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ACACIA – HERITAGE AND REGENERATION

Town, Princes and Brent Wards

1. Summary

1.1 This report sets out the background to the Acacia Hall site and the need to 
redevelop it. It also requests an increase to the capital budget to meet the 
estimated costs, and subject to budgetary approval, authority to apply for the 
relevant consents. Public consultation on the redevelopment proposals is also 
proposed.

2. RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 That the proposals for the redevelopment of the Acacia site be subject to  
public consultation and any representations received be reported back to the 
Council’s Cabinet for consideration.

2.2 That authority be granted to the Strategic Director (Internal Services) to apply 
for planning and any other statutory consents, for the proposed redevelopment 
works. 

2.3 That the Strategic Director (Internal Services) be delegated to tender the 
Acacia Hall leisure venue contract on terms agreed with the Managing 
Director in consultation with the chairman of Cabinet and the results of the 
process be reported back to Cabinet.

3. Background and Discussion

Current position

3.1. The Acacia site is somewhat haphazardly planned with low grade 
access and spaces, and the some of the buildings are quite insensitive 
to the listed Mansion House and river setting. The ballroom dominates 
the site and completely masks the Mansion House from the entrance 
off Overy Liberty.

3.2. The Acacia site was purchased from The Wellcome Foundation Limited 
(“Wellcome”) in 2005. In the interim years the site has undergone a 
series of physical improvements to open it up to public use. These 
include the new East-West link from Darenth Road to Central Park 
across the original playing fields (in 2010), and construction of the 
Dartford Outdoor Theatre on the old bowls green area (in 2014). These 
projects relate to the more southerly, open part of the estate and have 
become prime assets to Central Park.

3.3. The works proposed in this report mainly focus on the northerly part of 
the estate and the buildings it contains. The report also proposes to 
increase car parking provision close to the town centre, and 
peripherally affects other areas in Central Park and Market Street.
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3.4. The last attempt to market the site in 2013 as a hospitality venue was 
not successful as it was not financially (and physically) attractive 
enough for prospective operators. Since then, the site has been 
languishing whilst a way forward was being established in relation to 
other major developments in the town.

3.5. During the early years of Council ownership, the Grade II Listed 
Mansion House has received a programme of repairs and 
refurbishment and is in generally good order, but the remaining 
buildings (apart from the Coach House) have received jobbing repairs 
whilst various strategies and proposals were assessed.

3.6. With the facilities available at the newly opened Fairfield, the Acacia 
sports centre, squash courts and fitness suite were closed to the public 
in February 2016. 

3.7. Currently,

 The Grounds Maintenance depot is occupied and in use daily
 The ballroom is closed
 The Mansion House is closed and mothballed
 The fitness suite is closed
 The marquee is closed
 The Darent Suite is being temporarily used by the Dartford 

District Archaeology Group (DDAG) whilst investigatory work 
and then improvement work is carried out to ‘Building D’. 

 ‘Building D’ is part leased to the Dartford District Archaeological 
Group until May 2019 and part used by the Grounds 
Maintenance team for changing/showers

 Part of the Coach House is used for football changing on 
weekends during the season

 The sports hall was occupied by KCC libraries during the 
refurbishment of Central Library until November 2016, and it is 
proposed that it will be part-used by DDAG whilst the Darent 
Suite is improved.

 The main car park of around 220 spaces remains open during 
daylight hours

Site Constraints

3.8. The Council’s purchase of the site was grant funded by the Department 
for Communities and Local Government. The conditions of the funding 
restricted any future disposal of the site, and limited the length of any 
lease that the Council could grant over any part of the site. This proved 
to be a major disincentive for hospitality management companies as it 
constrained initial investment and the opportunity for long term 
business growth.

3.9. The Council approached the Homes and Communities Agency 
(“HCA”), who now administer the grant funding, and negotiated a 



                           
CABINET

8 DECEMBER 2016

variation to the original grant funding conditions.   The Council is 
permitted under the revised conditions to grant a lease of all or any of 
the Acacia facilities of any term, subject to paying the HCA any net 
surplus of revenue over expenditure. If any part of the site is disposed 
of other than by way of lease then the disposal proceeds are to be paid 
to the HCA.

3.10. The Council are also bound by the terms of an Overage Agreement in 
favour of Wellcome, entered into when the Council acquired the site. 
The Agreement provides for the Council to make additional payments 
to Wellcome, based upon a formula within the Agreement, upon the 
happening of certain events which result in an increase to the market 
value of the site or any part of it. In certain circumstances any third 
party acquiring an interest in the site is also required to enter into a 
direct agreement with Wellcome to be bound by the same overage 
provisions. Further dialogue will be required with Wellcome on the 
Council’s detailed proposals. 

The Proposals

3.11. The proposals are to transform the Acacia site into a high quality, 
welcoming and easily legible site, and to provide an enhanced level of 
town centre car parking that allows easy access to the town centre, the 
Acacia site and Central Park.

3.12. To achieve this vision, works include demolition of several buildings- 
the ballroom, squash court, boiler house, grounds maintenance 
garage/staff facilities and removal of the old playground. This will allow 
the primary buildings of the Mansion House and Coach House to be re-
set into a high quality landscape. In addition, major alterations to car 
parking and access are to be carried out around the site (as set out 
below).

3.13. The consultants working on the project estimate a commencement of 
the site works around June 2017 with a completion in March 2018 
subject to agreement of the capital programme, level of tender returns 
and the various statutory consents.

Taking each element in turn:

Car parking and vehicular access

3.14. Access to the main car park is tortuous, has several pinch points and 
the site is not pedestrian friendly. The main bridge over the east river 
channel is very steep and too narrow for two-way traffic. 

3.15. Demolishing the selected buildings would allow for properly designed 
traffic and pedestrian routes to be formed in the core of the site. 

3.16. The proposals include the replacement of the steep bridge over the 
east channel to the main car park with a new bridge, at a sensible 
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gradient, suitable for two-way traffic and with an increased width 
pedestrian footpath.

3.17. The small (humped) bridge by the ballroom is structurally unproven for 
vehicular loading, and as part of the removal of the ballroom, this will 
be replaced with a fully designed loadbearing structure.

3.18. To increase parking capacity in the town centre, the existing upper car 
park is to be extended through the unused tennis courts and old 
playground. Gained site area from demolished buildings will also be 
reverted to car parking or landscaping. This will give a site capacity of 
around 360 spaces (subject to final design), up from around 220 
spaces.

3.19. Discussions with KCC Highways to obtain a new exit route over 
Fastrack onto Darenth Road have been ongoing and recently KCC 
have agreed this in principle. Strategically, this would ease the burden 
on the one-way system through Market Street and Lowfield Street as it 
would introduce new opportunities to travel South along Darenth Road, 
or go North onto Home Gardens from East Hill. Currently all traffic 
entering or leaving the site does so onto Overy Liberty and the one way 
system through Market Street.

3.20. The consultants are currently working on a detailed proposal for the 
access onto Darenth Road. This will be safety audited before 
progressing further with KCC.

Mansion House and Marquee

3.21. The Mansion House would form the core of the new venue and 
essentially remains unchanged, apart from an improved setting. Some 
internal refurbishment will no doubt be required prior to reopening as a 
leisure venue, which will be informed by the hospitality bid process.

3.22. The marquee itself is nearing the end of its service life. The timber floor 
and carpet have now failed and are dangerous. The kitchen and toilets 
are intact, but are now also nearing the end of their service life.

3.23. At the time of writing this report it is not clear whether the current 
marquee is of any benefit to a prospective hospitality management 
company. It is therefore intended the mansion house and marquee 
remain in their current mothballed state until bids are received for the 
management of the venue. 

3.24. A repair or replacement strategy will then emerge through the bidding 
process. There may be substantial reductions in the overall cost of the 
facility and land for the Council (or capital costs) depending on whether 
improvements are undertaken by the Council for a better income, or 
alternatively allowing the hospitality management company to 
undertake this work for a reduced income.
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Coach House/ Sports Changing

3.25. The Coach House has just received an external repairs programme of 
work to ensure its longevity and water tightness. The building is 
currently used for football changing on Saturdays and Sundays, but the 
changing rooms are of very poor quality. The building is otherwise 
unused, but could offer lettable space as part of a hospitality venue.

3.26. The proposals are to enable a flexible future use of the Coach House 
by removing the changing room function from within it. This is achieved 
by providing new modular sports changing buildings adjacent to the top 
car park (and therefore nearer the pitches). 

3.27. Further works to the interior of the Coach House will be required, again 
dependent on the hospitality bid outcome.

Grounds Maintenance Facilities

3.28. Rationalisation of the site uses includes the relocation of the Grounds 
Maintenance (GM) facility (currently adjacent to the fitness studio) to 
the Cranford Road depot site. This action removes any conflict 
between grounds maintenance operations, increased vehicular 
movement around the site and the future hospitality use.

3.29. Centralising the GM facility at the Cranford Road depot will also 
potentially make the bid for the new GM contract (which is due to 
commence from January 2018) more attractive to bidders as it will 
make the depot more accessible to other Dartford’s major GM sites 
and provide up-to- date and secure accommodation.

3.30. This will require construction of new fencing, garaging, staff facilities, 
parking and new site services provision.

3.31. This element of the project needs to be undertaken very early in the 
overall programme to enable unfettered demolition on the Acacia site, 
and will require a separate planning consent timetable to meet the 
earliest possible site start.

Sports Hall

3.32. This building is in a sound condition, but does need an internal 
refurbishment of the changing facilities and redecoration. Use of this 
building and/or further work to the interior of this building is dependent 
on the outcome of the hospitality bid.

Darenth Suite

3.33. The building is generally sound, but in need of a series of repairs and 
refurbishment. This will include a new roof, updated heating/ hot water 
systems, electrical updates and refurbishment of the toilets.
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3.34. These works will extend the life of the building considerably and retain 
a medium-sized hall in the town centre. This will also potentially be 
offered under the management contract bid.

‘Building ‘D’

3.35. Building ‘D’, although unassuming, is actually a historic structure dating 
from before 1850 and part of it is considered to be a rare example of a 
granary in an urban environment. It is currently jointly leased by the 
Dartford and District Archaeological Group (DDAG) and part occupied 
by the Grounds Maintenance team. The GM team will relocate to the 
new facilities outlined above.

3.36. It is intended to restore the architecturally historic exterior of the 
building as it will form part of the new public space between the 
Mansion House and Coach House. Interior work will include removal of 
redundant WC’s and showers and reverting rooms back to simple 
usable spaces.

3.37. The DDAG will return to occupation under their lease after these works 
and could possibly expand into the space vacated by the relocation of 
the GM team who use part of the ground floor for showers and 
changing.

Site Services 

3.38. Several major services are ‘daisy chained’ from building to building, 
having being altered or extended as individual buildings changed use 
over the years of GSK ownership. These have had to receive ongoing 
(often urgent) repairs or have been part shut off due to their age and 
complexity. 

3.39. After thorough and extensive investigation of the site services, the 
conclusion is that all services need to be replaced as part of the works. 
The ‘daisy chained’ services go through and around buildings to be 
demolished in an illogical manner. They cannot be easily adapted to 
the new site arrangements, are over/undersized for the new use or are 
simply worn out. 

3.40. As part of the restructuring of services, the whole site servicing regime 
can be simplified and made more logical. Some services can 
potentially be downsized to suit smaller demands following demolitions 
and this should result in lower ongoing revenue costs by reducing 
standing charges. Each building can be individually sub-metered 
without having supplies being forwarded to another.

3.41. These works also include new Dartford CCTV, street and amenity 
lighting and sustainable site drainage (if agreed with the Environment 
Agency and Thames Water).
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Landscaping and Environmental

3.42. Other important aspects of the works are to provide a high quality 
landscape setting for the remaining buildings and to generally improve 
the ecological potential of the site. 

3.43. A major element of this aspect of the project is the removal of the 
concrete river channel and the ugly weir at the rear of the mansion 
house. This would enable a softer, landscaped bank and naturalised 
river channel by the mansion, thus enhancing the buildings setting in 
the landscape and have ecological benefits.

3.44. To compensate for the removal of the existing weir and to keep the 
water level up in Central Park, new temporary rock revetments or a 
temporary weir would be initially placed upstream. 

3.45. Discussions around implementing the works outlined above with the 
Environment Agency and partner not-for-profit groups have resulted in 
a future proposal to improve the visual and ecological appeal of around 
600m of the river in the Central Park, thus completing this whole 
section of the river. 

3.46. The Environment Agency and its partners are looking at funding and 
volunteering opportunities for these riverine and ecological 
improvements along this stretch which would considerably enhance the 
river through the park. This work would probably commence in 
spring/summer 2018, subject to successful bidding for funds.

3.47. Other work on the Acacia site includes an overhaul of the existing trees 
and landscape to help improve biodiversity and pedestrian safety- 
some existing paths are almost overgrown. Some of this work needs to 
be undertaken almost immediately to allow a full growing season to 
‘resettle’ the planting prior to occupation by the prospective venue 
management company.

Works outside the Acacia site

3.48. Another aspiration of the scheme is to enable better access and views 
to the mansion house from Market Street. This can be achieved by the 
creation of a new formal gateway through the boundary wall with a (low 
usage) vehicular access off Market Street leading to a new formal 
space in front of the mansion that would allow invited VIP’s or wedding 
cars to draw up in front of the mansion.

3.49. To achieve this, the existing 1980’s public toilet block will need to be 
demolished. There are opportunities to provide modern facilities 
located in a more appropriate place as part of the emerging public 
realm works on the horizon for Market Street and funded as part of that 
scheme.
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Future management arrangements

3.50. With the completion of these works it is anticipated that the site will be 
physically and financially attractive to leisure venue management 
companies. There will be further work required to the interior of the 
remaining buildings to bring them to an operational standard, but this 
cannot be established until the bids are returned and analysed.

3.51. To achieve the introduction of such a company, the Council will need to 
undertake a tendering exercise and has employed a consultant to 
support officers to construct the offer and contract terms.

3.52. Work has commenced on the bid documentation to enable a smooth 
transition from the end of construction through a start-up/refurbishment 
period and then re-opening of the site.

3.53. It is anticipated that the outcome of the bidding process should produce 
positive revenue changes, potentially achieving an income which will 
reduce the overall costs of maintaining the comprehensive facility 
known as Central Park.

3.54. Full details of the outcome of bid process will be reported to Cabinet at 
the appropriate time to consider the capital and revenue implications.

4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan

ED 3. Improve the economic performance of the Town Centre
ET 4. Ensure a high quality street scene

5. Financial, legal, staffing and other implications and risk assessments

Financial Implications The capital programme budget stands at £1.41m 
in 2016/17 and £1.5m in 2017/18. £300,000 is 
currently committed or expended to date and it is 
estimated at this stage that the final scheme and 
associated costs may be of the order of £5m. 
The scheme will be subject to approval of the 
overall Capital Programme in due course. It is 
anticipated that the scheme will be able to be 
funded from capital receipts although other 
funding options are available. 
The scale of improvement to the net costs of 
maintaining the park cannot be assessed at this 
stage but are likely to result in a significant 
reduction as income increases and specific costs 
are reduced.

Legal Implications Any detailed proposals will need to be 
considered in the light of the funding conditions 
and the Overage Agreement, as referred to in the 
main body of the report.  
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Public Sector Equality 
Duty 

Crime and Disorder duty 

Any works on the highway will be subject to a 
Highways Agreement with Kent County Council.

N/A

Wherever possible, works will comply with 
‘Secured by Design’ principles. This will include 
lighting and new CCTV coverage.

Staffing Implications Staff from the Policy and Corporate Support team 
will be heavily involved through the whole of the 
project up to the reopening of the facility and then 
monitoring the management contract thereafter

Administrative Implications None

Risk Assessment The major risk at the time of this report is 
securing the capital funding.
Several aspects of the proposals are currently 
dependent on agreement and/or approval with 
Statutory bodies such as KCC and the 
Environment Agency. These risks will be 
mitigated and addressed during the detailed 
design and approval process.

6. Details of Exempt Information Category

Not applicable

7. Appendices

Appendix A - Site Plan
Appendix B – Computer generated concept images of the proposals
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