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Summary

The Council is required to consider the Report of the Inspector who held the Public Inquiry into objections to the Thanet Local Plan and to consider what action to take on each of his recommendations. The Council will then need to agree modifications to the Plan to be published for public consultation.  This report provides background information, a recommended response to each of the Inspector’s recommendations and a schedule of proposed modifications to the Plan. 

For Decision

1.0
Introduction and background

1.1
The Isle of Thanet Local Plan was adopted in April 1998 and formal work on a replacement Plan began in June 2001 with the publication of the first Draft of the Thanet Local Plan. As Members are aware this Plan received over 8,000 objections from just over 3,000 individuals, groups and organisations. All these objections were considered and significant changes were made to the Plan. The revised version was published in March 2003 and again subject to public consultation. Some 300 further objections to the changes were received. A number of original objections were withdrawn. Subsequently in November 2003 some further changes were agreed by Cabinet relating to the uses to be allowed on the Business Parks around the District.  One objection from KCC was received to these.

1.2 The Public Inquiry into the Local Plan opened on 14th April 2004 and formally closed on 29th September 2004. The Inspectors considered all the outstanding objections and their final report to the Council was received on 27th October 2005. The report comprises over 560 pages plus appendices.

1.3
The Council is required to consider the Report and must prepare a statement of the decisions reached in the light of the Report and must specifically set out reasons for any of those decisions which do not follow a recommendation contained in the Report. The Council also needs to consider whether the Plan should be modified following on from their decisions on the Report.

1.4 Under the current Regulations the Inspector’s Report is submitted to the Council for consideration and the report is not binding on the Council. This situation will change with the introduction of the new system of Local Development Framework’s (LDF’s) and in future the Inspector’s decisions will become binding. However Members should be aware that at present the Secretary of State does have powers to “call in “ a plan to require a further public inquiry to be held or to issue a Direction to modify the Plan. These powers are used sparingly and usually only in cases where there are clear conflicts with government policy and/or significant issues of more than local importance.  Some Members will be aware that such a Direction was issued in respect of wording proposed to be inserted in our adopted Local Plan relating to retail development at Westwood. This caused significant delays to the adoption of that Plan.

1.5 The Inspector has considered all outstanding objections but in the vast majority of cases he has recommended no modification of the Plan. Where the Inspector does make recommendations, the majority of these are technical, for factual updating, are made for clarity or to ensure the wording is in line with government policy.

1.6 All the Inspectors recommendations have been carefully considered and I have only disagreed with the Inspector where it is considered necessary to do so. The greater majority of his comments have been accepted as they are helpful and do not conflict with the basic strategy of the Plan or the intent of the policies concerned. 

1.7 This report sets out a brief commentary on the Inspectors main findings. There are then four annexes. Annex One contains a more detailed commentary on the most significant recommendations made by the Inspector. It also highlights areas where we are in disagreement with the Inspector. Annex Two contains the full schedule of recommended responses to each of the Inspector’s recommendations together with the formal list of proposed modifications to the Plan resulting from those responses. Annex Three contains a list of proposed modifications to the Plan which we are proposing independently of the Inspector, for clarity, to update the Plan, or to correct errors. Annex Four sets out a number of options for Policy and text in relation to Policy T11 (Dreamland).

2.0
Comments

2.1 In this part of the report I set out some of the key findings of the Inspector’s Report. A more detailed analysis of key issues is in Annex One and the full schedule of recommended responses is in Annex Two. 

2.2 I am pleased to advise Members that the Inspector has endorsed the Council’s underlying strategy for the future pattern of development in Thanet set out in the emerging Local Plan. He has recommended no major changes to the Strategy Chapter. Overall, the vast majority of Policies have not been recommended to change or have only been subject to re-writing for clarification and/or up-dating.
2.3 In respect of economic development the Inspector has commented that “the Plan reflects the historic difficulties of Thanet but it adopts a fresh dynamic approach to sustainable growth, employment and productivity”.  He notes that there is an ample supply of employment land, which needs to be husbanded over the long term. 

2.4 In respect of the airport the Inspector was very supportive of the role the airport can play. He commented as follows: -“The underlying presumption is strongly in favour of growth. This is the context in which Kent International Airport is perceived as a locomotive to draw economic investment from other businesses, not necessarily connected with aviation. I find that reasonable.”  Although the identification of Manston as an airport of regional significance in the South East Plan wasn’t known when the Inspector considered these issues he is clearly very supportive of growth and did not agree with objectors who considered a cap should be placed on growth at the airport.

2.5 The Inspector considers the Port at Ramsgate to be an enormous asset and has recommended strengthening the policy for protecting port land.

2.6
The Inspector has recommended that policies allowing more flexibility of uses on business parks should be deleted and I support his reasoning here. He has also agreed with the Council that the policy to allow leisure uses on the Eurokent Business Park was misguided and he recommends that if this leisure development is not built under the existing planning consent then the site should revert to employment land.

2.7
Policy EC11, which protects a number of existing key employment sites, in the urban areas, from inappropriate redevelopment, has been supported. In particular the Inspector said a site in Manston Road Ramsgate and Whitehall Industrial Estate should not be developed for housing. 

2.8
Housing, the number of new homes to be built and where they should be built was one of the most controversial aspects of the Plan. Developers and landowners seeking to develop their own land lodged a large number of objections to the Plan, proposing development all over the District from Birchington through Minster to Margate, Ramsgate and Broadstairs. However the Inspector threw out all these sites in favour of the three sites selected by the Council, at Westwood, Minster and Manston Road Ramsgate. In respect of the proposed 1,000 homes at Westwood the Inspector said,  “I fully support the Council’s strategy in relation to development proposed at Westwood.”  He noted we had (justifiably) an oversupply of housing and that there was no need for further greenfield land release during the plan period.

2.9 Policy HNP6, introduced into the Plan in 2003, proposed that land on the edge of the urban confines could exceptionally be used for social rented housing.  The Inspector is of the view that this is contrary to government policy and should be deleted. I recommend we agree with his reasoning.

2.10
Although it has now been built following its allocation in the emerging Plan in 2001, the Inspector backed Westwood Cross stating that the decision to build it was both courageous and successful. He did however suggest a cap should be placed on the floorspace at Westwood Cross and I am recommending that this advice should not be followed. The Inspector endorsed the strategy for the traditional town centres accepting they should continue to provide a core shopping function for local residents, should not seek to compete with one another and should adopt a stronger emphasis on leisure, culture, heritage and tourism.

2.11
Policy TC9 relates to hot food takeaways and part of the policy required applicants for new premises to pay a contribution that would be used for street cleaning or bins etc. The Inspector felt this policy was difficult to justify and enforce. However there were no objections to this part of the policy and I am recommending its retention. It will need supplementary planning guidance before it can be fully implemented.

2.12
In relation to the Transport Chapter the Inspector made it very clear that the Plans policies to emphasize the need to use alternatives to the private car is entirely correct and in line with Government guidance set out in Planning Policy Guidance Note No 13 on Transport (PPG13).  He acknowledged that reducing the dominance of the car and seeking to change peoples habits was very important and could involve unpopular decisions.

2.13
The Inspector noted that the Plan places a very sensible and proper emphasis on the importance of design and he also stated that Thanet “has an exceptional history and a remarkable heritage, which is effectively protected by the Plan.”

2.14
The future of the Montefiore synagogue site in Ramsgate was of particular public interest at the Inquiry especially for the worldwide Jewish community. The Inspector has supported the Council Policy to create a peaceful public garden around the synagogue but he has also proposed to add a further piece of land, allocated for housing, into the garden area. 

2.15 The future of the Dreamland amusement park in Margate provoked a significant amount of public interest during the Inquiry. The Inspector has essentially recommended that the policy set out in the first draft version of the Plan (in 2001) should be reverted to. This retained the site’s use as an amusement park but allowed for some limited development to secure the future viability of the park. This policy was changed in 2003 following the owners’ announcement that the park would not open in the summer of that year. There are a number of potential options to deal with the future of Dreamland and accepting the Inspectors recommendation would be the most straightforward option. However concern remains that an amusement park is neither a viable option nor the best way forward for the future of Margate. Annex One discusses a number of options for this key site. For Members information Annex Four sets out proposed wording to be included in the Plan depending on which option is agreed.

2.16
With one minor exception the strict confines drawn around the urban area, and the village confines, both designed to prevent sprawl and unsustainable building in the countryside, have been supported. The Inspector has not allowed any of the developments proposed by objectors in the Green Wedges and has fully acknowledged their purpose. The Landscape Character Areas, defined in the Plan came in for some criticism from objectors but the Inspector commented that “The Council defined 6 Landscape Character Areas from the District Landscape Assessment Survey and applied these to the District. I cannot fault this process either in principle or detail.”   

2.17
The Inspector noted that perceived risks of pollution and excessive noise provoked a large number of objections. Many of these were related to perceived problems at the airport. He found “..that the Plan as a whole is very well balanced between the need for robust economic development and the importance of protecting the local environmental qualities which residents enjoy. I am impressed by the safeguards which the Council already employs.”

3.0 
Conclusions and Recommended Response

3.1
There is an urgent need to adopt this Local Plan to ensure a full range of policies are in place so that investors and developers can have a high level of certainty in making their investment decisions and in the outcome of planning applications. An up to date Local Plan with a positive outlook and strategy can have a significant effect on how an area is perceived. The Inspector acknowledges that need and sets out some areas that he has not changed in this Plan but suggests the Council should address in it’s next set of plans through the Local Development Framework. That list of areas to be addressed will form part of a report to Cabinet next year when priorities for the policy framework are considered. 

3.2
The Inspector has made a significant number of recommendations. The majority of these do not affect the strategy of the Plan or intent of policies. In most cases I have agreed with his reasoning. In a few cases I do not feel he is justified and have recommended accordingly. Members are asked to support the recommendations set out in Annex Two and to agree, for public consultation, the modifications set out in Annexes Two and Three. It is intended that the results of this consultation will be reported to Council in June.

4.0
Options

4.1 1) To accept the recommended response to the Inspector’s recommendations in each case, or propose an alternative response.

2) To agree the proposed modifications or to propose alternatives.

5.0  
Corporate Implications

5.1
Financial

5.1.1 There are no direct financial implications.

5.2
Legal

5.2.1
Where the Council decides to disagree with the Inspector’s recommendation we are required to give full reasons and these are set out within this report. The Secretary of State has powers to require a further Inquiry or direct the Council to amend the Plan. Given the areas where we have disagreed with the Inspector I do not believe there is a strong case for him to intervene on any of these issues.

5.3
Corporate

5.3.1
The Local Plan is a key statutory document that the Council is required to produce and keep up to date. It’s policies as now proposed support the Council’s priorities, the Corporate Plan and the Community Strategy.

6.0   Decision Making Process

6.1
This is a key decision and the Local Plan is a key part of the Development Plan for the area. It therefore falls within considerations under the Policy Framework and is a decision for Council.

7.0
Recommendation

7.1 That, the Council as Local Planning Authority, having considered the Inspectors Report into objections to the Thanet Local Plan agree: - 

1) The recommended responses and reasoning relating to the Inspector’s recommendations set out in Annex Two.

2) The proposed modifications recommended in Annexes Two and Three for public consultation.

Contact Officer: Colin Fitt – Strategic Planning Manager - 7154
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