
Briefing note for members and substitutes of the Planning Delivery Committee 
 

 
At the meeting of the Planning delivery committee held on 23 November 2011, I undertook to 
take away a number of questions and issues and provide a written response for circulation to 
all members of the committee.  The following seeks to respond to the issues raised and 
questions posed in the order they arose throughout the evening. 
 
Town Pier Pontoon 
 
The construction of the new ferry pontoon has been a complex civil engineering project 
involving fabrication in South Wales of a 150 tonne steel structure comprising the linkspan 
and pontoon; assembly in Northfleet; piling and the construction of the new jetty in the river 
adjacent to Town Pier.  Assembly of the pontoon requires specialised heavy marine plant.  
Local contractor Dean & Dyball Civil Engineering Ltd has now completed the major 
components of the project.  Unfortunately, the programme date for launching the pontoon 
has slipped beyond Christmas and this has caused the delay of completion until 1 March 
2011. 
 
Officers and their consultant team continue to robustly manage the contractor in accordance 
with the legal contract between the two parties, in order to minimise delay caused to the 
project and to ensure that it is delivered in advance of the Olympics and within budget.  It 
would not be appropriate at this juncture to rehearse the possible reasons for any delay as to 
do so could severely jeopardise and compromise the council's contractual, legal and 
financial position. 
 
Performance Update 
 
A general point was made about the difficulty experienced reading figures in the tables due 
to the red (darker) colouring obscuring the figures when printed in black and white.  This has 
been fed back to the officer who prepares these reports and she will seek to find an 
appropriate solution. 
 
Economic Development 
 
We monitor retail vacancies in the town centre and the vacancy rate is approximately 11%.  
This is down from a recent high of 14% for most of last year.  This does not appear to be a 
temporary position due to take-up pre Christmas as many of the recent fit-outs appear to be 
permanent.  The main clusters of vacancies are currently in St George’s Centre, Manor 
Road and High Street. 
 
We are co-ordinating a strategy to focus on reducing this vacancy rate further, albeit even in 
the economic good times there was a natural ‘churn’ in the town of approximately 10%.  The 
lines that we are focusing on at present are: 
 

o Identifying where we know that a new use/tenancy is coming forward. 
o Focus on identifying ‘hard to let’ properties and the reasons for that – ownership, 

especially distant landlords, fit-out costs, etc. 
o Dialogue with owners/landlords and managing agents to encourage action. 
o Powers – considering powers that may enable us to take action where appropriate. 
o Finance – possible use of No Use Empty funding to assist with bringing forward 

residential development of upper floors where available. 
o Use of interim uses and/or virtual shop windows. 

 
Employment tracking 



 
Currently we monitor the potential for new jobs from businesses enquiries.  We shall 
consider this matter further to see if we can enhance this area of work.  The ambition would 
be to track and confirm these figures, but this takes significant staff resources, which we do 
not have, especially to monitor whether those jobs are retained longer term. 
 
Unemployment Figures 
 
Cllr Brian Sangha’s enquired re. unemployment figures and age.  Figures are published for 
Kent districts at 
http://www.kent.gov.uk/your_council/kent_facts_and_figures/the_economy_and_labour_mar
ket/unemployment_change.aspx.  The current %age figure of 4.2% equates to 2,677 people.  
We have asked for the latest figures for unemployment by age.  10% of the 18-24 age group 
are unemployed and the graph below shows that Gravesham is 4th in the south east region 
for 18-24 unemployment rate.  Hence a need for response. 
 

 
 
Register of Partnerships (Gravesend Town Centre Initiative) 
 
The Town Centre Initiative partnership was the subject of a partnership review in January of 
this year as required by the council’s partnership scrutiny process.  A copy of the report 
prepared by the committee is attached to this e-mail.  An update on this Partnership will be 
made to the committee at its meeting on 18 January. 
 
As for the issue raised by Claire Brown, the council was asked to assist her with some 
publicity for the Vintage Fair at the Old Town Hall, which we have done before.  She later 
asked if, as part of her event, she could position a Vintage car at the top of the High Street.  
Whilst we were concerned this might cause difficulties due to the Christmas lights switch-on 
event that same afternoon, agreed to speak with the car’s owner to find a way forward. 
 
The owner of the car was someone we had previously worked with on a car event in town 
and whom we were already talking to about a car event for 2012.  We agreed that we could 



place his vehicle all day and, as a quid pro quo, we would be able to use the car for an hour 
for Santa.  He was happy to oblige and I have found no indication that Claire was asked to 
provide the car. 
 
We sought to minimise the budget for the lights switch-on event to save money, given the 
council’s budget position and the fact that some of the core sponsors have been able to 
provide their usual sponsorship in recent times due to central office control and the current 
economic situation.  We report back to the sponsors’ group regularly - this is where the 
sponsors' have an input into the detail of the event planning.  We are always seeking to 
make the council’s limited budget and the contributions made by the key sponsors go as far 
as possible and to make as great an impact on the town as possible.  I believe that we do 
this and, whilst we don’t have a huge budget, such events are well received by the sponsors 
and benefit the town as a whole. 
 
I trust this is sufficient for your purposes but would be happy to provide further detail / 
clarification if required.  I would also wish to reiterate my offer to provide / arrange briefings 
on any particular issue within the committee’s remit for the recently appointed co-opted 
members. 
 
Kevin Burbidge 
Director (Business) 


