
 

 

Response to the Petition 

 

A petition has been received stating: “Sign to stop ill-considered planning and 

development in Royal Tunbridge Wells. 

Tunbridge Wells Borough Council is allowing developers to fill our town with 

inappropriately large-scale property developments, with second rate architecture and 

little to no parking. Our planners and councillors are not listening to experts so it is 

time for the community to be heard. They do not have the will or skill to shape 

developers applications. They also do not have a firm plan this town. 

The petition identifies 7 sites within Royal Tunbridge Wells: 

 Good Station Road (near Fenwicks) 

 Calverley House 

 42 – 46 London Road 

 Cinema site Mount Pleasant Road 

 Union House Pantiles 

 Vale House London Road 

 7-9 Londsdale Gardens 

 

and continues; “The impact is significant. Our roads, on street parking bays and car 

parks cannot take the extra pressure. And air quality is suffering from the pollution. 

Development is being permitted with very little consideration to whether the 

infrastructure can cope. 

 

Although some developments are replacing bland 1960’s architecture, our planners 

and conservation officers are allowing poor and obtrusive architecture to replace it. 

There is an opportunity to put right the wrong, but TWBC are simply making bad, 

worse. Where has the pride in our towns architecture gone? 

 

More and more office buildings are being converted to residential blocks. There is 

little office space left in the town. Where will people work? They will drive out, on our 

already congested roads, to their office job elsewhere. 

 

Progress is good, but we deserve much better. Sign this petition and demand 

Tunbridge Wells Borough Council listen and develop a strategy for quality 

development. Having a list of objectives for the town is not enough, we need a 

Master Strategic Plan. And in the meantime stop saying ‘yes’ to large. Obtrusive 

developments that are not sympathetic to the town, and have major impact on the 

towns infrastructure.” 

 



 

 

As stated in the main report the online and paper forms of the petition are worded 

slightly differently. 

 

Introduction 

This report briefly confirms the national planning context within which individual 

applications for planning permission are considered and determined, and confirms 

the status of the Development Plan documents applicable to the borough. The report 

also provides some background information on the sites referred to in the petition 

and finally confirms the work currently under way to produce a new Local Plan for 

the borough. 

National Planning Context 

Planning law requires that applications for planning permission must be determined 

in accordance with the development plan for the area unless material considerations 

indicate otherwise. 

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) set out the Government’s planning 

policies and how these are expected to be applied. The NPPF must be taken into 

account in the preparation of local plans and is a material consideration in planning 

decisions.  

Para 14 of the NPPF confirms at the heart of the Framework is a presumption in 

favour of sustainable development. For decision making this means; 

 Approving development proposals that accord with the development plan 

without delay and 

 Where the development plan is absent, silent or relevant policies are out of 

date, granting permission unless: 

o Any adverse impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably 

out weigh the benefits, when assessed against the policies in the 

Framework taken as a whole; or 

o Specific policies in the Framework indicate development should be 

restricted. 

Para 49 of the NPPF states: Housing applications should be considered in the 

context of the presumption in favour of sustainable development. Relevant policies 

for the supply of housing should not be considered up to date if the local planning 

authority cannot demonstrate a five year supply of deliverable housing sites. 

Local Development Plan Policies and Allocations 

The development plan for the borough comprises the saved policies of the Local 

Plan 2006, the Core Strategy 2010 and the Site Allocations Local Plan 2016. 



 

 

The sites listed in the petition are located within the Town Centre boundary, as 

defined by the Site Allocations Plan, and a number are specifically allocated for 

development. 

At present the Council is unable to demonstrate a five year supply of housing as 

referred to in para 49 of the NPPF and accordingly the provisions of para 14 apply. 

Planning Applications and Prior Notifications 

Planning permission is required for most new buildings and in many instances to 

change the use of a building.  When considering applications for planning 

permission, it is necessary to assess the proposal against the policies in the local 

development plan and in national policy.   

National legislation allows some limited building works and changes of use to be 

carried out without planning permission.  This is called “permitted development”.  In 

2013 the Government amended the national legislation so that the change of use of 

offices to residential no longer required planning permission, but could be 

undertaken as permitted development following a “light touch” prior notification 

procedure.  The Government’s key reason for removing the need for planning 

permission was/is to boost the supply of housing 

The national legislation sets out that only limited matters can be considered under 

this prior notification procedure: flooding risks, transport and highways impacts, 

noise and contamination risks.  Matters such as the impact of the loss of offices on 

the economy cannot be considered and there is no ability to secure affordable 

housing or other contributions.   

Ahead of the change to the national legislation in 2013 TWBC Planning made a very 

comprehensive approach to the Department for Communities and Local Government 

(DCLG) which sought that two very tightly defined areas of the Town be made 

exempt from the change.  This would have meant that planning permission would 

still be required to change the use of buildings from offices to residential in these 

locations.  Despite this targeted and comprehensive approach, DCLG completely 

disregarded it.   

As a result of the national permitted development legislation it is difficult to resist the 

loss of office accommodation to residential through the “light touch” prior notification 

procedure.   

Consideration of Proposals for the Sites Identified in Petition 

The seven sites identified fall into two main categories: 

1. The conversions from offices to residential under the “light touch” prior 

notification scheme (Vale House, Calverley House and 7 – 9 Lonsdale 

Gardens), and;  



 

 

2. Those proposals for sites which are allocated for mixed use or residential 

development in the current development plan (Union House, Merevale House, 

the Travis Perkins site on Good Station Road and the old cinema site).   

Vale House, Calverley House and 7 – Lonsdale Gardens 

As above, the matters which can be considered under the “light touch” prior 

notification scheme are limited: flooding risks, transport and highways impacts, noise 

and contamination risks.   

The proposals at Vale House include the retention of parking spaces within the site, 

on the basis of approximately 1 space per residential unit and was found to be 

acceptable in terms of flooding, noise and contamination risks.   

The proposals at Calverley House and 7 – 9 Lonsdale Gardens were acceptable in 

terms of flooding, noise and contamination risks.  Although no on-site car parking 

was proposed for these sites, as a result of the national legislation and the particular 

circumstances in Tunbridge Wells, it is not considered that these proposals could be 

refused due to a lack of car parking.   

The Government has seriously curtailed the ability of the Council to control the loss 

of office accommodation to residential through the changes which have been made 

to the permitted development legislation.   

Union House 

This site is allocated in the Site Allocations Local Plan 2016 for around 130 

residential units, public car parking, leisure and retail, restaurant and office  

development: the planning application was for 127 residential units, together with 

public parking, a square and leisure, retail, restaurant and office development which 

accords with the policy.   

In terms of private car parking, 11 of the larger apartments have 2 spaces per 

household, with the remaining 116 apartments having  97 spaces which equates to 

an average of 0.76 spaces per residential unit (for the 116 apartments). The parking 

standards for the site (given that it is within the Tunbridge Wells Central Access 

Zone) is a maximum of 1 space per unit and the proposal therefore accords with this.   

Matters such as the quantum of development, impact on heritage assets, design and 

car parking were all subject to the utmost scrutiny during the course of considering 

the application, were addressed in detail in the relevant Committee reports and were 

debated and discussed by Members at the Planning Committee.   

Merevale House  

Merevale House is located in the part of the town (referred to as the Vale Avenue 

Area of Change) which is allocated for mixed use development (including a hotel) in 

the Council’s recently adopted Site Allocation Local Plan.    



 

 

The proposal for a hotel here broadly corresponds with local policy.  In terms of the 

amount of car parking provided, Merevale House is close to the train station and 

public car parks where, on the evidence available, it was (and is) considered that 

there is sufficient capacity for the parking of cars associated with this use.  This point 

was well debated at the Planning Committee.   

In addition, and as with Union House, matters such as the quantum of development, 

impact on heritage assets, and design were all subject to the utmost scrutiny during 

the course of considering the application, were addressed in detail in the relevant 

Committee reports and were debated and discussed by Members at the Planning 

Committee.  The Planning Committee resolved to grant planning permission.   

Travis Perkins site on Good Station Road 

This site forms the main part of an allocation for housing in the Site Allocations Local 

Plan.  The applications are currently being considered, and the Planning Department 

has not formed a recommendation and therefore detailed comment cannot be made 

at this time.   

It is however pertinent to set out that the proposals seek to broadly comply with the 

local allocation policy.  It is proposed to provide approximately 1 parking space per 

residential unit: the site is in the Central Access Zone where the parking standards 

are a maximum of 1 space per residential unit.  

The old cinema site 

The site is allocated for mixed use development in the Site Allocations Local Plan.  

The application has only just been received at the Council, and is still within the 

“consultation period” during which comments from interested parties are being 

sought.   

It is pertinent to set out that the proposals seek to broadly comply with the allocation 

policy.  It is proposed to provide 0.69 parking spaces per residential unit.  The site is 

in a highly accessible location at the town centre and is within the Central Access 

Zone where the parking standards are a maximum of 1 space per residential unit. 

Preparation of a New Local Plan for the Borough 

The Council has commenced work on the preparation of a new Local Plan which 

when complete and adopted will replace the existing development plan documents.  

The Local Plan will make clear what is intended to happen regarding development 

and growth in the borough over the life of the Plan 2013/2033, where and when this 

will occur and how it will be delivered.  

As part of the plan making process the Council recently completed what is known as 

an Issues and Options consultation. The stage represents the publishing of a 

document to scope and inform what should be included in the draft Plan and, 



 

 

through the consultation, invite comment on what the Plan should seek to address 

and how. It provided an opportunity for wider debate on the future of the borough 

and the current social, economic and environmental issues. 

Over 6000 responses were received to the questions posed in the Issues and 

Options document. These representations will now be considered as the next stages 

of plan making progress. Once a draft Local Plan has progressed there will be a 

further stage of public consultation. 

The new Local Plan will set out an updated vision and a framework for the future 

development of the borough, addressing needs and opportunities in relation to not 

only housing and the economy, but also community facilities and infrastructure – as 

well as a basis for safeguarding the environment, adapting to climate change and 

securing good design. The Local Plan when adopted will guide decisions about 

individual development proposals since as stated above it is the starting point in law 

for considering and determining planning applications. 

Conclusions 

The Council’s ability to control the change of use from office to residential has been 

seriously curtailed by changes which the Government has made to national 

legislation.  In the absence of further changes, the Council will have to continue to 

assess such proposals for the conversion of office to residential under this 

legislation.   

In terms of determining planning applications, the majority of the largest recent, 

current and forthcoming proposals within Royal Tunbridge Wells/Southborough have 

been on sites which are allocated for development in current (and recently adopted) 

local planning policy documents.  They have been, and will be, subject to detailed 

review and assessment by both Officers and the Planning Committee.   

For future applications which are received and are not allocated in current local 

planning policy documents, detailed consideration will be undertaken as to 

infrastructure capacity and the cumulative impact of other developments, and will 

again be subject to detailed review and assessment by both Officers and the 

Planning Committee.   

The planning policies and development allocations pursuant to the adopted Core 

Strategy seek to deliver sustainable development, satisfactorily balancing the need 

for growth with protection and enhancement of the boroughs valued built and natural 

environment.  

In preparing a new up to date Local Plan the Council will seek to retain the same 

objectives promoting high quality development and ensuring that the right type of 

development happens in the right places. 


