
 
 
 

Pledge to tackle eyesores and bring town together 
New planning director outlines vision for future 
 
By Mary Harris   -   13 October 2006 
 
A mood of change pervades the corridors of power at Tunbridge Wells Town Hall. 
 
The previously troubled borough council which was lambasted by the Audit Commission in its 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment two years ago, appears to be on the brink of a new era. 
 
There is clear evidence that priorities are being set and attitudes changed under the firm leadership of 
chief executive Sheila Wheeler and in the past four weeks, under three new directors. 
 
This week director of planning and development Rob Cottrill spoke exclusively to the Kent and Sussex 
Courier about his vision for the town and his agenda, which includes waging war on the town's grot 
spots and tackling the centre's North-South divide. 
 
The 39-year-old has worked in planning at authorities for 18 years, including at Tower Hamlets where 
he developed policy and worked on "exciting plans" at Canary Wharf. He joined Tunbridge Wells  
four weeks ago from Reigate and Banstead Borough Council, where he was head of policy and 
regeneration. 
 
"I am very excited to be here and to help steer the future of Tunbridge Wells. I've been here four weeks 
and my feet haven't touched the ground." He said to deal with competition from other areas including 
Bluewater, Ashford and Crawley, "we have to run to stand still". 
 
The planning department has been extended and now incorporates economic development and 
regeneration, strategic planning, tourism and community safety. This organisational shake-up 
recognises the inter- linking nature of many council departments - rather than working in "rigid silos". 
These changes were likely to hasten decision-making and improve performance, said Mr Cottrill,  
who is shortly moving to the town from Brighton where he lives with his wife and two children. 
 
He believes the council should lead the way in capitalising on the "fantastic brand" of Tunbridge Wells 
and be clear about its priorities. "Now more than ever a strategic vision is needed for the town and the 
council. Working with residents, developers, retailers and other stakeholders must lead the way,"  
he said. He is keen to tackle the inherent problems of Tunbridge Wells' linear form in a positive way. 
"Rather than see this as a constraint, see it as an opportunity. No other town has the Pantiles. What we 
need to do is help the different parts work together. So when people visit they explore more of it." 
 
Working with Developers  
 
Under Mr Cottrill's initiative the council will aim to be "proactive rather than just reactive" and work 
with developers. 
 
Talking of Morrison's, he said: "It is a market economy and the private sector will make decisions on 
investment on that site but the council has a part in that, through economic development and planning 
and talking to partners. On the planning side we can't just sit back and see wha t comes along. I have 
contacted the owners of that site... about possibilities short-term and long-term for that building." 
He said the building "was not the most attractive" but the council did not want it standing empty.  



Mr Cottrill said ideas for the site included creating a canopy at the store's entrance to bring light and 
openness to the dark retail corner. "Retail may not be attracted at the moment. The redesign could be  
a very effective short-term measure." 
 
The planning chief has already met twice with Westfield, owners of the Royal Victoria Place shopping 
centre, to talk about the expansion plans. "We have an adopted local plan that says an 18,000sqft 
expansion. We have done as much as we can to put the building blocks in place... let's get a timetable 
we can put in the public domain and stick to it." 
 
Council Co-operation 
 
"This council has been turned on its head. We are doing a lot of things well but we need to be clear 
about our priorities. There are lots of good people here doing good work," said Mr Cottrill. 
Talking about improved ways of working at the Town Hall, which included departments not working 
as "rigid silos", he said: "We want logic where the departments are organised and we work across the 
departments to solve the problems." 
 
Using the reporting of a grot spot as an example, Mr Cottrill said departments including pest control, 
building control, planning enforcement and housing services could be called upon. "So bringing it 
together as one team (means) there is no duplication of work." 
 
Asked if following the damning Audit Commission's CPA report the council was moving into a new 
era, he said: "Without a shadow of a doubt. The chief executive Sheila Wheeler has been here a year 
and had the difficult job of turning it upside down and no doubt people are battered and bruised 
because change is difficult and some people left. But I am very impressed by the people here and  
I think they really want to achieve things." He said the corporate plan was an "important piece of 
work".  
 
Beating Competition 
 
The historic town centre is one of the top priorities for this council, said Mr Cottrill. 
 
"Since I have been here I have taken it upon myself to contact as many of the big employers and land 
owners that I can." He added: "It is easy to be complacent about Tunbridge Wells. It has a fantastic 
brand and draws people from miles. But we've already had the Bluewater effect. We have to think now 
about how we can stop that leak in trade." 
 
To see off competition from other towns he underlined the importance of the RVP expansion, tackling 
grot spots and "bringing commercial sites forward" for businesses to move into. 
 
Strategy for Development 
 
A Town plan - "a master plan" will be produced for Tunbridge Wells.  
 
Mr Cottrill referred to Horsham as a "very attractive town centre which punches above its weight" and 
how lessons could be learned. 
"They had a single-minded vision about where they wanted to be in 20 years. We talk about short-term 
things like Morrison's but equally important is what is going to happen in five, 10 or 20 years' time?" 
 
Economic development is part of the planning portfolio and Mr Cottrill said: "How can we make the 
best of the town centre? Make it work better and make it more attractive to visitors? The flip side is we 
have a huge rural area. We have a delicate economy in terms of farming and we need to promote and 
help to diversify if necessary. The other side is tourist information. We are part of the Southern 
England Cities - that shows what strength of brand we have in Tunbridge Wells. We have to maximise 
that." 



The council is also soon to work on the Local Development Framework, which forms part of the vision 
for Tunbridge Wells for the next 20 years. 
 
War on the Grot Spots 
A bad environment is going to encourage crime, said Mr Cottrill, whose portfolio includes community 
safety - another reason why he is coming down hard on Grot Spots. 
 
The owners of the Greyhound Pub in Upper Grosvenor Road which has caused anger among 
townsfolk who described it as a "slum", were approached by the council. The building has lain empty 
since a devastating blaze and has been covered in graffiti, used as a second-hand car lot and remains 
painted bright blue. Punch Taverns now plans to develop the site into flats after prompting by  
the council. 
 
Admitting outside pressure was put on the council to tackle grot spots, he replied: "But it shows we are 
listening. We have co-ordinated action. We may have been embarrassed but now we are actively 
tackling them." 
 
Addressing local fears the Morrison's site could .become derelict once it closed, he said: "We don't 
want another cinema and already we've added it to our difficult properties list. I have already contacted 
the agent to the owners of that site to work out what the future is. Our message is we are watching but 
at the same time we want to work with you." 
 
North-South Divide  
 
Planners will look at the unusual linear quality of Tunbridge Wells and how best it can be exploited. 
Mr Cottrill admitted it was "disjointed". 
 
"There are pockets of excellent buildings but the sum is less than its parts. There's no coherent strategy 
to make the different parts work together as a whole." 
The plan will address this, he said. "We will look at how it works and functions. What do people do 
when they get here? We'll look at design, not just individual buildings but all public areas and the three 
'parts' of the town - the RVP, the High Street and the Pantiles - how they link together so we can 
maximise synergy. 
 
"We really want and need to crack that North-South divide. We want to look at traffic issues and take 
forward Park and Ride. "Let's be realistic, we are not going to rebuild the roads. But we can look at the 
car parks. It's about problems and getting people to solve them. "I want Tunbridge Wells town centre 
to be the best in Kent. The best place to live, to visit, to shop and to do business." 


