Southend-on-Sea council faces uphill battle to meet 24,000 home target amid green belt concerns
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Southend-on-Sea faces a significant challenge as it grapples with government mandates to construct 24,000 new homes over the next two decades. Despite an effort to identify suitable land, the council has only outlined space for approximately 9,500 homes, leading to urgent calls for community engagement and development strategy reassessment.
The remit set by the government requires an ambitious target of 1,200 homes annually, which council leaders acknowledge exceeds current construction rates more than fourfold. This disparity raises questions about the feasibility of these targets. Daniel Cowan, the council leader, expressed concerns regarding the "algorithms used by several governments" that dictate such targets without consideration of local realities. The council plans to conduct a second public consultation on its draft local plan, which outlines housing, employment, and leisure land use over the coming years.
A critical aspect of the council's strategy is the possibility of developing green belt land, which has sparked apprehension among residents and officials alike. The current draft plan includes potential developments in areas known for housing, such as Fossetts Farm, which could accommodate up to 1,200 homes, in addition to developments at Queensway and Elm Road. Cowan emphasised the need for a balanced approach, stating that while the council has a duty to deliver housing, it must also align this with existing infrastructure capacities and geographical constraints.
Concerns are further echoed by James Courtenay, leader of the Conservative Group, who stated that the capacity for such a significant build poses logistical questions. He highlighted the necessity of appropriate services and infrastructure to support any new developments, particularly in areas like the city centre, which may see a higher density of building. Similarly, Tony Cox of the Reform Group indicated a general reluctance amongst residents regarding the use of green belt land, suggesting a broader community sentiment against further encroachment on these areas.
In addition to the proposed local plans, an emerging joint initiative between Southend-on-Sea City Council and Rochford District Council aims to create a new town between the two areas, potentially adding 10,000 homes. This plan seeks to establish a self-sustaining community that integrates essential infrastructures, such as schools and healthcare facilities, alongside new housing. The proposal is currently under consideration by the Government’s New Towns Taskforce, pending additional assessments and public consultations.
However, overall infrastructure challenges loom large, with many local officials voicing concerns that the current facilities, including transport links and educational resources, may not cope with the anticipated influx of new residents. This dilemma underscores the pressing need for comprehensive planning that balances housing development with the preservation of community services. Council members are aware that without the development of greenfield or green belt land, they stand to fall far short of the housing requirement, with estimates suggesting a shortfall of approximately 60%.
The city's ongoing efforts to refine its local plan demonstrate a commitment to adapting to these challenges through continuous public engagement and the exploration of various spatial strategies. The council's approach emphasises the necessity to ensure that any housing developments are sustainable and considerate of environmental impacts, so community needs and sentiments remain central to the decision-making process.
As Southend-on-Sea prepares for significant growth, the interplay between housing demands and infrastructural viability will determine the success of its local plan and ultimately shape the future landscape of the city. This balancing act is crucial not only for meeting government targets but also for fostering a thriving, integrated community for all residents.
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