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PART-EXEMPT  

EAST HAMPSHIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL  

 

CABINET           1 July 2021 

       

PROPOSAL TO INCUR FEES FOR PENNS PLACE COUNCIL OFFICES 

 

FOR DECISION  

 

Portfolio Holder: Cllr Richard Millard, Leader and Portfolio Holder for Corporate Strategy 

Key Decision: No  

Report Number: [EHDC/010/21]  

 

1. Purpose 

1.1. This paper is submitted to Cabinet: For policy decision 

2. Recommendation 

2.1. Members are requested to approve  

a. An increase to the capital programme for £150,000 in accordance with 

paragraph 64.3 of the Budget and Policy Framework Standing Orders. 

b. Delegated authority for the Director for Regeneration and Place, in 

consultation with the Director for Corporate Services, to spend up to 

£150,000 to pursue planning consent for residential development in relation 

to the existing Penns Place Council Offices site. 

c. Delegated authority for the Director of Corporate Services to drawdown up to 

£150,000 from the Asset Management Reserve in order to fund the 

expenditure. 
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3. Executive Summary 

3.1. This report is seeking approval for an increase to the capital programme and for 

spend up to £150,000 on fees in pursuing a residential planning consent for the 

Penns Place Council Offices site. 

3.2. The decision sought at this stage is to approve the initial fact-finding expenditure 

and progression of the project, to be taken through the full planning process and 

to ultimate determination. This paper is not seeking approval for a disposal of the 

site at this stage; a further paper will be presented to Cabinet with a clear 

recommendation upon the proposed method of realising the benefit of a planning 

approval, at an appropriate time. 

3.3. It represents what is considered the most commercially viable of the following 

options: 

 Reverting to “pre-Pandemic” working patterns from the building and 

without improving the building for staff welfare. 

 Refurbishing the offices ahead of reverting to conventional office-

based working, or perhaps seeking to sub-let surplus space. 

 Moving to a new style of working on a permanent basis utilising 

other premises as needed, which would free up the site for 

disposal, generating a capital receipt. 

3.4. The Pandemic period has demonstrated an ability to work in a more flexible and 

efficient manner, which could provide more opportunities for staff on an ongoing 

basis. 

3.5. A rationalisation of office accommodation and working practices could deliver 

significant cost savings, whilst maintaining service levels. 

3.6. A further separate paper will be produced in due course, looking at 

accommodation options and making a clear recommendation, whilst the pilot trial 

for a new hybrid form of working goes live on 21st June.  

3.7. What is already apparent is that Penns Place represents a poor working 

environment overall, no longer considered fit for purpose without substantial 

capital expenditure. 
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3.8. This paper therefore considers alternative options for the Penns Place premises 

and concludes that any form of re-development / refurbishment for office 

purposes is not considered economically viable and that planning consent is likely 

to be achievable for a change of use to residential, representing an opportunity to; 

 Enhance the asset value to an estimate over and above that of the most 

recent existing use valuation. Details of which can be found in Appendix 

A which is an exempt item. 

 Pursuing a capital receipt or co-participating in the ultimate 

development. 

 Promote re-development of a sensitive site in a manner that substitutes 

a poor-quality office, with modern housing to meet local needs whilst 

enhancing the aesthetics of the area. 

 Make a positive contribution towards the local climate emergency, 

through sustainable development and reducing the Council’s carbon 

footprint.  

3.9. Stakeholder consultations have been carried out with: 

 The Leader 

 Executive Board 

 Human Resources 

 Finance 

 Communications Team 

3.10  A copy of the Knight Frank report from October 2020 setting out the different 

options considered for the site, and ultimate endorsement of residential as being 

the most economically viable option, is attached at Appendix A. The appendix is 

an exempt item to this report. 

4. Additional Budgetary Implications  

4.1. This initial planned spending could lead to a significant capital project, hence the 

first request is for an increase to the approved capital programme of £150,000.  
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This is in accord with paragraph 64.3 of the Budget and Policy Framework 

Standing Orders, which makes the provision for the Cabinet to increase capital 

spend by the use of reserves, provided that the use of reserves does not exceed 

£1m in aggregate in a financial year and provided that the Chief Finance Officer 

assures the Council that reserves will remain adequate. 

4.2  It is estimated that up to £150,000 of fees may be incurred in pursuing the outline 

planning permission.  As the proposal is currently outside of the capital 

programme, it is recommended that funding is drawn down from the Asset 

Management Reserve, which currently has a balance of £1.047m. 

4.3 Should the project not ultimately proceed then the expenditure will revert to 

revenue (from capital) but can still be funded from the same reserve. 

 

5. Background and relationship to Corporate Strategy and/or Business Plans 

5.1. The approved Corporate Strategy sets out four key themes, which forms the basis 

of the Council’s policy framework up to 2024. The Council’s mission is to enhance 

the lives of our residents, businesses and visitors. One of the four themes that will 

support this mission is to promote an environmentally aware and cleaner East 

Hampshire. 

5.2 As an asset, Penns Place does not incorporate any form of modern environmental 

mitigation features, whilst being a poor environment for staff, and as a result does 

not uphold the spirit of the theme identified above. To reduce the environmental 

impact this building has on the Council’s overall carbon footprint in parallel with an 

acceptable working environment for staff, a significant financial commitment would 

be required.  

5.3 The Corporate Strategy also makes reference to the impact that Covid-19 has 

had, which has presented opportunities with regards to future, more flexible 

working arrangements.  
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5.4 Taking the poor general condition of the property into account, alongside the 

adaptability and agility demonstrated by the workforce since the pandemic hit, it is 

therefore prudent to explore alternative options for the future of Penns Place.   

 

6. Options considered 

6.1. No change to previous arrangements 

6.1.1 As long ago as 2013, EHDC was considering whether Penns Place provided a 

workplace environment that met Council needs. At that time, Savills were 

engaged to provide strategic advice upon various options. 

6.1.2 Since then, very little capital investment has been made in the physical building 

and the work environment is considered generally poor, especially the extreme 

contrast in ambient temperature prevalent across different elements of the 

building (and seasonally) as well as a lack of staff amenities. 

6.1.3 Whilst capable of achieving an EPC C rating (without adding cooling), in practice 

the premises perform modestly from an environmental / sustainability perspective; 

being somewhat “utilitarian” by nature, it suffers from poor U values, poor air 

tightness, inefficient heating systems and fundamentally no modern systems for 

harvesting / re-cycling of natural resources. It is also remote from public transport, 

so most attendees do so by car.  

6.1.4 The pandemic is already delivering a seismic structural shift in the way that offices 

will be occupied going forwards. Whilst most office workers will still embrace the 

opportunity / benefits that flow from being able to come together for at least part of 

the working week as a team in an office, they will require a better quality and 

more collaborative environment to do so, or staff retention will become a big 

issue. 

6.1.5 In summary, Penns is no longer considered fit for purpose absent substantial 

improvements and regardless of the precise intensity of future use. 
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6.2 .         Refurbish Penns Place 

6.2.1 Penns Place is comfortably the largest office building in the Petersfield area and 

whilst set in pleasant surroundings, it falls outside of the normal  search area for 

enquiries of this size.  

6.2.2 As an area with relatively low typical office take up, provable rents in the area  are 

somewhat modest, with a historic high of £16.50 psf headline rent achieved in 

2016 and latterly £15 psf representing a “full” rent. 

6.2.3 Whilst this provides a competitive advantage against other areas within say 20 

minutes’ drive time, the reality is that significantly higher rents are required to 

make office refurbishment / development commercially viable. 

6.2.4 Both Savills (in 2013) and Knight Frank (as part of this exercise) have advised 

that developing new offices on site would generate a significantly negative site 

value since the value of the completed development would be less than the cost 

of physically building it. 

6.2.5 This principle also applies to refurbishment, in that it is likely that a minimum of 

£50psf and in all likelihood probably £100psf + (so say £2.5 to £5m+) would need 

to be incurred to provide a satisfactory environment for staff, with improved 

environmental credentials, looking at a minimum of; 

 Asbestos removal 

 Remediating poorly installed roof covering to North Block 

 Replacement windows 

 Addressing poor air-tightness to building envelope generally 

 Provision of mechanical cooling given prevalence of un-acceptably high 

working temperatures (in North Block in particular) during warmer months 

 General refurbishment of all internal finishes and re-configuration to provide 

acceptable staff welfare facilities 
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6.2.6 The scope could be extended above and beyond this to target modern 

environmental mitigation features, but aside from adding cost, the extra asset 

value generated under any refurbishment scenario would be significantly less 

than the actual cost incurred. 

6.2.7 Ultimately the ongoing use as offices would require an occupier willing to make a 

significant investment in upgrading the premises for their own long term needs, so 

looking at total occupational costs on an amortised basis rather than an 

investment with a reciprocal asset value uplift that could be crystallised as 

needed. 

6.2.8 Reflecting on the enforced changes in working practices, including the new pilot 

commencing shortly, it is hard to make the case for EHDC to invest so much into 

a building that was already under-utilised and in a local market where it may 

prove difficult to let any surplus space, regardless of quality. 

6.3 Consider Options to dispose of the site 

       6.3.1  In order to provide an opportunity to compare/contrast the findings of the 2013 

 Savills report, on this occasion Knight Frank were instructed, being equally 

 capable and respected in this area. A copy of their full report is attached at 

 Appendix A, but in summary: 

 Re-developing the site as offices is wholly uneconomic, as the 

relatively modest rents achievable locally deliver a development 

value that does not cover the physical development costs. 

 As part of the proposed planning process, the premises will have to 

be marketed as offices for a minimum six-month period, hence any 

“economic” demand for the existing use will be identified but is 

clearly not anticipated. 

 Residential is considered the optimal alternative use, in terms of: 

o Delivering value against the Council’s asset 

o Fitting in with local planning policy 

o Promoting a green agenda 
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o Promoting local housing provision 

6.3.2   Residual valuations are far from a precise science, as daily volatility around any 

of the key inputs such as build costs, assumed sale prices, take up rates, consent 

achieved, etc can have a substantial impact upon realisable value. 

6.3.3 What one can be confident of is that significant and un-expected changes would 

need to occur in the market for a use other than residential to deliver the greatest 

holistic benefit. Hence whilst Knight Frank advise of an indicative realisable value 

as set out in Appendix A upon achieving an appropriate residential consent, this 

cannot be taken as a firm representation that such sum will be deliverable in 

perhaps two years’ time, merely that the consent would still be anticipated to be 

the best outcome deliverable then. 

6.3.4 The site sits within the South Downs National Park planning jurisdiction. An 

informal meeting has already been held with them which has established support 

in principle; but it is clear they have numerous stakeholders in the process, 

reinforcing the anticipated elongated timeline of achieving a determination around 

Q4 2022. 

6.3.5 It is proposed to appoint our retained planning consultant to lead the project from 

a planning perspective. They have previously carried out numerous successful 

assignments working for Officers both within EHDC and Havant. They would also 

lead on identifying suitable consultants to support the process, working alongside 

RegenCo and with oversight from Director of Regeneration & Place. 

6.3.6 This paper is merely seeking approval to incur the financial cost of pursuing a 

valuable planning consent for residential purposes. The physical decision upon 

how to best leverage that consent will be the subject of a further recommendation 

at an appropriate time later in the process.  

6.3.7 The actual cost of procuring the consent will inevitably be subject to some 

flexibility too. It is impossible to predict either the full scope of works or associated 

costs that will prove necessary to satisfy SDNP and their stakeholders. The scope 

will be a little clearer after the initial meeting is held, which is yet to take place as 
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staff communications is another important parallel workstream given the meeting 

would be a matter of public record. 

7. Resource Implications 

7.1. Financial Implications 

     Approval is sought to expend up to £150,000 on professional fees in achieving the 

     proposed consent. A full project team will be required, comprising inter alia: 

  Planning Consultants 

  Masterplanners 

  Ecology Consultants 

  Landscape Architect 

  Marketing and viability assessment 

  Noise assessments 

  Transport Consultant 

  Arborist 

  Drainage Consultant 

  Demolition Consultant 

  Lighting Consultant 

  Utilities Consultant 

  Ground Investigation 

 

    The ultimate cost will be partly driven by the ongoing response of South Downs, 

    given the various reports will be geared to meeting their specific requirements and 

    allaying any concerns, which will inevitably evolve as and when they engage with  

    their own stakeholders.  

    Funding can, if agreed by the Cabinet, be drawn down from the Asset         

    Management Reserve under the control of the Director of Corporate Services.     

    Furthermore, the Director for Regeneration and Place in consultation with Director 
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    of Corporate Services will control the allocation of funds within the total of    

    £150,000 allocated. 

    It is noted that should the project not proceed then any expenditure incurred will 

    revert to revenue, but this can still be funded through the same reserve allocation. 

 

 

 

7.2. Human Resources Implications 

     This paper is not recommending or seeking approval to dispose of Penns Place 

     at this stage. Therefore, there are no implications currently to report. 

7.3. Information Governance Implications 

This project will not result in the use or sharing of personal data, and so there are 

no considerations in terms of data protection. There may, however, be 

Section 151 Officer comments 

Date:  15 June 2021 

In order to allow this proposed project to proceed it is essential that there is approval  

for an increase to the approved capital programme of £150,000, in accordance with 

paragraph 64.3 of the Budget and Policy Framework Standing Orders, which makes 

the provision for the Cabinet to increase capital spend by the use of reserves, provided 

that the use of reserves does not exceed £1m in aggregate in a financial year and 

provided that the Chief Finance Officer assures the Council that reserves will remain 

adequate.  It is confirmed that should this expenditure take place, funded through the 

Asset Management Reserve, currently with a balance of £1.047m, that the reserves of 

the Council will remain adequate. 

It is important that the Director for Regeneration and Place in consultation with Director 

of Corporate Services control the allocation of funds within the total of £150,000 

allocated. 
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requirements to share property-based data in order to engage 3rd parties, which 

should be managed in line with the Council’s IT policies. 

 

7.4. Links to Shaping our Future Programme 

The Shaping our Future Programme aims to deliver transformational change to 

improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the services provided to our 

communities. Customer expectations have changed considerably over time and 

the momentum created in recent months, provides an opportunity to challenge the 

way in which services are delivered on behalf of the council. It is therefore timely 

that work commences in relation to the future of Penns Place in order to help 

inform and shape the Programme going forward. 

 

   

7.5. Other resource implications 

None 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shaping our Future Lead comments/sign-off 

Date: 16 June 2021 

The future accommodation strategy for the organisation needs to fit with the Target 

Operating Model. Further investigatory work to inform the options supports the SoF 

programme. 
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8. Legal Implications 

The power of the Council to apply for planning permission derives from the Town 

and Country General Regulations 1976 as amended in 2009 and requires strict 

procedure to be followed as contained in the Regulations. The Secretary of State 

has powers to call in such applications for determination. However this is highly 

unlikely as the Secretary of State rarely exercises these powers in this type of 

application. 

The power to go further and develop the relevant premises would be derived from 

the general powers of competence contained in the Localism Act 2011 which would 

enable the Council to form a separate corporate entity to develop the site which 

would be able to borrow cheaply. 

 

 

9. Risks 

9.1. There is a theoretical risk of either being refused planning consent or granted on 

terms that substantially diminish the benefits.  

9.2. Given that the property has been determined as not being fit for purpose and 

absent financially viable alternatives, incurring the expenditure proposed is still 

considered the best option and lying comfortably within proportion to the risk and 

benefit considered deliverable. 

 

10. Consultation  

10.1. The wider discussion in relation to Future Working Styles is the subject of a 

separate Cabinet paper and process, with a new trial pilot form of hybrid working 

Monitoring Officer comments 

Date: 16 June 2021  

The legal and financial implications are set out above. The proposed recommendations 

are in relation to appropriate use of a Council asset in line with specialist advice in order 

to maximise the management and value of same and therefore is in keeping with 

broader principles of governance.   
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commencing on 19th July. Given this specific paper is merely seeking approval to 

incur expenditure to deliver a consent that provides EHDC with a valuable 

alternative option for the site, the consultees have been: 

 The Leader 

 Executive Board 

 HR 

 Finance 

 Communications Team 

 

9.2 To date discussions have been conducted in a manner that is not subject to public 

disclosure. Upon gaining approval to progress matters, a formal process will 

commence which will be within the public domain, alongside advertising the 

property as available to rent; hence ongoing communication with staff is essential. 

 

11. Communication 

11.1. A robust Communications Strategy will be required as part of the wider project.  

12. Appendices 

12.1. Appendix A – Knight Frank report dated October 2020 – (This appendix is marked 

Exempt due to commercial confidentiality) 

13. Background papers 

13.1. None 

Agreed and signed off by: 

 

Portfolio Holder: Richard Millard 17 June 2021 

Director: Simon Jenkins 17 June 2021 

Monitoring Officer: Daniel Toohey 16 June 2021  

Section 151 Officer: Peter Lewis 16 June 2021 
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Contact Officer  

Name:  Natalie Meagher 

Job Title: Head of Neighbourhood Support 

Telephone:  

E-mail: Natalie.Meagher@easthants.gov.uk  

 

mailto:Natalie.Meagher@easthants.gov.uk

