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Background 

1. Following rejection of the Calverley Square project, TWBC Full Council resolved on 8th October 

2019, to appoint a cross party working group to consider alternative ways forward and to report 

back to the next Full Council meeting on 18th December 2019. 

2. The issues that the Calverley Square project was designed to solve have not gone away.  The 

Working Group has focussed on those issues and how to deliver certain key functions, 

considering the main sites in the centre of Royal Tunbridge Wells. 

• Town Hall buildings which do not suit the Borough Council’s current needs in their present 

form and which require significant sums of money to repair or refurbish. 

• The Assembly Hall which faces a significant repair bill. 

• Mount Pleasant car park, which may have alternative, better uses; and 

• Great Hall car park, which needs significant repair, and which may also be put to better use. 

3. Of critical importance is that while three of the four sites require short-term solutions to 

maintain the fabric of the buildings, solutions should be selected in light of opportunities to 

address the future longer-term economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of the 

Borough. 

Summary  

4. The Working Group has explored openly and collaboratively a range of options to address both 

the short-term and longer-term commercial and cultural development needs of the Borough.  

There has been a good deal of challenge and some imaginative thinking.  The group has received 

valuable input from TWBC officers.   

5. We present here a brief document with four headings; Objectives (what are we trying to 

achieve); End State (what might the finished staged developments look and feel like); Options 

(how we might get there) and a Route Map (suggested first phases and possible subsequent 

ones). 

6. The group does not see its role as providing fully-formed proposals. There is much work still to 

be done at every phase utilising the Council’s existing governance structures. The group’s work 

provides a vision for the future which has excited and enthused its members and which has 

helped to engender a much closer, non-partisan view of the way forward for the Borough.  We 

suggest that the future work needed should be taken forward in a similarly collaborative way. 

Most significantly, the group has found much common ground which it hopes the Council 

can embrace unanimously. 

Objectives 

7. A starting point for the Working Group was “what are we actually trying to achieve?”.  The group 

agreed that any development in this context should enable the Council and councillors to 

perform functions more efficiently and effectively or contribute to the Council’s place-shaping 

role, or both.  With respect to place-shaping, the group identified that any development should 

address all three of the following objectives (A to C): 
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Objective A: 

 Boost the Borough’s economy, thereby creating jobs and/or 

 Boost the Borough’s cultural offer (particularly in the evening) 

Objective B: 

 Improve the Public Realm and/or 

 Establish a strong sense of place 

Objective C: 

 Link the top, middle and bottom of the town and/or 

 Contribute to the (refreshed) Cultural Strategy goal. 

8. Re Objective A: In the group’s view, the principal drivers behind the decisions that the Council 

makes in relation to its cultural, social, economic and environmental choices need to include ‘a 

return to the community’ and not solely a financial return on investment.  Therefore, for a 

project to go ahead it must boost the town centre’s economy or cultural offer, or both. 

9. Re Objective B: A development must also provide a strong sense of place (a new, inspirational 

building, for example) or improve the public realm. 

10. Re Objective C: Any development must either create some form of link between the top and 

middle and bottom of town or make TW recognised for its vibrant cultural provision – or both. 

End State 

11. Perhaps the greatest lesson learned from the Calverley Square Project is the continuous need to 

ensure that residents, businesses, investors and partners buy into a vision for the future, a vision 

that can evolve over time as needs change and opportunities arise.  The Council needs to agree 

upon, communicate and engage with a wide range of stakeholders and plan for an extensive 

development programme. 

12. Importantly, stakeholders need to: 

● be excited by the vision; 

● believe it is achievable and that the council can manage its delivery; and 

● acknowledge that it will meet their needs and the likely needs of future generations.  

13. The Working Group considers that the best option to address all three pairs of objectives listed 

above and to address the detailed requirements of the seven functions below is to develop a 

significant ‘campus’ in the centre of town which already comprises the key civic owned buildings, 

in phases of development over the next 10 years.  We have identified the initial area, the 

Greater Campus, much of which is Council-owned, which could be developed to provide a 

vibrant mix of commercial space, cultural offers, leisure pursuits and possibly residential, 

hotel/conference accommodation. The key is the understood and appreciated benefit for the 

local community and the ability to be seen as a destination point in the Borough. 

14. This significant development will be phased over a number of years rather than delivered as one 

large project.  It will become the commercial, social and cultural centre of the town, a large 

walking and cycling enabled area adjacent to the town’s largest retail outlets, the new Elysian 

Development – flats, retail and cinema – and near to rail and bus links.  Some existing buildings 

may (have to) be left as they are and renovated, others will be redeveloped and repurposed, still 

others demolished, and the sites used for alternative purposes. 
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15. Beyond the ‘Civic Campus’, the ‘Tunbridge Wells New Quarter’ will become a thriving hub of the 

town for residents and inbound commuters, delivering a mixed work and leisure location in the 

centre of the town and complementing existing work and leisure offers in the town. The sites 

initially identified within the medium-term goals are those within the remit of the Working 

Group. These need to achieve a vision that may be extended rather than purely as a stage in the 

achievement of an end game.  

16. In making its proposals for the short and medium term, the Working Group is not pre-

determining the long-term future of the New Quarter, the development of which we expect to 

be extended or determined by future events, needs and opportunities across the Borough. 

 

 

        Tunbridge Wells New Quarter 

17. The development of the centre of town will be a phased programme, driven by members 

through a number of different administrations, building an offer which will take note of other 

developments as these arise. It will, however, have a single recognised, branded and signposted 
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linked location, potentially linking it to Calverley Grounds, where many civic and community 

events are held. Three time horizons are identified: 

● Short-term: What can be done now both financially and physically. This should be a step 

towards our medium-term goals. Maintenance is an important factor within the scope of the 

short-term goals and medium-term uses. 

● Medium-term: Which goals can be achieved within 5 to 10 years using available buildings 

encompassing existing activities/function but also including new functions. This potentially 

requires a radical re-think of the area. It also needs to be 'complete' as a vision that may be 

extended rather than purely a stage in the achievement of the end game. 

● Long-term: Will be determined by events and needs at the time, not predetermined 

irrespective of whatever else is occurring across the Borough and hopefully based on the 

achievements of the goals identified by the Working Party. 

18. Hence, initial considerations must be based on what is achievable within the medium term with 

actions taken in the short-term that are expedient and are not wasteful or in conflict with the 

medium-term aims. 

19. With regard to the existing set of buildings and activities, there clearly needs to be a transition 

plan from the present position to the medium-term vision for the current civic-owned buildings 

and civic-run activities. Further, the plan should be seen as part of a process to move from what 

we have, to achieve the medium-term vision and can be adapted or developed further to meet 

the needs of the long-term. 

20. Such a development may mean that the Great Hall and Mount Pleasant Avenue car park sites 

become surplus to requirements.  They might be developed to provide complementary 

functionality as part of the ‘New Quarter’ or disposed in order, for example, to offset some of 

the cost of the ‘New Quarter’ developments.  The view that these sites could prove to be surplus 

to requirements recognises that both sites are highly valuable economic assets and the best way 

of leveraging that economic value may be for others to develop. 

21. There is no appetite for the development of the underground car park under Calverley Grounds 

and it should not be included in any proposal. Any car park created adjacent to the park should 

be solely under the buildings created. The design of any new construction by the Council or 

others should be in keeping with the town and the park. Developments should be in line with 

the Council’s declaration of a Climate Emergency and should allow for additional trees of a high 

quality. 

Options 

22. The Working Group identified seven functions for the ‘New Quarter’ which are options for 

delivering the agreed objectives: 
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Function Potential uses 

1) Civic offices  Offices 

 Meeting rooms 

 Council Chamber/space 

 Front-end activities 

2) Theatre and performance space  Commercial touring productions 

 Producing activities 

 One-night shows 

 Local productions 

 Schools and youths 

 Social and other groups 

 Local music groups 

 Sports events  

3) Car parking and transit  Town centre car parks 

 Neighbourhood car parks 

 Public transport (hub) 

 Active travel facilities 

4) Commercial offices  Modern commercial space 

 SMEs 

 Start-ups 

5) Business  General 

 Hotel 

 Food & Beverage 

 Retail 

6) Community/leisure  Leisure 

 Culture 

 Community/leisure 

 Education 

 Youth & other groups 

7) Residential  Family Housing 

 Affordable Housing 

 Active 3rd Generation 

 Elderly care 

 Supported care 

23. The Working Group considered all the sites realistically available in the medium-term.  The long-

term determination of potential uses and locations will be shaped by needs, circumstances and 

opportunities that prevail in the future. A phased development and rolling evolution of the ‘New 

Quarter’ will make the greatest positive difference to the town and the Borough. 

24. The group has not determined which functions will be addressed in later phases of development 

for the reasons described above but believe that the list initially developed by Avison Young as 

part of its 2019 report to Council on potential future uses of the Town Hall and its environs 

provides a template against which to plan future developments as finances and needs emerge. 
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Recommendations and road map 

25. The Working Group recommends that the Council: 

1) Recognises the clear desire to ‘do something’ to deal with the issues at hand and to achieve 

a substantial enhancement of existing assets and existing and potential functions within. 

This needs to be pursued across parties and successive political control of the council; 

2) Embraces the opportunity of developing the middle of the town centre to achieve its vision. 

As situations change, additional components may be added beyond 10 years. The aim is for 

continuous usage of buildings and avoidance of any extended period of vacancy beyond 

what is required for development work to be carried out; 

3) Revises the cultural strategy for the Borough as a matter of urgency to inform the decisions 

needed, particularly about the role of the Assembly Hall as a theatre or as a more general 

performance space. The Working Group’s view is that the existing links between the various 

venues and owners/managers of them – such as the Assembly Hall, the Trinity, the Forum, 

the Grey Lady, village halls, the Camden Centre, and the wide variety of other indoor and 

outdoor venues – needs to be further strengthened. 

Management should be focussed on the Cultural strategy and each venue’s part in it. Future 

organisation and management of performance space, theatre etc may include Trusts, CICs 

and/or the private sector. It does not require ongoing Council management. Professional 

managers should be consulted in developing this strategy and its implementation.  

The revised strategy will need to recognise that Tunbridge Wells as a creative ‘hub’ operates 

in a competitive market in the region and nationally, needing to find points of differentiation 

and excellence if it is to compete effectively. 

Part of the key is developing from where we are, through an understanding what is valuable 

and needed, to achieve the medium-term goals set; 

4) Draws up a new car park strategy within its transport strategy to include a comprehensive 

evidence base. The strategy should embrace the environmental and climate emergency 

policies of the Council and needs to be completed urgently, particularly in light of imminent 

decisions regarding potential repairs to the Great Hall car park; 

5) Communicates with confidence the medium-term vision for the ‘New Quarter’ – and its 

evolution over time – to all our residents, businesses and other stakeholders, including the 

opportunities that such a vision can bring to the town and borough; 

6) Decides on the required functions and available sites on a disaggregated basis, with 

development phased to reduce risk; 

7) Progresses the first phase of this project as a matter of urgency: repurposing and 

redeveloping much of the Town Hall into high-spec, modern, flexible, rentable office 

accommodation for start-ups, SMEs and more established businesses. 

The first phase should consider an architectural competition (organised by RIBA, who 

already have a process in place to do exactly this), the scope of which should be repurposing 

and redeveloping of existing civic campus (Town Hall, Assembly Hall, 9/10 Calverley Crescent 

and Police Station). There is a need to show the dependencies between parts of that 

development if each element were to be completed at different times. 
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The first phase needs to consider how the Council’s functions can be accommodated 

temporarily for the duration of the initial redevelopment.  The Council could then return to 

this ‘new space’ within a smaller flexible working footprint, working alongside other local 

businesses in a modern, efficient workplace 

Given the current ownership of the Police Station, we need to be clear regarding our intent 

of what we are aiming to achieve (and our political consensus); 

8) A further competition may be required for developing a performance space / theatre; 

9) Plans for the second and subsequent phases of the development.  The options available for 

developing the Greater Campus will be shaped by other offers that have been developed 

within the town or outside it, by the emergence of recognised needs at the time and by 

financial probity; 

10) The economics of each function/building should be understood alongside other social, 

economic and environmental impact on surrounding businesses and activities in the 

Borough. For this reason, the project should be disaggregated into at least two and possibly 

more projects that include at least as a minimum1: 

● Office Space (Civic and commercial) 

● Performance space (including theatre or other identified within the Cultural Strategy) 

11) The Council’s ability to fund operational costs and to borrow and invest for capital costs are 

critical in the process. Evaluation of these two projects should proceed largely independent 

of each other. This should include operational costs, interest and capital repayments, 

revenues, any ongoing subsidies and their economic impact on the town and Borough.  

12) The Council should prioritise the two potential main sources of capital funds for the initial 

work and nominally allocate them to the above i.e.: 

a. Office Space: The potential realisation of capital from the existing Mount Pleasant 

car park. 

b. Performance Space: The potential realisation of capital from the Great Hall car park. 

13) As the two projects develop, funds may be ‘transferred’ between them. However, for the 

purposes of evaluation, all additional costs should be assumed to be raised from other 

sources to be determined. 

14) The objective of investments by the Council should be the creation of assets for the 

Borough’s residents that meet long-term, agreed strategic priorities around economic, social 

and environmental value, reflecting the place-shaping role of successive Councils. 

15) The Working Group urges the Council to adopt the vision of redeveloping and repurposing 

the ‘Tunbridge Wells New Quarter’ as a long-term civic project and further urges it to 

progress to Phase One, the redevelopment of the office accommodation in the Town Hall to 

be completed in the short term and no later than the end of 2021. 

                                                           
1 However, account should be taken that the buildings are structurally linked and the heating system 

covers both (and includes the police station). It is also recognised that any significant development or 

refurbishment is likely to require relocating the Council and performance activities elsewhere with 

resulting costs. Managing construction in two or more stages may also result in additional costs, risks 

and timescale. 
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Reports to be considered for future decisions  

26. The Working Group notes the following reports as providing a basis for decision-making:  

1) Urban Design Framework (February 2016) – following its adoption as a Supplementary 

Planning Document by cabinet in April 2016, this report should be updated and the process 

for adoption as an SPD completed 

2) Stephen Browning Report (October 2013) – reconsider this report as a basis for a way 

forward for the Assembly Hall function 

3) Avison Young Civic Complex Place-shaping Assessment August 2019 – this report should be 

updated following the abandonment of the Calverley Square project. 

4) Town Centre Office Market Review prepared by Durlings: http://bailey.persona-

pi.com/Public-Inquiries/calverley/core-documents/cdd-06.pdf 

5) Stephen Browning report 2003 on AHT management structures,  

6) The Donaldson report 2005 on the Civic Complex (all buildings included here excl. GH and 

MP car parks) 

7) TWBC Accommodation Strategy 2011, and the Tom Fleming report on cultural and creative 

industries completed this year. 

A number of other useful reports also exist, including those drawn up by Bob Atwood and others 

around 2010 in the aftermath of the abandonment of the then Town Centre Plan. 

http://bailey.persona-pi.com/Public-Inquiries/calverley/core-documents/cdd-06.pdf
http://bailey.persona-pi.com/Public-Inquiries/calverley/core-documents/cdd-06.pdf

