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25 June 2013
Dear Sir/Madam
THANET LOCAL PLAN: ISSUES AND OPTIONS
Thank you for hosting the consultation event on Friday. I found this of considerable value in informing me about the physical and economic geography of the district and the issues confronting the Council in developing its future planning strategy.

I would like to make a brief representation that I hope will be useful to inform the development of the local plan. My comments focus upon those matters that the Council will need to consider in developing a housing requirement for the district. Developing a housing requirement is a two stage process. It requires the Council to assess its objective need, and then to consider its strategy: what the Council wishes to achieve by the end of the plan period. 

The objective housing needs of the district

The Council is quite right to highlight the importance on conducting an objective assessment of the housing needs of the district, i.e. an assessment that assessment of the existing housing needs of the district plus the likely growth in households over the plan period of 2011 to 2031. This will rightly require that the Council to consider the existing but unmet need for affordable housing, plus the forecast need for market and affordable housing together with the needs of other groups such as accommodation for the elderly and travellers. In terms of the assessing the potential growth of households over the plan period the Council should utilise the households projections but overly this with more detailed local intelligence regarding existing but unmet housing needs (market and affordable). 

The objective housing need will tend to represent what the need will be over the plan if current trends were to continue. 
The strategy

A second key ingredient in assessing the housing requirement of the district is to account for the scale of demand for housing from in-migrants and whether this is likely to decline or increase as a consequence of other strategic objectives. The Council will need to consider whether its planning strategy is designed to encourage new in-migrants into the district. The key question is whether Thanet wishes to pursue a strategy of growth or restraint. This question of growth or restraint, which is one of strategy, will have a key bearing on the establishment of the housing requirement. If Thanet wishes to be an area of growth, attracting more employment and investment then it will probably need to set a housing requirement that exceeds the objective need of the district in order to provide an increase in the supply of housing to accommodate the additional workers it hopes will result. While Thanet’s objective need will tend to reflect the continuation of past trends, a strategy predicated on growth represents an attempt to alter that past-trend of decline and will therefore require a housing requirement that is greater than the trend-based projection and local data relating to existing unmet housing need. 

Related to this, the Council will also need to consider whether it is comfortable to be an area where more people choose to live but commute from for work (e.g. to Canterbury and to London). Economic growth in Thanet can be supported by people commuting outwards for work, but spending more money in the local Thanet economy. If the Council is happy to embrace commuters then this would also tend to indicate the need for a housing requirement that exceeds the trend-level projection and data on existing local unmet needs. Thanet could prove an increasingly popular place for people to live. Even if the Council would prefer to increase self-containment, it must be realistic as to how far it could control this trend. Given the improvement in rail communications with London brought about by HS1, and affordability problems in London, it seems more likely than not that the demand for housing in Thanet will increase from people wishing to live in the district but working in London.  As the plan is to run for twenty years, the Council must factor this strategic question into the calculation of its housing requirement. 

The unmet needs of neighbours

Related to the question of strategy and the identification of an appropriate housing requirement to complement this strategy is the importance of Thanet considering what its neighbours are planning for in terms of addressing their own housing needs. The NPPF requires local planning authorities to cooperate on matters of a strategic nature where these have cross-boundary implications. To this end the Council must consider what the emerging or adopted plans of its neighbours are proposing and what they are planning for in terms of meeting their own housing needs. 
If Thanet is part of a housing market area and is contributing to a joint SHMA then it will need to consider carefully the planning strategies of its partners. If Thanet’s partners are not proposing to address their own needs in full, then we recommend that Thanet clarify with these under-providing partners what expectations they may be entertaining regarding Thanet’s role in the housing market area. Are these authorities assuming that Thanet will make additional provision to address their own unmet needs? Or are they in the process of agreeing an alternative strategy to ensure that another authority other than Thanet will make provision? This is an issue that Thanet will need to confront because it will have a bearing upon the type of strategy that the Council pursues and the outcomes it hopes to achieve. For example, if Canterbury or Swale are both not going to address their own needs in full, as the emerging evidence suggests is going to be the case, then larger numbers of poorer households may be forced to move into Thanet from these authorities in order to find more affordable accommodation. This could have implications for the Council’s planning objectives for a town like Margate.

In the case of Canterbury, the 2008-based household projections indicate that 16,760 households will form over Canterbury Council’s proposed plan period of 2011 to 2031, or 840 per year. This contrasts with Canterbury’s plan which is making provision for 15,600 or 780 dwellings per year. Against this measure there would appear to be a shortfall.
In the case of Swale, the Council is still developing its local plan strategy but it has already consulted upon a series of options. It is considering a housing requirement of between 540 dwellings per annum which compares to the East Kent SHMA 2009 that indicates a need for 857 dpa and a 2008-based household projection that indicates 704 dpa. We recommend that Thanet engages in discussion with Swale at the earliest opportunity to ensure that the latter is preparing a plan in collaboration with other planning authorities to ensure that its unmet needs are being accommodated elsewhere and that it is not assuming that Thanet will pick-up-the-tab (unless, of course, Thanet is prepared to do so). 
We strongly recommend that Thanet makes representations on the emerging plans for Canterbury and Swale to encourage these authorities to address their own needs in full so that Thanet is not left to deal with the consequences. 
I hope these brief comments will prove useful to the Council in developing the next iteration of the plan. I would be very happy to meet with the Council to discuss the emerging plan further, and in particular to discuss matters pertaining to the local plan viability assessment that I have not addressed in this representation. 
Yours faithfully,

James Stevens

Strategic Planner 
Email: james.stevens@hbf.co.uk
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