in terms of a shared evidence base or approaches to site allocations and master-
planning. This should include discussions on the impacts of development which are in close
proximity to our boundary on infrastructure and services, for example the potential impact of
development in Hoo upon the transport infrastructure in Higham.

As per sections 28 and 33(A)(6) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, we both
must consider whether there are opportunities for planning jointly or even developing a joint Local
Plan. Itis unlikely that the latter would be appropriate in this instance, particularly because
Gravesham is a second-tier authority and Medway a unitary authority, with differing responsibilities.
This may also have implications in terms of making the plan-making process more complex,
adding unnecessary delay.

Once again, many thanks for inviting Gravesham to comment on your Regulation 18 consultation
document.

Yours sincerely
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