
 
 
Eyesore at the heart of town to go on open market  
Reel hope at last as old cinema is put up for sale 
Buyer sought to submit plans for long-awaited regeneration 
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The derelict cinema site in Tunbridge Wells town centre will be put up for sale on the open 
market this month in a bid to finally rid the town of the eyesore. This will be the first step in finding a 
developer able to complete the regeneration of the site at the heart of the town after previous plans 
for shops and a hotel were derailed by the credit crunch. 
 
It means the new owner would be free to submit a planning application outlining their vision for the 
ABC site that stretches around the corner of Mount Pleasant Road and Church Road. And 
although the process may take time, it is seen as progress in trying to solve the long-running issue 
which has provoked such strong views among residents. 
 
Tunbridge Wells Borough Council has been heavily criticised for allowing the site to remain derelict 
and become an eyesore. But council chiefs have stressed that they do not own the site, so can 
only advise potential developers on which schemes would be suitable for the prime piece of real 
estate. 
 
The local authority’s new director of regeneration and sustainability Jonathan MacDonald, who 
took up the post eight weeks ago, has been working with current owners Rydell Properties to help 
facilitate the site’s sale. 
 
Rydell obtained planning permission for a £50 million redevelopment of the cinema site two years. 
Its proposals included a 137-bed hotel, 122-bay car park and retail and office space, but this was 
scuppered by the global economic crisis. 
 
Mr MacDonald said: “We are very keen to strengthen the town’s position with regards to threats 
from other competing centres. We are leaking from our retail catchment in favour of other retail 
centres. We have to do all we can to draw these people back in order for them to spend their 
money in the town, which helps our local economy. The wider issue is about making Tunbridge 
Wells much more attractive for people to shop, work and play in. The cinema and town hall sites 
are important in connecting both sides of the town. You have Royal Victoria Place at one end and 
The Pantiles at the other, with the cinema in the centre and it is this site which is a bit of a vacuum. 
The cinema is the biggest grot spot in the town and the council has been working very hard behind 
the scenes to try and break through the impasse. This is a site that we do not own and the fact that 
it has not yet been developed is a demonstration of the failure of the market and points to the 
difficulty that developers have had over the past few years in gaining access to funding. 
We have had a meeting with Savills who will be marketing the site on behalf of the owner and 
funder.” 
 
The site is due to be placed on the open market within the next three weeks. 
 
While saying the council will do all it can to see the cinema site redeveloped as soon as possible, 
Mr MacDonald warned  that a buyer will need to be given time to put their plans together, secure 
funding and go through the planning process. He said: “I have no doubt that any buyer will want to 
work with the council as the planning authority to consider a revised scheme. But I can assure your 
readers that nothing would please me more than to see this important site developed within a 
sensible time frame.” 
 
Mr MacDonald is a chartered surveyor who joined Crawley Council in 2003 after doing consultancy 
work for the authority. He came to Tunbridge Wells two months ago after a spell with Bromley 
Council as its assistant director of renewal. 
 


