
Freeports Team
Area D, Floor 5 
Department for International Trade
3 Whitehall Place
London, SW1A 2HP

By email:

Sessions House
County Hall
Maidstone
Kent ME14 1XZ

Tel:   03000 415884

                 
                  Date:  10

Dear Sir/ Madam

Freeports Consultation

Kent County Council is delighted to respond to the Government’s consultation
on a proposed new Freeports policy. We welcome the Government’s bold and
innovative approach, and we believe that a new generation of Freeports offers
exciting prospects for economic growth in Kent and across the UK. Already, we
are working with the Port of Dover, industry and with a range of local partners
to develop transformational proposals, and we look forward to working with
Government to make the Freeports policy a success.

Our response is structured in three parts. First, we briefly set out the County
Council’s overall interest in the Freeports policy and the opportunities that it
could  present.  Second,  we set  out  some general  comments  on the  policy.
Finally, we respond where possible to the specific questions that are set out in
the Government’s consultation document. 

Kent and the Freeports opportunity

At this  stage, the Government  is  consulting on the  principles  of  Freeports,
rather  than  seeking  specific  proposals.  However,  as  the  primary  gateway
between the UK and continental Europe, Kent has several assets relevant to
Freeports designation:

 World-class  ports  infrastructure:  The  Port  of  Dover  is  the  UK’s
largest roll-on/ roll-off freight port, handling about 90% of ro-ro freight
tonnage  between  Britain  and  France,  as  well  as  by  far  the  largest
volume of passenger traffic. Other major operations include Eurotunnel,
the Port  of  Sheerness (especially relevant to automotive freight),  and
the  container  port  at  Thamesport,  and  a  series  of  smaller  ports.  A
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summary of Kent’s ports infrastructure is set out in Annex 1. Plans to
develop  Manston  Airport  into  a  significant  freight  hub  are  also  well
advanced,  with  the  Airport’s  Development  Consent  Order  approved
earlier this month.

 Significant opportunities for development in close proximity to our
major ports. In particular, Discovery Park at Sandwich is designated as a
Life Sciences Opportunity Zone and hosts a major presence by Pfizer as
well as highly innovative smaller life science businesses. Discovery Park
also  offers  scope  for  new  manufacturing  development  alongside  its
existing  life  science  R&D  activities,  potentially  linked  with  the
opportunity presented by a Freeport at Dover. 

 A supportive policy context for economic development. Over the
past  decade,  we  have  worked  with  Government  in  taking  a  positive
approach  to  private  sector-led  growth  in  the  area  around  our  major
ports. This has included securing Assisted Area designation for parts of
Dover and Thanet (linked with Discovery Park and the ports and Dover
and Ramsgate) and for Swale and Medway (linked with the Medway-
Swale  manufacturing  cluster  and  the  ports  at  Sheerness  and
Thamesport). We have aligned this with Enterprise Zone designation in
North  and  East  Kent  and  with  Government-backed  programmes  of
financial support to industry, and we will continue this positive approach
in support of Freeport proposals. We also have excellent relationships
with international  partners on the other side of  the Channel,  via the
Straits Committee that we have established with our local government
counterparts in France, Belgium and the Netherlands. 

The criteria for Freeports designation have yet to be published and will follow
the current consultation.  However, we have had early discussions with the
Port of Dover regarding the Port’s innovative Global Trade and Innovation
(GTI)  Zone  proposition:  this  will  be  of  national  significance  and  will  offer
regional benefits to the Midlands and the North, as well as to the South East.
The  Port  of  Dover’s  proposals  are  supported  by  Pfizer  and  by  businesses
across  the  country.  We  welcome these  proposals,  and  we  look  forward  to
working with the Port of Dover in progressing them further. 

Responding to the consultation: General comments 

The  consultation  document  sets  out  three  policy  objectives  for  Freeports:
establishing  Freeports  as  “national  hubs  for  global  trade  and  investment”
across  the  UK;  promoting  regeneration  and  job  creation;  and  creating
“hotbeds for  innovation”.  We strongly  support  all  of  these.  In  addition,  we
would highlight four principles which are relevant to their delivery and should
be integral to policy design: 
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 Net  additionality:  It  is  important  that  Freeport  proposals  bring
additional economic  activity  to  the  UK  (rather  than  ‘redistributing’
activity between ports or existing production facilities).  It follows that
the focus should be on using the range of customs and tax incentives to
encourage a net economic gain through more efficient supply chains,
new product development or the (re)location of activity in the UK which
would otherwise have gone overseas. In this context, we believe that
Freeport proposals should be of national significance and scale.  

 Openness  to  innovation: The  consultation  document  is  open  to
different  types of  Freeport,  including multi-site (and potentially  multi-
regional) proposals. We welcome this and we encourage this openness
to innovative ideas to be maintained in any call for proposals. 

 Local  integration: It  is  vital  that  the  benefits  of  Freeports  ‘stick’
locally,  and that there is a positive contribution to local employment,
business generation and innovation capabilities. While we believe that
Freeport propositions should be led by the private sector, they must be
at  the  centre  of  integrated  local  strategies  linked  with  infrastructure
(including  strategic  infrastructure,  as  outlined  in  our  response  to
Question 29) and skills. 

 Long-term  sustainability:  The  emerging  Economic Renewal  and
Resilience Plan for Kent and Medway emphasises the need to achieve a
more sustainable, lower carbon economy as the county recovers from
the Covid-19 pandemic, as does the Kent and Medway Energy and Low
Emissions Strategy which will be agreed shortly. Freeports should make
a positive contribution to this goal, with proposals helping to achieve the
UK’s net zero carbon target and encouraging the development of new,
lower carbon technologies and products. 

Specific consultation responses

Building  on  these  general  principles,  the  following  paragraphs  set  out  our
response  to  some  of  the  specific  questions  presented  in  the  consultation
document. Several of the questions are technical and are primarily oriented
towards potential Freeport operators. We have not therefore responded to all
68 questions, but instead focus on a smaller number relating to the themes of
Planning, Innovation, Regeneration and Governance and Allocation.

Planning 

Chapter  5  of  the  consultation  document  requests  views  on  how  planning
liberalisation could help to bring forward land for development and allow ports
to respond to changing demand: 

 Q24:  Do  you  agree  that  Permitted  Development  Rights  for
airports and sea ports should be brought into closer alignment
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by  allowing  the  use  of  buildings  on  ports  for  purposes
connected with the operation of the port? 

Kent  County  Council  broadly  supports  this  proposal  in  principle.
However,  any  extension  of  Permitted  Development  Rights  should  be
subject  to  environmental,  drainage,  heritage  and
highways/transportation being considered and suitably mitigated. 

 Q27:  Please  tell  us  about  any  additional  planning  freedoms
related to planning powers and/ or increasing the efficiency of
planning that you think could be used to support developments
in Freeports 

We welcome efforts to streamline planning processes, where they will
help to accelerate additional economic activity, and we will  work with
potential  Freeport  operators  and  the  Local  Planning  Authorities  in
support of this.  It will  however be important to ensure that highways,
environment, air quality and heritage issues are considered by freeport
operators, and the County Council should remain a statutory consultee. 

It is also important that Freeport developments contribute to the long-
term  sustainability  objectives  that  we  have  set  out  above  and  that
planning freedoms do not have a negative environmental impact. 

Regeneration 

Chapter 6 requests views on how Freeports could support local regeneration,
by attracting new investment and supporting enterprise and innovation: 

 Q29: What infrastructure  could encourage increased business

activity in a Freeport? 

Specific infrastructure requirements within a Freeport will depend on the
nature of  the Freeport  proposition,  although we anticipate that these
might extend to serviced sites for development, innovation centres and
technology  demonstration  facilities,  as  well  as  utilities,  telecoms and
energy generation infrastructure. 

Beyond a Freeport itself, we note that an expansion of port activity will
lead to additional pressure on the road and rail network. Benefits to the
UK  as  a  whole  will  only  be  delivered  if  goods  can  be  transported
efficiently between the port and centres of distribution and production. 

It  is  therefore  essential  that  Freeport  designation  is  linked  with  the
investment in the wider transport network that will support growth and
resilience at the port. In Kent, this means: 

 Investment in the new  Lower Thames Crossing and the wider
network improvements required to complete the strategic route to
the  Port  of  Dover,  including  the  widening  of  the  M2  between
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junctions 4 and 7; improvements to Brenley Corner at M2 J7; and
completion  of  the  dualling  the  A2  between Lydden  and  Dover,
including  improvements  to  the  Duke  of  York  and  Whitfield
roundabouts.

 Improved interchange between the A2/M2 and M20 corridors to
enable  growth  at  the  Port  of  Dover  and  Eurotunnel,  including
improvements to the A299 at Blue Bell Hill (M2 J3 and M20 J6) and
improvements to the A249/ M2 J5 and M20 J7, both of which would
also be required to support the Port of Sheerness.

 Improvements to the Lord of the Manor roundabout in Thanet to

support growth at the Port of Ramsgate.

 Q33: How might a Freeport contribute to the skills offer in your
area? 

Freeports should help to concentrate demand for skills. The nature of
these will obviously depend on the sectoral focus but given the focus in
the consultation document on manufacturing and technology adoption,
we anticipate that much of the demand will be at higher level. We would
anticipate  that  demand  arising  from  Freeports  should  be  a  key
consideration in future iterations of Kent and Medway’s Workforce Skills
Evidence Base and in supporting provision planning by providers. 

We would also hope that firms benefiting from Freeports designation will
make  a  positive  contribution  to  the  skills  and  opportunities  of  local
residents, for example by engaging with local providers, offering work
experience, employing Apprentices, and so on. We would want to see
evidence of a contribution to local skills as a key part of the Freeports
designation  process  –  and  we  would  be  keen  to  work  with  Freeport
promoters to ensure that this is clearly set out. 

 Q36: How can local areas align their housing interventions with

the wider regeneration agenda to make Freeports a success? 

Kent has an ambitious growth agenda. Kent County Council and the Kent
Districts  are  already  working  closely  together  to  ensure  that  the
infrastructure is in place to bring forward planned housing growth, linked
with  access  to  employment  opportunities.  Freeports  will  make  an
important  contribution  to  the  latter,  potentially  increasing  housing
demand: linked with our response to Question 29,  it  is  vital  that the
potential infrastructure impacts are addressed in Freeport proposals. 

Innovation 

Chapter  7  sets  out  the  Government’s  ambitions  for  Freeports  to  act  as
“hotbeds for innovation”, offering regulatory flexibilities and access to funding
that could enable new ideas to be tested and developed.  
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The consultation document proposes “challenge-based” initiatives that could
operate  within  Freeports,  for  example  identifying  a  specific  technology
challenge  faced  by  a  Freeport  (or  the  businesses  within  it)  and  bringing
partners and funding together to identify potential solutions. We welcome this
innovative approach which,  in relation to the Port  of Dover’s  emerging GTI
Zone  proposition  could  be  highly  relevant  to  the  decarbonisation  of  the
logistics industry. 

 Q40: How can ports collaborate with public agencies – including
universities  and  other  academic  institutions,  businesses  and
local government – to develop and adopt new technologies? 

To be successful,  Freeports  will  need to involve collaborative working
with a wide range of regional and national institutions. In that context,
we note that the Port  of  Dover’s  emerging Freeports  proposition  has
involved engagement with the University of Kent, as well as with several
other leading technology-focused universities and businesses across the
UK. 

Collaboration could involve several forms, including knowledge transfer
partnerships  between  universities  and  business  and  participation  in
challenge-based  initiatives  as  highlighted  above.  There  is  already
experience of innovation collaboration between the University of Kent
and The Port of Dover in helping to reduce emissions and costs, as well
as with other local  logistics  operators1.  Kent County Council  has also
directly invested in innovation through the equity and loan funds that
the Council manages and which could be developed further as part of a
package of support associated with a Freeport. 

Allocation and governance of Freeports 

Chapter  9  of  the  consultation  document  seeks  views  on  the  process  for
determining the location of Freeports in England: 

 Q56: What factors do we need to consider to support different

port modes becoming Freeports? 

We agree that the definition of a Freeport should not be exclusionary. We
also consider that the definition of a Freeport should not necessarily be
restricted to land within or adjacent to a port - innovative opportunities
to include multiple sites should be considered. 

 Q59: In your view, how appropriate are the proposed criteria for
assessing  how  potential  Freeport  applications  can  meet  the
stated policy objectives? 

1  See  https://www.kent.ac.uk/news/society/18139/university-partnership-helps-kent-firm-cut-carbon-emissions-and-save-freight-
miles 
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In general,  we agree with the proposed criteria.  However,  as set out
elsewhere  in  this  response,  we  consider  that  any  Freeport  proposal
should  be  of  national  scale and  significance;  should  deliver  net
additional economic benefit to the UK; and should  contribute to
the UK’s decarbonisation agenda.  We also consider that  Freeport
applications  should  clearly  demonstrate  local  benefit,  and  how
investment will specifically address local regeneration priorities. 

We also note that the proposed criteria refer to the “geographic location
of  ports”.  We  accept  that  the  Government  may  wish  to  achieve  a
balanced distribution  of  benefits  across  England.  However,  allocation
decisions  should  be  based  on  the  merits  of  the  proposition  (and  its
benefit to the UK as a whole), not the region in which the port is based. 

 Q61: What are the advantages and/ or disadvantages of asking
Combined  Authorities  where  they  exist  or  Local  Enterprise
Partnerships and upper tier authorities where they do not, to
lead on submitting an application?

In our view, Freeport proposals should be led by industry. However, to be
successful,  a  Freeport  application  must  be  able  to  demonstrate
widespread partner support.  That means active engagement with the
relevant  County,  District  and  Unitary  authorities,  and  with  Local
Enterprise Partnerships as appropriate.As set out earlier, we have had
early  and  positive  engagement  with  the  Port  of  Dover,  and we look
forward to developing this further.  

 Q62: What are the advantages and/ or disadvantages of asking

Combined Authorities where they exist and LEPs where they do
not to support a single application in their local area? In what
circumstances should this be flexed to allow for more than one
application? 

We do not consider that a “one Freeport application per LEP” is a useful
approach. First, there will be some proposals that involve more than one
LEP or Combined Authority. Second, there are some LEPs (such as the
South East) in which there could be more than one credible proposition,
focused on different, but compatible, markets and sectors. 

We suggest a more open, competitive approach, with clear criteria as
set out above. 

In summary… 

I hope that the responses set out in this letter are helpful to the Government
as it  takes forward its  Freeports  policy.  We believe that  Freeports  offer  an
exciting  opportunity  to  support  economic  growth  and  new  trading
relationships. We look forward to the launch of the Freeports competition later
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in the year, and we stand ready to work with industry and Government to
make the new policy a success – for Britain, and for Kent. 

Yours faithfully, 

Mike Whiting

Cabinet Member for Economic Development
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