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THAMES ESTUARY 2050:
A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR NORTH KENT?

ABOUT US
Barton Willmore is the UK’s largest independent, integrated
planning and design consultancy. From our 13 offices
nationwide, we combine national influence with local
knowledge to offer you the very best advice.
From our Ebbsfleet base in the heart of the fast-growing South
East, we have significant local knowledge and understanding
of the opportunities and barriers to development. This enables
us to provide bespoke solutions and navigate development
proposals successfully through the complexities of the
decision-making process.
A major benefit of our size is the influence we can have. As a
national, leading organisation in our field we are able to access
a number of influential figures within our industry in order
to progress and promote ideas, including driving forward the
development of new communities, including a central role in
the progression of upcoming garden cities.
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By combining our specialist, multi-disciplinary skills with our
in-depth knowledge of the region, we provide advice at every
stage of the development process from concept to completion.
Our highly experienced teams of experts are focused on
providing insightful, commercial and innovative advice to help
our clients gain support and approval for their proposals and
to maximise value from their investments.

INTRODUCTION
With its proximity to London and Europe, North Kent has
huge growth potential. There are excellent connections
to London and the wider region but to date, the region,
which includes the Thames Estuary Growth Area, has
failed to meet its true potential. The region is in danger of
losing ground to other areas in the country which are more
motivated and mobilised to work collaboratively and attract
inward investment, such as the Northern Power House, the
Midlands Engine or the CaMKoX Arc.
The Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission released its
recommendations in June 2018 and identifed that a ‘business
as usual’ approach will not deliver the changes the region
needs. The Commission identifed five productive places
with opportunities in each. The Commission recommended,
amongst other things, a single voice for the Thames Estuary
through a Thames Gateway Strategic Group and that greater
governance was required to develop Joint Spatial Plans in
Kent and Essex – something Essex has embraced, but to
date, Kent has resisted.

Kent’s proximity to London and Europe places increased
demands on its infrastructure, which is already struggling
to cope with the current demand. There are however several
important infrastructure projects proposed to come forward,
but these require co-ordination and collaborative thinking to
ensure the projects are secured, funded and delivered.
Is Kent and specifically North Kent, making this step change
to ensure future success? Does it have the political desire to
prepare a Joint Plan? Should a North Kent Growth Area be
defined and identifed as the focus for acting as a catalyst to
growth? Should Kent County Council take the lead on a Joint
Plan or does the fact that Medway is a Unitary Authority
deter this?
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THE KENT CONTEXT
Kent is one of the largest counties in England in terms of
population and area. Whilst Kent draws upon this as a strength,
it also results in a county that has a number of different focal
points, towns and places that operate unilaterally to encourage
inward investment and growth. This is exacerbated by the
unique characteristics of the Kent housing and employment
market where there are localised pockets of deprivation
throughout the county, a clear east/west split of economic
productivity and strong influence of the London housing market
on the west and north west of the county.
These issues are well known and have been raised by not
only the Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission, but by
Kent County Council. In 2018, Kent County Council prepared
the Kent and Medway Growth and Infrastructure Framework
(GIF) to provide a picture of emerging development and
infrastructure requirements, to support growth across Kent
and Medway up to 2031. The GIF predicts that £16.4 billion
investment in infrastructure is required to unlock the growth
potential of the area. However, only 5% of this target to date
is ‘secured’ and only a total of 76% is expected to be secured
in the future. This results in a gap of £3.96bn to deliver
infrastructure.
Both the Thames Estuary Commission and KCC seek to
encourage growth and identify the key challenges, but both fail
to make that critical step and identify specifically how these
challenges should be addressed. Both identify North Kent as a
key location for economic and housing development. However,
even these two documents, which seek the same goal, identify
North Kent as different geographic areas.
The scale of growth identified will need to be supported by key
infrastructure projects which result in benefits beyond just one
Local Planning Authority boundary. All roads lead to the need
for a Joint Spatial Plan.
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Growth and Infrastructure
Framework: Infrastructure
requirements 2011 - 2031
Kent and Medway
Total Infrastructure: £16.4bn
5%
24%

71%

Transport: £9.96bn
4%
23%

73%

Secured Funding
Expected Funding
Funding Gap
Data from Kent and Medway Growth and
Infrastructure Framework, Kent County
Council, 2018 Update. www.kent.gov.
uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/80145/GIFFramework-full-document.pdf
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NORTH KENT INFRASTRUCTURE OPPORTUNITIES
A number of major infrastructure projects have been identified
in North Kent that will unlock housing and economic growth
opportunities in the county. However, a number of these
projects do not yet have consent and/or funding, as identified in
Kent County Council’s Growth and Infrastructure Framework.
The Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission’s vision
recognises the significant opportunities for growth and
development in North Kent, but cautiously notes that ‘further
work is needed to coordinate initiatives already underway and
to propose new initiatives to optimise potential outcomes’.
The Growth Commission claims that a Joint Spatial Strategy
is required in order to secure funding to deliver infrastructure
and provide a single coordinated voice for the region.
But is the North Kent Foreshore, as identified by the Thames
Estuary 2050 Growth Commission, the correct region for Kent?
Or should the joint approach reflect Kent County Council’s
sub-regional area? Or alternatively should there be a blended
approach of the two based on existing characteristics and
connections, but with a policy focus on core locations such as
Canterbury, Sittingbourne, Maidstone and Dartford?
Joint Spatial Planning is becoming increasingly common in
recognition of the need to ensure collaborative working and
delivery of cross boundary funding and growth. Areas such
as the West of England, Norwich Growth Board and most
recently Oxfordshire (who have just launched their Oxfordshire
Plan 2050). In addition, Kent’s Neighbour Essex has already
mobilised themselves into a coordinated voice for their region.

*All quotes from Thames Estuary Growth Day 2018 (31 October 2018)
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“

The ambitions of the
Thames Estuary 2050
Growth Commission [1.3
million new jobs, at least
1 million new homes and
£190 billion additional GVA
by 2050] can be delivered
but requires more clear
leadership and governance,
including development of
joint statutory spatial plans
in Kent and Essex…the lack
of joint planning is a major
barrier to growth .*

”

Sadie Morgan, Deputy Chair,
Thames Estuary 2050 Growth
Commission
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THE SOUTH ESSEX COMBINED APPROACH
South Essex authorities are already working on a
collaborative Joint Spatial Plan, known as the ‘South Essex
Vision 2050’.

“

We don’t live our lives
within a borough boundary,
so we should be looking to
plan collaboratively beyond
these. Authorities just
need to get on and do this
themselves .*

The Association of South Essex Local Authorities have set
out how they will produce an overarching Joint Strategic
Plan for South Essex, seeking to focus growth across the
region and ensure necessary infrastructure is delivered.

”

Once adopted, the Joint Strategic Plan will have statutory
weight, which any subsequent Local Plans will need to
comply with.
The South Essex authorities fully recognise there is a
need to work across boundaries on key strategic matters,
including infrastructure, housing, growth and transport
connectivity. The South Essex approach results in a greater
ability to secure funding for growth, providing them with an
advantage over growth opportunities in Kent.
A number of authorities in Kent have previously attempted
to coordinate joint working with the ‘East Kent Super
Council’ which merged Ashford, Canterbury, Dover,
Folkestone and Hythe and Thanet councils. However, in
early 2017 Ashford confirmed it no longer intended to be
involved in the process and in March 2017, Folkestone and
Hythe decided not to proceed, putting the proposals on
hold.
At present, there is a lack of willingness for LPA’s in North
Kent to work together. This could reflect Kent’s unique
characteristics, or it could be a political issue. What is
evident is that Kent is behind the curve on collaborative
working and in the long term, this will result in a
detrimental impact on its growth potential.

*All quotes from Thames Estuary Growth Day 2018 (31 October 2018)
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Lyn Carpenter,
Chief Executive, Thurrock Council

Identified Joint Spatial Strategy Benefits
(Thurrock Council, January 2018):
More effective
place-shaping,
directing development
to the right areas
that are, or can be,
supported by the right
infrastructure.

Provide a robust
and coherent
basis for negotiating
with the Greater
London Authority
to ensure mutual
benefits arise from
London’s growth.

Increase
funding
opportunities and
wider support from
government and
potential for bespoke
housing deal to
deliver strategic
infrastructure.

Assist
authorities in
managing housing
delivery effectively.

Cost savings
from combined
plan-making.

Deliver a
sound and
legally compliant
plan, meeting the
Duty to Cooperate.
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A COMBINED APPROACH FOR NORTH KENT
So, what can be done in North Kent?
There is a strong network of interested bodies seeking to grow
Kent including: Locate in Kent, Kent Developers Group, South
East Local Enterprise Partnership, Kent Planning Officers
Group, Thames Gateway Kent Partnership and the combined
planning services for Maidstone and Swale. However, although
these bodies are supported politically, they cannot make
authorities work cooperatively.
Despite a similar political make up across the Kent authorities
(as shown in Fig.1), there is obvious tension amongst Kent
authorities, highlighted by Dartford and Gravesham’s differing
approach to meeting housing needs, the failed East Kent Super
Council and the ongoing legal challenges between Maidstone
and Kent County Council.
Whilst each authority is working hard to deliver growth in their
respective areas, it is telling that to date, no Kent authority has
assisted another in meeting housing needs through the Duty
to Cooperate.
Growth will inevitably continue to take place in Kent with
or without more collaborative working (as shown in Fig.4),
however authorities are currently failing to deliver the housing
growth needed across the county.
Within North Kent, as defined in Kent County Council’s Growth
and Infrastructure Framework, no single authority area is a
functional economic market area. However as a combined
area (as shown in Fig.3), it is clear North Kent is a functional
economic area with strong commuter flows between the
authority areas.
North Kent should be working together, as it has huge
potential and opportunity for growth, given existing
connections and potential infrastructure delivery.
*All quotes from Thames Estuary Growth Day 2018 (31 October 2018)
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“

There is a need for a
shared vision to be created
by the Thames Estuary
authorities providing
a collective voice and
approaching development
in the spirit of collaboration
and vision…Together we
can work together and build
sustainable and thriving
communities .*

”

Tony Pidgley CBE,
Chairman, Berkeley Group

Fig 1: Political Make Up of Councils
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Fig 4: Actual Delivery v Proposed Standard method
(October 2018) in last 3 years
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Fig 2: 20 year change in Median Affordability Rates
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OUR PROPOSED COMBINED APPROACH FOR NORTH KENT
In line with the Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission
recommendations and consistent with the work being
advanced for South Essex, the North Kent authorities should
collaborate on a statutory Strategic Plan for the region.
A Strategic Plan, whether voluntarily produced by the
authorities or required by the Secretary of State, would allow
the region to co-operate on maximising the benefits of the
proposed infrastructure improvements through a coordinated
strategy for place-making, acting as an effective mechanism
and a single voice. This collaborative approach would enable
the region to improve its ability to achieve the required housing
need and bridge the identified funding gaps identified for
infrastructure.
To deliver this, existing barriers will need to be removed, most
notably the political unwillingness to engage in a collaborative
process to deliver a statutory plan. Without a change in
attitude, authorities will continue to plan in isolation and not
fully realise the growth potential of the region.
We have identified a ‘blended’ region for where we consider an
overarching North Kent Joint Plan should cover, which draws
upon a number of influencing factors including: commuter
patterns; transport connections; existing Enterprise Zones;
current collaborative working relationships and in part the
Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission recommendations.
This blended region involves eight LPAs including Medway.
This is a large number of LPAs to coordinate, align thoughts
and goals and to deliver strategic visions. But the identified
geographical area best reflects the existing working patterns
and opportunities for North Kent and represents the greatest
ability to deliver a step change in how Kent grows and places
itself in the wider region.

*All quotes from Thames Estuary Growth Day 2018 (31 October 2018)
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“

More collaborative
working is required
to present a clear
unambiguous argument
to realise growth in the
Thames Estuary…lack of
support for Crossrail 1
extension is a continued
barrier to growth .*

”

Robert Sinclair, Chief Executive
Officer, London City Airport

“

There is an obsession
with governance. Local
authorities are getting on
with delivering and should
be allowed to continue to
do so…joint governance
does not have the mandate
of the people and existing
structures should not be
meddled with .*

”

Cllr Alan Jarrett,
Leader, Medway Council
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CALL TO ACTION
To attract necessary infrastructure investment, as
recommended by the Thames Estuary 2050 Growth
Commission, and to help bridge the funding gap as identified
by Kent County Council, a statutory Joint Spatial Strategy
needs to be produced for North Kent. No such plan is being
progressed in Kent, with a political reluctance to engage in this
process. Conversely, the South Essex authorities are actively
pursuing the production of a Joint Strategic Plan.
We call upon the identified authorities of Dartford, Gravesham,
Medway, Maidstone Swale, Sevenoaks, Canterbury, Tonbridge
and Malling and Kent County Council to respond positively
to the growth opportunities of the area up to 2050 and the
recommendations of the Thames Estuary 2050 Growth
Commission.
Despite constraints to growth, there remains significant areas
of opportunity where growth aspirations can be achieved.
Together, the identified authorities can successfully deliver the
infrastructure requirements of the area and fully realise its
growth potential.
We await the Government’s response to the Thames
Estuary Growth Commission’s 2050 recommendations
expected shortly, including any formal endorsement of its
recommendations and how the region responds.
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CONTACT THE TEAM:
HUW EDWARDS
SENIOR PLANNING
PARTNER

SIMON MACKLEN
DEVELOPMENT
ECONOMICS DIRECTOR

huw.edwards@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

simon.macklen@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

+44 (0)1322 374660

+44 (0)1322 374678

PAUL JOSLIN
ARCHITECTURAL
DIRECTOR

PAUL LANDSBERG
PLANNING DIRECTOR

paul.joslin@
bartonwillmore.co.uk
+44 (0)207 4466822

paul.landsberg@
bartonwillmore.co.uk
+44 (0)1322 374671

JAMES FINN
PLANNING DIRECTOR

LUCY WILFORD
PLANNING ASSOCIATE

james.finn@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

lucy.wilford@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

+44 (0)1322 374694

+44 (0)1322 374673

JOSHUA MELLOR
PLANNING ASSOCIATE

THIJS BAX
PLANNING ASSOCIATE

joshua.mellor@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

thijs.bax@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

+44 (0)1322 374668

+44 (0)1322 374693

HARDEEP HUNJAN
SENIOR PLANNER

MOLLY HOW
PLANNER

hardeep.hunjan@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

molly.how@
bartonwillmore.co.uk

+44 (0)1322 374675

+44 (0)1322 374679
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