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Housing vacancies close to a thousand 

Almost 1,000 homes are lying empty around Tunbridge Wells, despite rocketing numbers on 
the housing list. New figures released exclusively to the Courier show 374 of these buildings 
have been empty for more than a year. And this is at a time when 2,469 households are on 
the housing register and the borough council is seeking to build 2,600 new homes in the town 
centre. 

Daniel Bech, a leading critic of grot spots across the borough, has urged the council to use 
more of its powers to step in when an owner allows their property to slide into disrepair.  
Mr Bech, from the Royal Tunbridge Wells Town Forum, said: "Some of these buildings are  
a disgrace. The old cinema site is like a cancer cell for the whole town. The council is not doing 
enough. They are not taking action. They have quotas for new houses but there are still these 
properties they are doing nothing with." 

In 2006 Tunbridge Wells Borough Council set up an Empty and Difficult Properties Group  
to tackle the problem. At the time there were 1,022 empty and unfurnished properties in 
Tunbridge Wells. Today the figure is 929. Four years ago there were 1,430 households on 
the Housing Register – now there are 2,469. 

Gary Stevenson, who heads up the group, said progress was being made. He said:  
"We set a target of bringing 117 properties back into use by 2011 and we are on target  
for that, having already completed 94. "But there is only so much we can do. A lot of this  
is down to the owners of the properties. Unless we can prove that the state of the property  
is detrimental to the area we cannot do a lot." 

Mr Stevenson, head of environment and street scene, said the council was not afraid to use 
its powers when necessary. He pointed to a long-term derelict property on Victoria Road, 
opposite LA Fitness. "That property had been empty for a significant number of years and  
the owner was doing just enough to stop us from taking action," said Mr Stevenson. 
Eventually the council decided enough was enough and issued the owner with a Compulsory 
Purchase Order, forcing them to sell. The property has now been secured and will be put  
on the market. 

Another notorious eyesore on Warwick Park was transformed after the council coerced  
the owner into renovating the house after years of neglect. 

Mr Stevenson said: "There are some very Draconian measures available to the council, 
which we don't use lightly. "We do not want to interfere with the rights of the householder,  
but when a building becomes a problem for the wider community then it is our duty  
to step in." 

 


