
  

 

Civic Complex Feasibility 
 
 
1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1.1 This report covers the existing Civic Complex. Consultants Avison Young were 

commissioned to undertake further work on the future of the Civic Complex so 
an informed disposal can be undertaken. Six options have been considered 
based on underlying principles for the Civic Complex’s future use:  

 Supports the future viability of the town centre and helps overcome the 
current fragility caused by reliance on the retail sector  

 Secures future public access and engagement with the building(s)  

 Respects the character and heritage of the buildings and uses these as a 
basis for a high quality proposition  

 Broadens the commercial and cultural offer of the town centre and attracts 
new uses/occupiers  

 Builds on and strengthens existing clusters of activity and offers within the 
town 

 Makes a positive contribution to the urban realm and animation of Mount 
Pleasant Road  

 Delivers on the Council commitment towards sustainability  

 Is deliverable (in whole or part) as soon as the complex is vacated 

 Generates a sustainable level of financial return to ensure the buildings 
are maintained  

 Contributes positively to the overall financial position of the Council 
 

1.2 These options are: 
 

 Option 1 - New workspace, re-using the majority of spaces for office, co-
working and creative industries.  

 Option 2 – Boutique hotel, restaurant and new workspace, with residential 
uses in Calverley Terrace.  

 Option 3 - Residential led mix of uses, new leisure uses and some 
workspace.  

 Option 4 - Hotel, residential and workspace. 

 Option 5 - Residential development with community, event and work 
spaces.  

 Option 6 - Residential across the site with some business space. 
 
1.3 The assessment of the options demonstrate a wide range of approaches that 

could be pursued to ensure the Civic Complex has a sustainable future that 
generates positive benefits for the town centre and borough. What is clear from 
the tests is that different uses have different scales and types of benefits, in 
summary:  

 Hotel and office uses offer the most significant individual place-shaping 
and wider economic benefits 

o They generate higher levels of jobs;  



  

 

o  Have the largest impact on town centre footfall; and  

o Generate higher jobs and economic outputs.  

 Residential uses generate higher levels of expenditure impact on the town 
centre  

 Hotel uses generate significant visitor spend on wider leisure activity etc  
 
1.4 Whilst there is demonstrated demand and operational opportunity for a whole 

range of uses, the delivery of these comes at a cost given the nature of the 
listed buildings and the constraints this places on potential redevelopment 
approaches. With the Council’s added Statutory responsibilities to protect 
heritage assets these place a limitation on the value that can be achieved from 
these uses.  

 
1.5 Residential development continues to yield the highest capital return, given end 

values are higher than those for any of the commercial or community uses. 
Therefore, in simple terms, the greater impact the Council wishes to have in 
terms of placeshaping and wider economic benefits, the higher the sacrifice will 
be in terms of capital return.  

 
1.6 The six placeshaping options identified provide varying levels of economic 

impact including employment creation, town centre expenditure and Gross 
Value Added (GVA). In terms of wider economic impact the Council through 
delivering Calverley Square and releasing the Civic Complex for redevelopment 
could expect to deliver around £10m of additional economic impact to the town 
and borough. 

 

1.7 To enable a more co-ordinated approach to the Civic Complex and its potential 
disposal a joint approach, either an acquisition or partnership arrangement, 
including the Police Station should be pursued. 

 

 
2 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 This report covers the existing Civic Complex and the proposed strategy and 

mechanisms for managing its disposal to ensure best consideration having 
regard to the historic integrity of the buildings and their locational and social 
significance in the Town. 
 

2.2 For the purposes of this report the Civic Complex is defined as the Town Hall, 
the Assembly Hall Theatre and 9-10 Calverley Terrace, Royal Tunbridge Wells.  
The buildings are identified on the location plan at Appendix A. 

 

2.3 The Town Hall and the Assembly Hall Theatre form part of the Civic Suite of 
Buildings constructed in the late 1930s (with the exception of the library and 
museum building which was built later and opened in 1952). The fourth building 
in the Civic Suite is the Police Station. The Library and Museum building is 
currently in the freehold ownership of Kent County Council although TWBC is 
currently working with KCC to develop a brand new Cultural and Learning Hub 
at that location. The Police Station is in the freehold ownership of Kent Police 



  

 

(under the authority of the Police and Crime Commissioner) and the freehold 
titles of the Town Hall and Assembly Hall Theatre are owned by TWBC. 

 

2.4 9-10 Calverley Terrace comprises an original pair of Decimus Burton villas 
which had been converted to office use in the past and are now becoming 
obsolete for office use without major refurbishment. The Council holds the 
freehold of this asset and the associated car park in front of the building. 

 

2.5 The Civic Complex buildings are situated within a conservation area and 9-10 
Calverley Terrace, the Town Hall and the Assembly Hall Theatre (together with 
the Museum and Library and the Police Station) are Grade 2 listed buildings. 

 

2.6 Full Council has previously endorsed the design of the Calverley Square 
development comprising a new theatre on Great Hall Car Park, new offices on 
Mount Pleasant Avenue Car Park, a new underground car park under the 
offices and Calverley Grounds and new public realm space, through to 
completion. The disposal of the Civic Complex assets will release capital to 
contribute towards the cost of the new development. 

 

 
3 THE CIVIC COMPLEX  

 
3.1 The focus of the consultancy report is the block of buildings referred here as the 

Civic Complex. The Civic Complex site consists of four buildings, all of which 
are Grade II* listed. Three of the buildings are owed by the Council with the 
fourth owned by the Police and Crime Commissioner for Kent.  

 
 3.2 Moving west to east across the site the buildings (Appendix J) are:  

 The Town Hall – which provides the ceremonial and civic spaces for the 
Council as well as accommodating the Council offices;  

 The Assembly Hall Theatre – which provides a 900 seat venue for 
theatre, music, comedy and other performance with bar/café and 
ancillary space;  

 The Police Station and Magistrates Court – purpose built for as an 
operational police station and court the building retains its courtroom 
and cells, however they are no longer in use for their original purpose. 
The building is still used by the police as an operational base; and  

 9-10 Calverley Terrace – built as a pair of semi-detached townhouses 
the property has most recently been used as an office by the Council, 
but is currently vacant.  

3.3 Consideration of the Civic Complex has included the potential for bringing 
forward the Police Station as part of the group. This was originally examined in 
2015 when the Assembly Hall Theatre mandate was given and again in the 
review of the Civic Complex in 2017 and how it was brought to market.  

 

 
 
 



  

 

4 The BRIEF 
 
4.1 The Full Council decision on the 6 December 2017 outlined a decision to 

prepare the Civic Complex including but not restricted to the Town Hall and 
Assembly Hall Theatre for disposal and redevelopment, bringing appropriate 
reports on the approach and valuation for a future decision prior to completion 
of the approved Calverley Square development.  
 

4.2 Consultants were commissioned to undertake further work on the future of the 
Civic Complex so an informed disposal can be undertaken. The appointment of 
consultants was finalised on 5 November 2018 with the Council using an OJEU 
compliant framework. In this case the Crown Commercial Services Estates 
Professional Services framework (RM3816). The appointment of Avison Young 
as consultants was endorsed by Cabinet on 6 December 2018. It should be 
noted that consideration of disposal also includes renting or leasing as an 
approach to the building no longer being an operational asset.  

 
4.3 The statement of requirements was for the appointed consultant to undertake, 

advise, provide evidenced recommendations and complete (where required) the 
following on the Civic Complex.  

 
-        Review, update and undertake a comprehensive feasibility, with 

valuations, appraisals, sensitivity analyses and cashflows of the shortlisted 
options for the Town Hall and Assembly Hall Theatre identified and carried 
through in viability work up to RIBA Stage 3 of the Calverley Square 
development and advise on their place shaping viability and financial 
viability now and at the anticipated point of disposal having regard to the 
key parameters. 

 
-        Identify, and undertake a comprehensive feasibility, with valuations, 

appraisals, sensitivity analyses and cashflows new potential uses for the 
assets, and advise on their placeshaping viability and financial viability 
now and at the anticipated point of disposal having regard to the key 
parameters.  

 
-    The options evaluated should include both freehold and leasehold 

disposal options. 
 
- As a result of the feasibility, to recommend a shortlist of options having 

regard to both the place shaping viability and the financial viability 
requirements, such short list to be the subject of a more detailed feasibility 
review. 

 

 

5 PLACESHAPING 
 

5.1 Previous analysis established that residential best met the Council objectives 
providing financial value and securing delivery as quickly as possible once the 
Council relocated. However the Council is keen to ensure that the Civic 
Complex will contribute to the town centre and its vitality. The Council has 
therefore set out a vision and principles as a basis against which future 



  

 

concepts and uses for the buildings and site are considered and tested. Section 
2 in the Civic Complex Placeshaping Assessment report (Appendix K) sets out 
the Council vision and principles.  

5.2 The Council’s vision for the Civic Complex is:  

“The future activity within the Civic Complex will make a positive contribution 
to the vitality of Royal Tunbridge Wells. It will build on the town’s rich heritage 
to create a new destination that both attracts visitors to the town centre and 
meets the needs of residents, re-anchoring the heart of the town centre and 
complementing the wider offer.”  
 

5.3 The underlying principles for the Civic Complex’s future use have been agreed 
and ensure that:  

 Supports the future viability of the town centre and helps overcome the 
current fragility caused by reliance on the retail sector  

 Secures future public access and engagement with the building(s)  

 Respects the character and heritage of the buildings and uses these as a 
basis for a high quality proposition  

 Broadens the commercial and cultural offer of the town centre and attracts 
new uses/occupiers  

 Builds on and strengthens existing clusters of activity and offers within the 
town 

 Makes a positive contribution to the urban realm and animation of Mount 
Pleasant Road  

 Delivers on the Council commitment towards sustainability  

 Is deliverable (in whole or part) as soon as the complex is vacated 

 Generates a sustainable level of financial return to ensure the buildings are 
maintained  

 Contributes positively to the overall financial position of the Council 
 

 

6. OPTIONS 

6.1 A long list range of uses that could be accommodated within the Civic Complex 
have been considered and assessed for their ability to meet the Council’s 
objectives. Section 4 of the placeshaping assessment considers the Local Plan 
evidence base, a review of similar conversion projects across the UK and 
Avison Young’s understanding of commercial and residential trends both 
nationally and locally. In total nine broad categories of activity have been 
considered, with a total of 40 specific types of use within these categories to 
understand the potential of different end users in more detail.  

 



  

 

6.2 In considering the future of the Civic Complex there have been a number of 
factors that need to be taken into account regardless of the mix of uses or 
delivery approach taken in the future, this includes the heritage of the buildings. 

 
6.3 The facades of the buildings are of the highest significance and provide the key 

character of the site. Internally, those areas that are considered of the highest 
significance are those that have traditionally had a public facing or ceremonial 
role and/or have been purpose designed for a specific use. These spaces 
include the (historic) main entrance, Council Chamber, Robing Rooms, 
stairwells and meeting spaces in the Town Hall, the Foyer and central floor area 
of the Assembly Hall, the entrance, court room and cells (including inter-
connecting staircase) and stairwells in the Police Station and main ‘living 
spaces’ within Calverley Terrace.  

 
6.4 Taking these factors into consideration 4 options were reviewed in terms of the 

placeshaping potential of the Civic Complex and balanced against the potential 
capital returns for development. The four options were costed by Aecom and 
tested in terms of their estimated potential heritage, placeshaping, wider 
economic and financial impacts. The conclusions demonstrated that in order to 
achieve meaningful placeshaping benefits and respect the Council’s statutory 
duties in relation to listed buildings, there was a direct trade off with the potential 
capital value of the final schemes. 

 
6.5 Two further options were then developed and tested, based on the earlier 

results and the wider priorities and objectives of the Council. The six options are 
detailed in the Placeshaping Assessment attached as appendices K and L and 
Exempt Appendix C. Brieflly these options are: 

 

Option 1 - New workspace, re-using the majority of spaces for office, 
co-working and creative industries.  
 

Option 2 – Boutique hotel, restaurant and new workspace, with 
residential uses in Calverley Terrace.  
 

Option 3 - Residential led mix of uses, new leisure uses and some 
workspace.  
 

Option 4 - Hotel, residential and workspace. 
 

Option 5 - Residential development with community, event and work 
spaces.  
 

Option 6 - Residential across the site with some business space. 
 
6.6 The assessment of the options demonstrate a wide range of approaches that 

could be pursued to ensure the Civic Complex has a sustainable future that 
generates positive benefits for the town centre and borough. What is clear from 
the tests is that different uses have different scales and types of benefits, in 
summary:  

 Hotel and office uses offer the most significant individual place-
shaping and wider economic benefits 



  

 

o They generate higher levels of jobs;  

o  Have the largest impact on town centre footfall; and  

o Generate higher jobs and economic outputs.  

 Residential uses generate higher levels of expenditure impact on 
the town centre  

 Hotel uses generate significant visitor spend on wider leisure activity 
etc  

 
6.7 Whilst there is demonstrated demand and operational opportunity for a whole 

range of uses, the delivery of these comes at a cost given the nature of the 
listed buildings and the constraints this places on potential redevelopment 
approaches. With the Council’s added Statutory responsibilities to protect 
heritage assets these place a limitation on the value that can be achieved from 
these uses.  

 
6.8 Residential development continues to yield the highest capital return, given end 

values are higher than those for any of the commercial or community uses. 
Therefore, in simple terms, the greater impact the Council wishes to have in 
terms of placeshaping and wider economic benefits, the higher the sacrifice will 
be in terms of capital return.  

 
6.9 One of the principal challenges in terms of generating financial as well as 

placeshaping value comes from the number of large volume spaces that form 
key parts of each building within the Civic Complex, such as the Chamber, 
Assembly Hall auditorium and Town Hall meeting rooms. These are the most 
sensitive elements in heritage terms, which limits how they can be reconfigured 
by the Council in the future, in turn this places a significant restriction on future 
uses, resulting in a situation where there are few value generating uses in 
comparison to the costs of refurbishing those spaces. The Council’s Statutory 
duties impact this balance, with a private owner potentially having the 
opportunity to test greater levels of change than it is possible for the Council to 
consider.  

 
6.10 In terms of the capital return on investment all of the uses considered could be 

‘viable’ in operational terms, as such there may be opportunities for long term 
income to be generated from the Civic Complex that could offset any potential 
loss of upfront capital receipt. To understand this more detailed feasibility 
testing would be required for each potential use, developing a bespoke 
business plan that allowed operational costs and income to be compared.  

 
6.11 Additional opportunities such as the potential receipts from fiscal measures 

such as Business Rates (increasingly important as a greater share of revenues 
generated are retained locally) and New Homes Bonus. At this point we have 
not assessed the value of these for each use. More detailed feasibility testing 
and financial modelling would allow these to be compared and taken into 
account in the decision making process. 

 
6.12 The assessment of options 5 and 6 demonstrate that a more ambitious 

/aggressive approach to addressing some of the more sensitive and significant 
heritage assets within the Civic Complex will enable a different form and mix of 



  

 

development to be achieved. Both have limited placeshaping impact when 
compared to the other options, but would have broadly comparable wider 
economic impacts to some of the options where the provision of small business 
workspace is lower. In addition despite the scale of refurbishment, demolition, 
construction and fit out required they create a higher capital return than most of 
the other options – however this is at a direct cost of placeshaping benefits.  

 
6.13 Ultimately, options 5 and 6 are only likely to be achievable by a private sector 

owner who would not be bound by the same statutory duties as the Council 
given the scale of potential impact on the most significant heritage elements. 

 

 
7. WIDER ECONOMIC IMPACT 

7.1 To date the Council has not considered the potential wider economic benefits 
from the Civic Complex being brought back into new uses. The CPO Inquiry 
Inspectors decision (Appendix D) in paragraph 148 notes that: 

Lichfields [commissioned by the Local Planning Authority] also noted that not 
all economic benefits had been quantified by GVAG [Avison Young] as the 
report had concentrated on the relocated council offices, new offices and 
theatre, but had not taken account of the old civic centre site. This was 
identified as a relevant material consideration and the report advised that 
therefore the economic benefits identified in the Lichfields conclusion should 
be considered as a minimum, excluding the reuse of the civic centre. 

7.2 The 6 placeshaping options identified provide varying levels of economic impact 
including employment creation, town centre expenditure and Gross Value 
Added (GVA). The assessments undertaken are consistent with the Wider 
Economic Benefits Assessment carried out by Avison Young on Calverley 
Square. In terms of GVA option 1 is the highest performing due to the mix of 
business space with nearly £40m of GVA per annum. With four of the other five 
options delivering at least £10m of GVA, option 4 being the exception and 
providing the least. In terms of wider economic impact the Council through 
delivering Calverley Square and releasing the Civic Complex for redevelopment 
could expect to deliver around £10m of additional economic impact to the town 
and borough.  

 
Source: Avison Young/Experian 



  

 

8 POLICE STATION 
 
8.1 The Police Station and Magistrates Court was purpose built as an operational 

police station and court. The building retains its courtroom and cells, however 
they are no longer in use for their original purpose. The building is still used by 
the police as an operational base. The building is in the ownership of the Police 
and Crime Commissioner for Kent with title absolute registered at the land 
registry. 

 
8.2 While the Council has had discussions with the Police regarding the potential 

acquisition in the past no formal decision or authority for either acquisition or 
entering into a partnership arrangement with the Police has been provided. 
Recently the new Police and Crime Commissioner confirmed that the Police still 
had a requirement for a Police presence in the town centre and the building was 
not for sale.  

 
8.3 The placeshaping assessment and particularly the work undertaken by Morris & 

Co assessing the heritage aspects of the building and from the planning context 
for the site that the Civic Complex needs to be considered comprehensively in 
terms of its future use, therefore as part of the placeshaping assessment it has 
been necessary to make some assumption about the future of the Police 
Station. If some of the wider objectives of placeshaping are to be achieved then 
future consideration of the Civic Complex is best achieved with the Police 
Station as an integral part of the offer rather than just the Council land 
ownership. 

 
8.4 To enable a more co-ordinated approach to the Civic Complex and its potential 

disposal the Council should agree to officers formally engaging with the Police 
and Crime Commissioner to discuss the future requirements for Police 
presence in Tunbridge Wells and to enter into formal discussions on how the 
Police Station is brought forward as part of the Civic Complex for a holistic 
approach to redevelopment on the basis of either an acquisition or partnership 
arrangement. 

 

 
9 MARKET DISPOSAL AND PROCUREMENT 
 
9.1  As reported in the Civic Development Delivery report in December 2017 

developers could seek to acquire the Civic Complex site as a standalone project 
as far back as 24-18 months prior to the earliest starting point for construction 
(in this case vacant possession). On the basis of the Council vacating the Civic 
Complex during the fourth quarter of 2022 would mean disposal in late 2020. 
This would allow time to undertake sufficient due diligence, including 
consideration of any existing licences and leaseholds, optimise a scheme for 
planning, undertake the planning process and procure a contractor. 

 
9.2 Working towards this time frame will be key to mitigating the risk of the site 

sitting vacant. To achieve best value on the Civic Complex, the Council needs 
to continue opportunity should be de-risked for a developer in planning terms. 
Efforts should be made to support the principle of the future use, and the 



  

 

‘enabling development’ argument of subsidising the wider Calverley Square 
development cost. 

 
9.3 Two approaches to disposal were identified in the Civic Development Delivery 

report in December 2017- Informal tender (land sale) and a Development 
Agreement. It also highlighted that given the limited size of the Civic Complex 
opportunity there is likely to be very little interest if this is procured through an 
OJEU procurement process. With the additional benefit of the placeshaping 
assessment work towards an agreed disposal based on these options should 
now be considered.  

 

 
10. CIVIC COMPLEX VALUE 

 
10.1 As outlined above the Placeshaping Assessment conclusions demonstrate that 

in order to achieve meaningful placeshaping benefits and respect the Council’s 
statutory duties in relation to listed buildings, there is a direct trade off with the 
potential capital value of the final schemes. The viability aspects are outlined in 
the exempt appendices attached to the report that are in the exempt section of 
this report Exempt Appendix C: Placeshaping Assessment. The appendix 
provides an indication of the value for the Civic Complex in the dfferent options. 
Residential development continues to yield the highest capital return, remaining 
in line with the £9.1m valuation assessed in 2017, given end values are higher 
than those for any of the commercial or community uses. However if the Council 
wishes to have greater impact in terms of placeshaping and wider economic 
benefits, then it needs to consider and agree the balance between placeshaping 
and the capital return. 

 

 
REPORT APPENDICES 
 
The following appendices to the report are particularly relevant to this documents: 

 Appendix J Civic Complex Buildings plan 

 Appendix K Civic Complex Placeshaping Assessment, August 2019 

 Appendix L Civic Complex Placeshaping Appendices, August 2019 

 Exempt Appendix C Civic Complex Placeshaping Assessment Appendices, 
August 2019 


