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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
The Observer Building (OB) is a landmark property with a grand façade, designed by local 
architect Henry Ward and built in 1924 as the print works and offices for the Hastings & St 
Leonards Observer owned by F J Parsons Ltd. It comprises 4,000 sq.m of industrial floor 
space over seven floors. The structure is of reinforced concrete frame design with steel 
frame to the uppermost level.  
 
There has been a longstanding desire to bring the OB into community-rooted ownership, 
to end the 34-year run of private owners buying it, getting planning permission and selling 
it on at a profit while the building deteriorates and remains not just unproductive but an 
active drag on the neighbourhood.  
 
White Rock Neighbourhood Ventures (WRNV), now the owner and developer of Rock 
House, tried to buy the OB in 2014 but lost out to a private buyer. WRNV tried consistently 
to help and support the redevelopment of the building, while effecting the successful 
transformation of Rock House into 9 storeys of mixed-use capped-rent space with 45 
businesses and 6 homes. 
 
In August 2018 the OB was put on the market for offers over £1.5M. Jericho Road 
Solutions, the most locally-focused of the three partners in WRNV and the best placed to 
undertake the development work, was asked by the WRNV board to take the project 
forwards on their behalf.   
 
This report is the result of the first phase of that work, funded by East Sussex County 
Council’s Stalled Sites Fund. It lays out the context, provides information about the history, 
condition and valuation of the building, and a spatial review of each of the seven floors 
before detailing the development approach, the business model and the organisational 
requirements to deliver the vision. A full financial model is provided in the appendices. 
 
We believe that the building’s full financial value cannot be realised for 8-10 years. When 
that value is realised it should be ‘tethered’ (reinvested locally). In the meantime, we can 
realise enormous social and economic value – 1200+ sqm workspace, up to 300 jobs, 16 
affordable homes, unique opportunities for artisan, creative, leisure & cultural activity. Both 
immediately and in the long term, the OB will be part of the emerging local ecosystem that 
aims to protect neighbourhood diversity and vitality through capped rents. We will squeeze 
the building for ‘life-changing opportunities’ for local people, starting in May 2019 with the 
ambitious Organisation Workshop, to be led by Heart of Hastings Community Land Trust. 
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We plan to take a ‘phased organic approach as in our successful redevelopment of Rock 
House, which saw the spaces coming to life from vacant possession in October 2014 to 
successful, profitable and sustainable by April 2018. It is important to recognise that the 
Rock House phasing makes sense in hindsight but would have been impossible to predict 
accurately in advance. This is an ambitious and exciting project at the dynamic cutting 
edge of alternative regeneration and place-based thinking 
 

 
 
The first phase of the business case work has led to the freehold purchase of the Observer 
Building by WRNV, completed on 13th February 2019. While a major step forwards, this is 
really the beginning of the long haul to make the vision come true, so the report ends with 
a view of the next steps to complete the feasibility development work 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

A Manifesto for the Observer Building  
 
 
The Observer Building (OB) is a landmark property with a grand façade that was designed 
by local architect Henry Ward and built in 1924 as the print works and offices for the 
Hastings & St Leonards Observer owned by F J Parsons Ltd. It comprises 4,000 sq.m of 
industrial floor space over seven floors. The structure is of reinforced concrete frame 
design with steel frame to the uppermost level.  
 
The building has been in a state of dereliction and decay for 34 years. This rotting hulk has 
overshadowed the neighbourhood, dragging down economic value and disheartening 
businesses and residents who try to make a genuine investment in this very special part of 
our town. 
 
WRNV want to put this right with five goals that will fill the OB with life and create a 
flagship community asset.    
 

1. Locally-driven development, sharing the benefits locally and equitably.  
 

2. Securely capped rents for homes and workspace to protect the soul of our 
neighbourhood. 

 
3. Nurturing local creativity and enterprise with quality affordable homes and 

workspaces. 
 

4. Offering life-changing opportunities responding to local need and giving chances to 
those at risk of exclusion. 

 
5. A self-renovating neighbourhood using inclusive bottom up, sustainable approaches 

to neighbourhood development. 
 
The success of Rock House has shown that it is possible to create a new kind of ‘product’ 
in Hastings for which there is significant latent demand.  
 

“The success of Rock House is about the synergies created when a diverse group of 
people and organisations live and work together with shared principles and a common 
purpose. The building has evolved with its occupants. Together we have created a 
positive, dynamic and creative environment that people want to be a part of.” – Casper, 
Rock House tenant 

 
The OB adds massive scale: its footprint, surfaces and volume make it the most impactful 
building in the neighbourhood. Our development of it will add new elements of leisure and 
learning to the mix of uses, expanding and deepening the positive impact. 
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1. THE CONTEXT 
 
1.1 Track Record 
 
White Rock Neighbourhood Ventures (WRNV) emerged from years of sustained local 
community engagement, first around Hastings Pier and then focusing on the rest of the 
White Rock neighbourhood and particularly the area around the Alley behind Claremont.  
 
WRNV is a joint venture between three social enterprises brought together in summer 
2014 by serial community entrepreneur Jess Steele OBE. WRNV is the owner and 
developer of Rock House, a successful conversion of a run-down 9-storey office block into 
a creative and collaborative, mixed-use, capped rent hub which now houses 45 
businesses and 10 residents.  
 
After four years, Rock House is now successful, profitable and sustainable. But it will never 
be enough to meet local needs and protect the neighbourhood in the long term. So in 2016 
we established the Heart of Hastings Community Land Trust (HoH) to spread the impact 
and formalise the approach. HoH is currently completing the renovation of 39 Cambridge 
Road and finalising the 125-year lease transfer of 12 Claremont from the county council. 
Meanwhile WRNV has purchased Harper’s Caves in the Alley from their private owner to 
consolidate the ‘urban commons’ nature of the otherwise un-owned Alley. All of this activity 
is driven by good will and mutual trust and support between the various organisations, 
including a formal alliance based on shared values between WRNV and HoH.  
 
1.2 Ecosystem 
 
We feel it is time to recognise and codify the ‘ecosystem’ that is emerging. This is an 
ecosystem of buildings and spaces, of people and organisations, but most of all it’s an 
ecosystem of ideas around: 
 Community ownership, agency and power 
 Capped rents, affordable spaces 
 Shared values, collaborative culture 
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1.3 The Team 
Delivery Team 

Jess Steele OBE – project champion 
John Brunton – development project manager (finances, facilities, spaces, leases) 
Beth Woolf – development project manager (PM docs, comms, tenant pipeline, 
social impact) 
David Spooner – construction project manager 

 Keith Sadler, ad hoc pro bono consultancy support 
White Rock Neighbourhood Ventures 
 Meanwhile Space – Emily Berwyn, Eddie Bridgeman 
 Jericho Road – Jess Steele, Beth Woolf, Ronan Larvor 
 Power to Change – David Chater 
 Bob Thust, Finance & Governance Advisor 

John Brunton, Landlord’s Agent 
 Adam Clements, Tenants’ Facilitator 
Heart of Hastings CLT 

Trustees – Rodney Buse, David Bysh, Steve Foreman, Darren French, Jess Steele, 
Suzy Tinker  
Staff – James Leathers, Jason McLaughlin, Sam Kinch, Shelley Feldman 
Organisation Workshop Facilitators – Sam Kinch, Dan O’Connor, Justin Bridger, 
Karen Simnett, Matt McDonnell, Stephanie Funnell, Dunja Dunda, Glenn Jenkins 

Professional advisors team (final Professional Team to be procured by tender) 
 Financial model – Andrew Pearce, FMA 
 Architectural Advisor – Casper Cummins 
 Structural survey – Ramboll 
 Structural engineer – Roger Bunney of E A R Sheppard 
 QS – John Page of Page Robson 

Valuers – Savills  
Solicitors – Batchelors 

Advisers 
Philip Johnson, Locate East Sussex – demand and marketing 
Cllr Leah Levane, Castle Ward – local intelligence 
Chris Brown, igloo regeneration – development viability 
Tony McKinlay, Tower Crest – food & drink 
Marsh Farm Outreach – Organisation Workshop  
Chris Dodwell, Hastings Building Services – renovation requirements & costs 
Dom Haultier, Rooms SE – renovation requirements & costs 
Steve Peak – local historian 
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2. THE BUILDING 
 
2.1 History 
 
This is the middle building in the Hastings Observer empire that began in the 1870s, first at 
12 Claremont and then with the magnificent Printworks at 14 Claremont. When they ran 
out of space they were advised to relocate to the edge of town but the family firm of F J 
Parsons felt committed to the location so instead, the early 1920s, they dug the new 
building into the cliff face.  
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Initially 4 floors from the Cambridge Road entrance, a further floor was added in the 1950s 
and an extension added to the rear (south) in the late 1960s. Soon they had run out of 
space again and in 1969 built the 9-storey Rock House on the site of the laundry next door 
to house editors, journalists and administrators while the heavy printing work continued in 
the main building. Indeed, they planned to carry on down Cambridge Road with several 
more blocks. At its height the various Observer buildings housed over 500 jobs.  

 
Yet in 1985, with the revolution in 
print technology, the whole 
complex was abandoned. In 2006 
the Printworks was purchased by a 
family who have renovated it and 
use it as a shop, bar/events space, 
creative workspace, a B&B, and 
their family home. With Rock 
House now full and vibrant, the 
public library beautifully renovated 
by the county council, and a future 
agreed for 12 Claremont, the 4,000 
sqm 1924 Observer Building 
remains the rotten heart of the 
neighbourhood.  

 
It is worth noting that of the 12 previous owners of the OB, all but one have made money 
on it, simply by buying it, getting planning permission (or just waiting for the market) and 
selling it for more. The only loser is Investec Bank who repossessed it from a convicted 
mortgage fraudster after the global financial crisis of 2008. They had it on their books at 
over £4.2M but ended up putting it to auction with a guide price of £150k and selling it to 
Basement Endeavours in 2014 for £320k.  
 
This is not an example of a building where lots of people have tried and failed; rather it is 
the epitome of a market that allows speculators to profit over more than 3 decades while 
the building and the neighbourhood continue to suffer.  
 
The property was granted 
planning permission in June 
2018 for a residential-led 
scheme which included the 
addition of three further floors. 
This comprised 50 flats, an 
artist studio, gym, restaurant 
and shop.  
 
Currently only the first and 
ground floor are rated with a 
total Rateable Value of 
£32,350 and rates payable of 
£15,900.  
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2.2 Condition 
 
According to the structural appraisal completed in 2013 by Ramboll for the Hastings Trust, 
the building was in a relatively poor condition owing to decades of dereliction. They found 
evidence of “corrosion of the concrete and primary structure of the building to varying 
degrees. Many of the windows are smashed and the fourth floor and roof structures are 
too fragile for those spaces to be used at present, needing urgent remedial work to be 
made safe. There is water ingress throughout the building, particularly in the basement, 
causing further corrosion. The basement is currently not waterproofed.”  
 
They recommended a full structural survey of every floor and subsequent remedial works, 
noting the highest priority works as: 

• opening up / covermeter survey to confirm loading capabilities of the concrete and 
steel structures  

• concrete testing to determine strength, compaction, chlorine content and 
carbonation of the concrete  

• making safe the several holes in the building that present a risk of falls  
• replacing the roof covering and possibly the steelwork in the fourth floor and roof. 

Recommended avoiding the roof entirely until sufficient repairs can be made to 
make it safe 

• netting on the facades of the building to protect from spalling render  
• making the building watertight to ensure protection of the structure going forward 

and waterproofing in the basement  
• testing for asbestos 
• cleaning the space to control pests  
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Some useful work was carried out to facilitated the 2016 meanwhile use and a further full 
building clear out and clean, including asbestos removal, was undertaken by Basement 
Endeavours to prepare for sale.  
 
WRNV commissioned Ramboll to revisit the building in October 2018 to provide an update 
to their 2013 report. After this inspection, they concluded that the building does not appear 
to have suffered any significant structural distress. 
  
The only cause for concern was the concrete frame which shows some signs of 
reinforcement corrosion in several locations throughout the building. This is consistent with 
a poorly maintained building in a marine environment. The faience façade continues to 
deteriorate.  
 
In 2014 Concrete and Corrosion Practice (ConCorr) reported on inspection and testing of 
the concrete structure, concluding that although visually the internal concrete elements 
appear in a very poor condition and there are considerable repairs to be carried out, none 
of the elements are exhibiting defects that cannot be repaired and protected economically. 
The internal steel sections of I-beams are suffering from extensive corrosion, but again 
once abrasive cleaned, to remove corrosion, an inspection can be carried out and it is 
likely that these too can be repaired and protected.  
 
Externally, all render areas require removal and replacement, as they are spalling due to 
debonding and corrosion. The stone elements require repair but are not severe and could 
be repaired using heritage mortars to repair the stone instead of replacement.  
 
The report included a detailed method statement with fully costed plan for repairs. In 2018 
we commissioned Concorr to update their report and costings and make recommendations 
to achieve the concrete repairs in line with our letting strategy.  
 
2.3 Valuation 
 
WRNV commissioned Savills to provide a valuation of the OB and also of Rock House 
(since borrowing for OB purchase would be dependent on mortgaging Rock House).  
 
The current Market Value of the freehold OB interest.  
Savills noted a general expansion of demand for serviced office space which continues to 
attract younger workers because of creative fit-outs and a higher provision of open, 
collaborative space. Target market would be businesses employing 1-5 people.  
Accessible location, apartments would be sought after particularly those with sea views 
although the lack of car parking will impact on value and sale rates. Savills considered an 
average GDV of £250-300 per sq. ft. 
 
Residual appraisal for the consented scheme and also a less intensive scheme 
without the roof extensions.  
The approach involved assessing the value of the completed development and deducting 
the estimated cost of the work including professional fees, finance and developer’s profit to 
arrive at the value of the property.  
 
This approach produces a site value of £995,000 for the consented scheme and 
£1,250,000 for an assumed conversion under permitted development. Savills used a basic 
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build cost of £130 per sq ft plus 5% contingency and 6% for professional fees. The 
consented scheme had total build cost of £6.7M and for the assumed PD conversion of 
£4.6M. For the residential they used average GDV of £275 per sq. ft (slightly higher for the 
top floor of the conversion scheme). They used a profit on cost of 20% for both.  
 
They concluded that the Market Value at 31 October 2018 was £1,250,000, reflecting a 
capital value of £316 per sq m. 
 
The estimated Gross Development Value (ie the aggregate of the capital receipts from the 
sale of all the units at current day values) on the assumption that the property was 
redeveloped as a mixed use scheme of offices and residential was calculated at 
£6,250,000, a capital value of £150 per sq ft for the offices, £275 for the residential at 
second and third floors and £300 for residential at fourth floor.  
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3. THE DEVELOPMENT OPTIONS 
 
 
We are committed to a mixed use development on the site, in line with local planning 
policy, our understanding of future demographic, employment, enterprise and social 
trajectories, and our own socio-political commitment to creating homes and workspaces 
that are genuinely affordable in perpetuity for local people who might otherwise be 
excluded.  
 
3.1 Planning Policy Context 
 
The building has its own policy (HTC3) within the Local Plan.  
 
Site address: The Observer Building 
Allocated use: Mixed use (residential and commercial) 
Area: 0.07ha 
Possible net capacity: 39 

6.217 HTC3 – The Observer Building is allocated for mixed use development. The Council would 
encourage the mix of uses to include tourist accommodation, retail, educational or leisure facilities 
as well as residential units. The site will be expected to support a varied housing mix and to 
include affordable housing. 

6.218 This is a vacant multi-storey building occupying a prominent position on a route into 
Hastings Town Centre. It is located in the Town Centre Conservation Area and adjacent to 2 listed 
buildings. 

6.219 There is currently no parking provision or access (other than pedestrian) to serve the site. 
The capacity potential of this site indicates that a Transport Statement will be required.  Further 
advice on transport matters is available from East Sussex County Council. 

6.220 Previous uses of the building may mean that there are contamination issues that need to be 
investigated, and the site falls within an Archaeological Notification Area. Southern Water has also 
indicated that a connection will be required to the nearest sewer and there is potential to release 
capacity through surface water removal. 

Policy HTC3 - The Observer Building 

The Observer Building is allocated for mixed use development including residential, 
commercial and/or educational uses (possible net capacity 39 dwellings). 

Development proposals for this site will: 
a. include affordable housing on site at 25% of the overall housing provision; 
b. sustain and enhance the significance and setting of the Town Centre Conservation Area and 

adjacent Listed Buildings; 
c. include a Historic Environment Record (HER) informed desk-based assessment of potential 

interest within an Archaeological Notification Area and agree to a 'watching brief' during any 
development works (as advised by East Sussex County Council); 

d. contribute to the improvement of existing play facilities in the surrounding area; 
e. incorporate measures to address parking and access issues; 
f. be supported by a Transport Statement. Proposals must indicate how the conclusions and 

recommendations of the Statement have been incorporated within the development; 
g. investigate the impact of land contamination and incorporate appropriate mitigation 

measures; 
h. provide a connection to the sewerage system at the nearest point of adequate capacity 

and/or make improvements to the infrastructure if necessary, as advised by Southern Water. 
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3.2 Mixed Use 
 
We believe that mixed use is preferable both ethically and financially. Our experience at 
Rock House is that the mix of affordable residential and affordable workspace generates a 
strong community that is capable of a high level of collaboration and self-management. 
Financially we are seeking a diversity of income streams to promote viability and long-term 
sustainability.  
 
The phased nature of the development allows for experimentation while the inclusion of 
tenants as part of the growing team provides additional capacity. The mix of uses also 
enables a wider diversity of grant and loan funding, including both jobs-focused and 
housing-focused funders.  
 
Given these first principles, the options to explore here are therefore in relation to the 
extent, type and balance of workspace, residential and leisure. To some extent these are 
dictated by the spaces themselves.  
 
3.3 Spatial Review 
 
This is a unique building which offers huge floors of open space along with highly unusual 
spaces like the Alley Level floor with its 4.9m ceiling height and the warren of tunnel-
caves, the Southern Extension with its double and triple-aspect glazing, and the fourth 
floor potential Roof Garden.  
 
Each space could have a number of uses, which fit together into an overall Lettings 
Strategy, which itself will be kept under review as the building begins to come to life.  
 
Having spent many hours in the building on numerous visits since Sept 2018 and 
considering a wide range of factors, our current conclusion is to focus initial attention on 
the Level 1 Workspace and the Level 3 Common Room.  
 
The First Floor offers lots of useful features – existing offices at the front, space to build 
‘work-pods’ in the main hall, and the potential for co-working in the Southern Extension, 
with direct street access from Prospect Place as well as the grand staircase at the 
Cambridge Road end.  
 
The Southern Extension reaches its very best at the top floor (L4), with windows on three 
sides (east, south and west) giving superb castle and sea views. However this is difficult to 
bring into early use due to: poor condition windows, constrained head height on the final 
stair run, and the need to manage the roof removal. Instead we will focus on the 
equivalent space on L3 which has the same views but better windows and will be easier to 
access and to heat. Bringing this into use as a Common Room will bring more people into 
the building and act as a base for developing the next stages of its rejuvenation.  
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ALLEY LEVEL  GIA: 540 sqm  Ceiling height: 4.9M 
 
This is a highly unusual space with nearly 5m ceiling height in the main sections and a 
warren of tunnel-caves, four of which open out onto the Alley. There is a large door with 
windows above at the corner of the Alley that opens into the main space. Some additional 
light could come from opening up the pavement lights at the northern end. 
 
Ideas for use include:  

• paintball/activity gaming/escape rooms  
• club/bar/music venue 
• dense, souk-style market, including use of the caves for artisan crafts and food 

 
Options: 
Long lease to commercial operator along with Mezzanine & Ground floors 
Lease to gaming operator along with Mezzanine floor 
Lease to club/bar/venue promoter 
Direct management of market-style development 
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MEZZANINE  GIA: 418 sqm  Ceiling height: 2.8M 
 
With a lower ceiling height than the other floors, windows limited to the eastern elevation 
and a concrete extrusion that formed the base of the non-extant ‘Editors Lift’, this floor is 
certainly the least attractive. It currently has a web of poorly installed water pipes just 
above head height. Additional light could be achieved by opening up the pavement lights 
at the northern end. The south east section has the remains of a former shower block. 
There are two massive water tanks at the southern end.  
 
Ideas for use include:  

• paintball/activity gaming/escape rooms  
• hydroponic ‘micro-greens’ growing space 
• yoga/pilates/exercise studio (some activities limited by ceiling height) 
• wellbeing focus 
• secret cinema 
• music rehearsal/recording studios 

 
Options: 
Long lease to commercial operator along with Alley Level & Ground floors 
Lease to gaming operator, either alone or with Alley Level floor  
Partner with hydroponic micro-greens promoter 
Direct development & management of individual spaces for rent/hire 
 

 

 



 20 
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GROUND FLOOR GIA: 624 sqm  Ceiling height: 4.05M 
 
This is the level entered from Cambridge Road at the northern end, and includes a fire exit 
(with internal stairs) onto Prospect Place. Fire-boarding has been installed to create a 
lobby at the entrance, creating a corner retail unit to the northwest, with the space at the 
northeast giving access to stairs down to the lower floors. The floor plan below shows a 
division into leisure and workspace but other configurations could be preferable  
 
Ideas for use include:  

• restaurant/bar  
• retail unit 
• food court 
• co-working spaces 
• cinema (in Southern Extension) 

 
Options: 
Long lease to commercial operator along with Alley Level & Mezzanine floors 
Lease whole floor to leisure operator 
Lease separate sections – retail unit, restaurant/bar, cinema 
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LEVEL 1  GIA: 575 sqm  Ceiling height: 4.1M 
 

This floor has direct access (up xx steps) from Prospect Place, where the doorway links 
the main space with the Southern Extension. The northern (Cambridge Road) end 
includes the former Board Room, Editors Office and another small office (in northeast 
corner not shown on plan below). It has excellent light with full windows on east and west 
sides.  
 
Ideas for use include:  

• board room meeting space plus two small offices  
• 15 studio work-boxes of around 12 sqm each, in two rows facing each other  
• co-working space in the Southern Extension (Ground Control 2) 

 
Options: 
It has been agreed that this floor will be used for workspace directly managed by WRNV 
both short and long term. It will be the site for the Organisation Workshop in May 2019, 
which will build the ‘movable walls’ to form the  work-boxes and start the renovation of the 
three offices.  Heating solutions are being explored for the Southern Box to facilitate a co-
working space  
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LEVEL 2  GIA: 545 sqm  Ceiling height: 3.75M 
 
This floor has a large open space that continues around the main stairwell, with excellent 
light throughout. Part of the eastern elevation begins to slope inwards from this floor.   
 
Ideas for use include:  

• lease whole floor to a single Artspace managing tenant  
• medium-term convert to Living Rents apartments 

 
Options: 
It is hoped that this space can be managed by a single lease-holding Artspace manager 
who is likely to divide it into smaller spaces to rent to artists.  
The aim is to convert this floor to Living Rents homes after 2021. Artists using the space at 
that time will be prioritised for alternative spaces within the ecosystem.  
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LEVEL 3  GIA: 535 sqm  Ceiling height: 3.9M 
 
This floor is similar to Level 2 with a large open space that continues around the main 
stairwell, with excellent light throughout including triple aspect glazing to the southern 
extension. The sloping eastern elevation reduces the overall size and at this level this 
section has massive concrete wedges rather than windows.  
 
Ideas for use include:  

• indoor/outdoor activity gym 
• indoor/hydroponic growing space 
• visitors hostel with sleep pods, to double up as residential training suite using 

Southern Extension as training room  
• maker space with Renovation Workshop 
• medium-term convert to Living Rents apartments 

 
Options: 
Initially it was thought that difficulties in waterproofing Level 4 would mean the floor would 
need to be sealed at this level and Level 3 would not be useable until a fuller renovation 
could be achieved. However, these difficulties have been resolved and there is interest 
from tenants to rent as a Maker Space. The front space will be the Renovation Workshop. 
The aim is to convert this floor to Living Rents homes after 2021. Makers using the space 
at that time will be prioritised for alternative spaces within the ecosystem.  

 

 



 28 

 
 

 
 
  



 29 

LEVEL 4  GIA: 490 sqm  Ceiling height: 2.7M 
 
This floor was added later than the others and was something of a botch-job with a steel 
rather than concrete frame, blockwork walls and a failed roof. Our initial plan was to 
remove the roof and waterproof the floor at this level, creating a Roof Garden that would 
be accessed through the Southern Extension which could become a Common Room/Bar. 
However, without external scaffolding it may be dangerous to remove the roof so, unless 
significant further funding can be identified beyond the current Enabling Works target, the 
roof removal may have to wait.  
Nevertheless this floor can be waterproofed in order to protect the whole building 
 
Ideas for use include:  

• leave untouched for now 
• once funding is in place for external repairs, remove roof and block-work, returning 

the building to its original style 
• Roof Garden with Bar, potentially in partnership with Kew Gardens due to the 

Marianne North connection with Hastings 
• Long-term potential to build upwards with 2-3 floors of market-sale homes 
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4. THE DEVELOPMENT APPROACH 
 
4.1 Key objectives and benefits 

• Bring the building into productive use after 34 years of dereliction 
• Create spaces for work, living, leisure, culture and community action 
• Squeeze the building for life-changing opportunities – jobs, training, work 

experience, incubation, mentoring, enterprise support, etc – both through the 
renovation and in the uses of the building 

• Play an active role in the local ecosystem of capped rent properties to enhance the 
immediate neighbourhood while taking action to prevent the displacement and 
sterilisation too often associated with neighbourhood improvement. 

 
4.2 Organic Phased Development 
 
The successful conversion of Rock House at less than 60% of the original quoted cost of 
renovation, has been achieved through a phased organic development approach. This 
approach allows for long-run and overlapping funding timescales, provides revenue 
streams at the earliest possible stage, and enables incoming tenants to shape the space 
and become part of the development team.  
 
ROCK HOUSE PHASING 

 
 
 
We plan to take a similar approach with the OB, although there is a key difference due to 
the debt finance for the purchase which makes early rental revenues imperative and puts 
pressure on the development timing.  
 
The detail of the phasing cannot be worked out in advance but the feasibility study has 
provided a clear framework for it to emerge within.  
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OB PHASING FRAMEWORK  
 
STAGE/ELEMENT Funding Outcome 

 
PURCHASE Senior/junior debt Rescue historic building 

and reconnect with its 
neighbourhood 
 

OCCUPATION & OW Sweat equity, working 
capital from loans/grants, 
meanwhile income 
generation, OW grants 

Community cohesion, self 
renovating, space for 
activities & enterprise 
 

CONCRETE REPAIRS & 
ENABLING WORKS 

Residue of purchase 
loans, Stalled Sites Fund, 
Coop Foundation, grants 
 

Building structurally sound 
and fit for initial lettings 

LEISURE Leasing tenant investment 
in fit-out 

New leisure offer creating 
OB as destination 
 

WORKSPACES Renovation grants Min 1200 sq.m of lettable 
workspace, grown as the 
market grows 
 

AFFORDABLE HOMES Renovation grants, 
Community Housing Fund 
 

Min 15 Living Rents flats 
 

MARKET HOMES 
(tbd much later) 

Commercial finance Profit used to repay social 
lenders 
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OVERALL PROJECT PLAN 
 

Nov 18 - Feb 19 
Initiation – lay the foundations for project management  
Purchase – achieve purchase funding and complete conveyancing, take possession 
STAGE BOUNDARY: Purchase complete and project ready to go 
 
Feb 19 – Feb 20 
Initial occupation, concrete repairs & enabling works – make watertight, repair 
concrete defects and make at least Level 1 lettable, including through the month-long 
Organisation Workshop (OW). 
Detailed development – procure professional team and develop detailed, costed plans 
MILESTONE: Dec 2019 Refinance to exit private investor (£200k), deferred purchase 
price (£50k), and Big Issue Invest (£150k).  
MILESTONE: Apr 2020 Decision on detail, timing and funding of full renovation 
STAGE BOUNDARY: Building secured and made watertight, several/all floors brought into 
use as per agreed floor diagrams, design and finance strategy in place for full renovation. 
 
Mar 20 – Dec 20 
Further development – this is a buffer stage allowing for slippage and contingencies. 
 
Start from Jan 2021 
Full renovation and Living Rents homes – dependent on capital finance 
STAGE BOUNDARY: All existing OB floors in agreed long-term uses, information in place 
to make decision about building on top 
 
c.2025-2028 
Payback & Handover – Stable state occupation and management to recoup investment 
through dividends before handing over sustainable building to suitable community 
organisation 
STAGE BOUNDARY: c.5 years after reaching stable state, prepare for handover 
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4.3 The First 12 Months 
 
Take Possession 
 
Upon vacant possession (expected 14th Feb 2019), the building will be secured, the 
electricity and water supply reconnected from Rock House, and action taken on pest 
control and fire risk assessment. 
 
Enabling Works 
 
WRNV recently undertook a full tender process for works to the basement of Rock House 
of a similar type and scale to the works required in the OB. Advice from our Architect and 
Quantity Surveyor is that another tender process is unnecessary and that a negotiated 
contract with the Contractor would be preferable, both in terms of time and cost and also 
because the Enabling Works are likely to require adjustment during the contract period.  
 
The works are expected to include: 

• Waterproofing. Install waterproof floor either at L4 or L3, plus associated works to 
stairwells, in order to cap and protect the whole building including drainage 
provision to deal with rainwater through the leaking roof. 

• Level 3. Remove tarpaulin ‘water management system’, make safe large window 
opening on stairwell 

• Level 2. Patch repairs to floor as required by tenant 
• Level 1. Support to Organisation Workshop participants in creating workspaces, 

including renovation of Board Room and rough prep of two small offices. 
• Ground. Ensure working toilets and sinks. 
• Mezzanine. Open up pavement lights temporarily to understand light potential, then 

secure pending funding for access works 
• Alley Level. Remove hazardous ink barrels from tunnel. Remove existing ‘graffiti 

heritage’ door and relocate internally, replace with working access door 
• Fireboarding of stairwells as required by fire strategy, solution for over-spacing of 

balustrade 
• And other matters that may arise during this stage. 

We will include local labour clauses in the brief and would expect the contractor to work 
alongside and supportive of the Organisation Workshop (see below).  
 
Concrete Repairs 
 
This contract is currently out to tender with tender returns expected on 4th March 2019. It is 
based on the detailed method statement given in ConCorr 2014 and updated in ConCorr 
2018. The cost is anticipated at around £360,000 to make good all defects, resin inject the 
cracks, and coat with a migrationary corrosion inhibitor and anti-carbonation coat. 
 
Both Enabling Works and Concrete Repairs will focus on preparing L1 for use as 
workspace and enabling the Southern Extension on L3 to be used as an informal Common 
Room.  
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Organisation Workshop (OW) 
 
One of the most exciting and challenging innovations in the grassroots social regeneration 
field in recent years has been the efforts to import and adapt the Organisation Workshop 
method to the UK. This model, invented in Brazil in the 1960s and used 1000s of times 
across 3 continents, was finally piloted by our allies Marsh Farm Outreach in Luton in 
2015. The results were astounding, despite the budget and timing constraints.  
 
The OW offers an intensive experience of collective enterprise to a large group of people. 
The facilitators pull together a common resource pool (the building, tools, materials, 
access to expertise) and a set of potential contracts, so that the only thing missing is 
organisation which participants must achieve themselves. They will then choose which 
contracts to fulfil. In the process they will not only learn practical skills but also come to 
understand ways of organising that achieve successful results, build their own confidence 
and new bonds within the group, achieve transformational change to the physical site and 
establish new enterprises for the future.  
 
Heart of Hastings CLT (HoH) has been pioneering the next stage – a full ‘Field OW’ with 
100 participants and a strong focus on follow-through and legacy. For the past three years 
HoH have been developing an ambitious project in Ore Valley which links up addressing 
the dereliction of the land, tackling acute poverty and deprivation, and strengthening local 
people’s agency and collective efficacy. The project has already had many striking 
outcomes, particularly for the individuals involved, but it has been seriously delayed by 
negotiations to achieve land ownership (it is owned by a dormant regeneration agency). 
 
In the meantime, HoH and WRNV have been working in the White Rock area, both 
separately and in alliance. Here the challenge is to bring difficult buildings into community 
ownership, renovate them and manage them for social good as capped rent spaces for 
living, working, cultural and community action.   
 
HoH have funding in place from Power to Change to undertake a 1-month Organisation 
Workshop in the Observer Building in May 2019. This will target people who are excluded 
from the labour market. 
 
This intensive experience will significantly assist with bringing the building back to life and 
create the initial lettable spaces on L1, along with social impact benefits for the 
participants, and the building of capacity to spread OW, if successful, across the country.  
 
The outcomes from the OW in the Observer Building will be:  
 

• Work pods built and installed on L1 plus 3 offices renovated 
• Facilitators Enterprise trained up and ready for future Field OW  
• Life changes for individual participants 
• New bonds between participants 
• New enterprises, including White Rock Renovators 
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Uses and Occupation 
 
We have prospective tenants who are keen to move in quickly for a range of spaces. 
Enquiries are falling into four broad categories – leisure, work space, maker space and 
hirers. Negotiations on available space, leases and rents are underway with a view to 
beginning tenancies from July 2019.  
 
Feb-April  Initial occupation will be by the WRNV team and contractors. There will be a 

series of tours of the building for prospective tenants, potential professional 
teams, with at least two tours for the interested public. We will seek to bring 
either L4 or L3 Southern Extension into use as an informal Common Room. 

May Organisation Workshop 40 participants occupy L1 on a licence between 
WRNV and HoH 

June Enabling Works contractor finishes off L1 ready for letting 
July  Lettings begin on L1, with the boardroom used by WRNV as meeting 

space/mission control 
 Aim to let lower 3 floors (G/M/B) to single Leisure Operator tenant 
 Aim to let L2 to single Artspace managing tenant, with the Southern 

Extension box used as the Renovators Workshop 
 Seek meanwhile use for rough space on L3 
 

 
 
For more details see Section 5. 
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4.4 Future Renovation 
 
It is expected that the major renovation will begin around January 2021, although this will 
be determined as part of detailed design and funding strategy. At this point the meanwhile 
uses in Floors 2 and 3 will be replaced with capped-rent housing.  
 
The residential floors will be undertaken in partnership with Heart of Hastings CLT 
supported by the Community Housing Fund, and/or with Emmaus who have expressed 
strong interest in the project opportunities for both housing and space for their social 
enterprise.   
 
The overall renovation costs can be summarised: 
- external works  £235k 
- conversion  £1,900k 
- accommodation  £1,600k 

TOTAL  £3,735k (exc professional fees) 
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4.5 Capital Funding Routes 
 
Initial capital works are anticipated to be funded through: 

Balance remaining after purchase (including VAT refund) – £220k 
Coop Foundation – £90k – secured 
Stalled Sites Fund – £200k – application in progress 
Power to Change Community Business Fund – £300k – opens April 2019 

 
Next stage capital works are anticipated to be funded through: 
 Community Housing Fund (£50k per Living Rents unit) 

Refinancing with mortgage debt once additional value achieved and workspace/ 
leisure tenants in place 
Loanstock offer with either Social Investment Tax Relief (SITR) or Community 
Investment Tax Relief (CITR) incentive 

 
 
4.6 Long Term Option to Build on Top 
 
While it may never be necessary or desirable, we take comfort from the precedent set by 
the planning approval for a large extension on top of the OB, as this gives the long-term 
option to build market-sale flats on top in order to generate profit that can be used to pay 
down debt on the building prior to handing over to a community organisation.  
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5. THE BUSINESS MODEL 
 
5.1 The Offer 
 
Our business is to take on unproductive buildings and develop and manage them as 
vibrant spaces for living, working and community action. We do not just act as landlord but 
rather as the facilitator of dweller-controlled spaces and neighbourhood improvement.  
 
Our selection criteria are: 

- need for affordable housing or workspace 
- local connection 
- enthusiasm for the ethos of collaboration 
- willingness to contribute to the physical and social upkeep of the buildings and the 

neighbourhood. 
 
WRNV has a wholly-owned subsidiary called Living Rents which currently manages the 6 
flats in Rock House and also has a contract with HoH to manage the 4 flats at 39 
Cambridge Road and with Jericho Road Solutions to manage the maisonette at 2 
Cambridge Road.  
 
5.2 Demand and Benchmarking 
 
Workspace 
 
Even though the local market for office space is ‘zero’ (according to a long-established 
local valuer), the success of Rock House has shown that we can buck that trend by 
creating a product that attracts its own demand. Through phased organic development, we 
have been able to create a range of bespoke spaces, including: 

• 6th Floor: one large office for a single company 
• (4/5th Floors are residential) 
• 3rd Floor: two large offices 
• 2nd Floor: five separate offices accessed from a corridor 
• 1st Floor: a collective of eight offices clustered around shared meeting/eating space 
• Ground Floor: a 20-desk co-working space (Ground Control)  
• Lower Ground: an office and a youth drop-in space 
• Alley Level: conversion into a training kitchen and events space  

All of these are now fully tenanted.  
 
The rents were set in 2015 at £75 per square metre per annum (psm pa) and this has 
risen with inflation each year so it now stands around £80 psm pa. On top of these rents, 
lease-holding tenants pay a service charge to cover broadband, lift, cleaning, insurance 
etc which currently stands at around £80 psm pa. All decisions on the service charge are 
made by a committee of tenants.  
 
Rent comparisons with local commercial office lettings show a wide range from £50 psm 
pa to £160 psm pa. There is nothing similar to Rock House available in the local market.  
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Living Rents Homes 
 
Rock House has shown that there is huge demand for secure quality capped-rent housing 
and Heart of Hastings CLT has begun to expand this through their refurbishment of 39 
Cambridge Road into four apartments. In both cases we use the term Living Rents to 
describe homes where initial rents are set at 1/3 of local median income and then capped 
to rise with inflation (with a 1.3 factor for 2-beds). Given the historic low rents in Hastings, 
Living Rents can sometimes be above existing market rent levels, although that would 
indicate fairly low quality rentals. The important point is that our rents will only ever rise 
with inflation whereas Hastings is experiencing rent level rises and tenure change to owner 
occupation and AirBnB that are putting pressure on the availability of affordable housing 
solutions. Every time we market a Living Rents flat we receive a great deal of interest and 
have a competitive process to allocate according to our selection criteria.  
 
5.3 OB Letting Strategy 
 
VISION 
 
Our vision is to rescue and renovate the OB in a phased, organic approach over 5-10 
years. 
  
We aim to take it out of the 34-year cycle that has witnessed repeated speculative profits 
despite social and economic failure and kickstart a shift from zero productivity to intensive 
economic and social productivity.  
 
We wish to create a building of multiple uses/users with strong connectivity within the 
building, as part of the ecosystem of community-led buildings in the immediate area (Rock 
House, 12 Claremont, 39 Cambridge Rd, Alley, caves, etc), and with stakeholders 
throughout the wider neighbourhood and community.  
 
There are three main types of use: 

• workspace – ranging from co-working space, ‘work-boxes’ for creative and tech 
micro-enterprises, to large artist studio spaces 

• homes – Living Rents homes which might be individual flats or clusters of shared 
accommodation for people in housing need with a local connection and the 
enthusiasm to make a contribution to the social and physical upkeep of the building 
and the neighbourhood 

• leisure – including food & drink, events, games/adventure, and potentially a 
travellers hostel/residential training centre. 

 
VALUES 
 
We are committed to maximising the learning, sharing and life-changing opportunities 
presented by the redevelopment and the future uses of the building. 
 
We believe it is possible to improve the neighbourhood without destroying its unique 
character or displacing current residents and businesses, by ensuring there will always be 
affordable spaces for living, working and community action.  
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WRNV is entrepreneurial and agile and very well-connected. We take the risks that are 
needed in the early years in order to create stable-state community assets for the long 
term.  
 
All our work aims to remove buildings from the dominant ownership model which prioritises 
owner profits over dweller interest and control. Instead of a focus on extractive rent and 
capital asset growth we offer capped rents and community self-management.  
 
OPPORTUNITIES & CONSTRAINTS 
 
The building has 4,000 sqm of space over 7 floors. 

• We aim to create a new Roof Garden on the existing Level 4. This will have an 
85sqm box with glazing on all sides, with the northern side opening out onto the 
Roof Garden and creating an exciting space for a bar/common room. We are in 
discussion with Kew Gardens about the potential for a link to Hastings botanist-
artist Marianne North whose 800+ paintings are displayed there. 

• We are exploring the option of a travellers hostel/residential training centre on Level 
3. This would involve building a set of ‘sleep pods’, possibly in the form of beach 
huts. It will require showers and toilets which will mean prioritising the water supply 
and a main core of plumbing. The southern extension provides an 85sqm space 
with windows on 3 sides which could be a common room and training space.  

• Level 2 offers a large open space throughout the main hall, with a separate 85sqm 
box with windows to east and west. This floor is perfect for use by artists and we 
are seeking a managing tenant to take overall responsibility. 

• Level 1 has a 41 sqm board room at the Cambridge Road frontage which WRNV 
will restore and use as ‘mission control’, alongside two 15sqm offices available for 
rent. The main hall will be built out with ‘work-pods’ for small creative and tech 
enterprises (like Rock House). To the south the extension offers the same 85sqm 
box as on the floors above which will be converted to a co-working space (similar to 
Ground Control in Rock House). This level has direct access from Prospect Place.  

• The Ground Floor includes the main entrance from Cambridge Road. To the right is 
a 37 sqm retail/display space with windows to front and side. To the left stairs lead 
down to the floors below and the space opens out into the main hall. The southern 
extension on the Ground Floor has previously been used as a ‘black box’ cinema 
venue for all kinds of small-scale events (capacity 100-150).  

• The Mezzanine floor (between Ground and Alley Level) has lower ceiling height and 
currently has water pipes that are fitted at a lower than necessary height, limiting 
the potential uses of the space in current form.  

• The Alley Level is divided into two quite different zones. There is a large double+ 
height open space totalling 250sqm (currently divided with a lockable chain link 
fence creating a secure area of 110sqm). To the south the area comprises a series 
of interlinked tunnels which would make great activity space (eg Escape Rooms). 
1066 Paintball have expressed interest in taking this whole floor as well as the 
Mezzanine, but we would want to ensure that occasional events could be held in 
the main space. 

• There are two lift shafts running throughout the building. It is proposed to install a 
temporary hoist arrangement to enable building materials to be transported 
between floors but it may also be possible to create temporary climbing walls within 
the shafts. 
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We are exploring the option to partner with a commercial operator who would develop and 
manage the three lower floors (ie the leisure space) within an agreed framework which 
would prioritise local providers and suppliers and maximise learning, sharing and life-
changing opportunities (but would not require capped rents for sub-tenants). 
 
WRNV would directly manage the development of Levels 1-4 in the short-medium term as 
workspace, artist space, travellers hostel, and training room, and work with Heart of 
Hastings Community Land Trust to include 16 Living Rents homes in the next phase.  
 
Our current price calculations are based on the following: 
[NOTE £ psm means pounds per square metre per annum – so a 30sqm space at £100 psm 
would cost £3000 a year in rent. Service charge contributions are additional.] 

Alley Level - Various rents to be determined depending on uses. Estimated at £40 psm 
(the tunnels are over 250 sqm in total but we have priced for 150 sqm useable) £32.5k pa 
Mezzanine - Various rents to be determined depending on uses. Estimated at £20 psm. 
£23.5k pa 
Ground Floor –  Various rents to be determined depending on uses. Estimated at 
restaurant £120 psm; retail £160 psm; cinema/events space £60 psm. £66k pa 
First Floor – Southern box £100 psm; Workboxes £240 per month x 10; Boardroom 
service charge only to WRNV, small office £120 psm. £46k pa 
Second Floor – Southern box £100 psm; main space £80 psm, with 100 sqm for 
Renovation Workshop at service charge only. £45k pa 
Third Floor – Travellers hostel and training room expected to earn revenues of c. £65k pa 
Fourth Floor – Roof Garden and Bar/common room. Potential to let the concession – need 
to explore appropriate pricing.  
 
Initial service cost calculations have shown that once the lower 4 floors are tenanted a 
service charge of £40 psm pa will be adequate to meet costs. Initially the service charge 
for any empty spaces in these areas will be met by WRNV. Over time, as more lettable 
meterage is achieved, this subsidy will taper off.  
 
5.4 Financial Modelling 
 
We have worked with Financial Modelling Associates to develop a robust financial model 
for the Observer Building which includes both separate and consolidated financial 
statements and cashflow forecasts for the OB and Rock House through to 2029. 
 
See appendix for the financial model.  
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5.5 Social Impact 
 
Place-shaping opportunities 
  
The redevelopment of the OB will contribute significantly to reshaping this part of Hastings, 
both within the Alley ecosystem and as the ‘gateway to Bohemia’ as defined within the 
council’s Area Action Plan. We aim to ensure that the social justice and community 
engagement values that underpin our approach can influence the wider redevelopment 
envisaged in this plan and that the OB becomes a hub and base for community action 
over the coming years.  

 
The emerging ecosystem of distinct 
buildings and spaces with their own 
identity but shared values is helping to 
‘darn the fabric’ at the fine grain - not 
demolishing and starting again but putting 
the neighbourhood back together, gently 
but actively creating a new future for it. 
Each of the buildings offers space for 
living and working that people in Hastings 
can afford. The important thing is not just 
that individual people and families can 
stay and be part of the town but also that 
the town stays diverse and interesting.  

This tiny area can be a site for social 
change on a big scale. To change the 
world we have to show that the world can 
be changed. And an area that is just a 
couple of streets, and a few hundred 
people, can prove that in a way that 
sends ripples out across the world. 

 
Life-changing opportunities 
 
The scale of the OB means we can ‘think big and broad’ about the opportunities for local 
people. The Organisation Workshop is an ambitious starting-point that will change the lives 
of 40 participants drawn from excluded backgrounds. We hope this will lead to the creation 
of White Rock Renovators, a new enterprise that prioritises opportunities for local people.  
 
This commitment to prioritise life-changing opportunities opens up potential revenue 
streams in the field of training. We are in discussion with East Sussex College to develop 
Adult Education Budget funded training opportunities for adults, both within the renovation 
and in the future uses.  
 
We believe that what we’re doing is ground-breaking in bringing together place-shaping 
and life-changing, place and people, to tackle dereliction and poverty as part of the same 
holistic, locally-rooted work.  
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6. DELIVERING THE VISION 
 
6.1 The Financials 
 
Project Development  
Grants were secured to support the initial development work:  

• Reach Fund via Big Issue Invest Access Point £20k – secured 
• Stalled Sites Feasibility/Business Case £45k – secured  
• Power to Change housing programme funding £55k – secured by HoH for the 

Organisation Workshop 
 
We will be applying for: 

• Community Housing Fund revenue £180k (to develop plans for the homes) 
• Big Lottery Fund £300k (for the Ecosystem) 

 
Purchase 
We had to borrow to fund acquisition because grant funders are not able to work at the 
timescale to achieve purchase. Despite a lot of interest from lenders1, it was not easy to 
find suitable finance because many lenders require ‘line of sight’ for the debt servicing, so 
once the proposal gets to credit panels it gets stuck because, until the building is 
purchased and enabling works done, such anchor tenants would not be secured at 
sensible rentals. 
 
The resulting debt mix to finance the purchase comprised: 

• Ecology Building Society 30-year mortgage on Rock House £1.2M at 4% interest 
• Big Issue Invest refinancing of existing Rock House debt (£136k) plus £150k 

additional lending at 6% interest, to be repaid by May 2022 
• Private investor £200k at 8% interest, to be repaid by May 2020 

 
Initial works 
We are seeking grant funding towards the concrete repairs and enabling works which will 
allow us to bring the building into use, secure tenants and therefore facilitate refinancing.  
We have already secured: 

• Coop Foundation £90k (£50k loan 5 yrs interest free, £40k grant) 
We will be applying for: 

• Power to Change Community Business Fund £300k 
• Stalled Sites Fund £200k 

We are beginning to approach trust and foundation grant funders (Lloyds Bank 
Foundation, Esmee Fairbairn, Tudor Trust, etc).  
 
Full Renovation & Housing 
John Page of Page Robson QS undertook a review of the 2012 cost estimate and 
information from Hastings Building Services to create a phased renovation plan. This has 
been kept under review as we develop the detail of the phasing.  
 
                                                        
1 Triodos, Social & Sustainable Capital, Big Issue Invest, Ecology Building Society, Charity 
Bank, Unity Trust, and various private bridge loan firms 
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We will be applying for: 
• Community Housing Fund capital £800k 
• South East Local Enterprise Partnership £1M-£1.5M 

 
We will be establishing a loanstock investment offer using SITR or CITR incentives, aiming 
to raise £1.5M from private investors.  
 
We will restart discussions with long-term social lenders in summer 2019 in order to 
refinance the private loan by May 2020. Both Charity Bank and Triodos have suggested 
that once the building has an anchor tenant, or a successful co-working environment they 
would be keen to revisit financing.  
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6.2 Organisational Development 
 
One of our innovations is in developing the local ecosystem of capped rent properties. 
When the vision is prioritised, the organisations become tools in the box to achieve the 
mission. Of course, that does not negate the need for well-run organisations, strong 
individual skills and specialisms and excellent team work. But it does change the way we 
do business.  
 
The Toolbox of Organisations 
Each of the organisations involved has a distinct character comprising the people involved, 
legal structure, risk appetite, decision-making processes, financial capabilities, etc.  

• White Rock Neighbourhood Ventures is the venture developer, willing to take risks 
for the greater good. It has built a track record and an eclectic asset portfolio 
including the successful Rock House (valued at £1.6M Oct 2018), a set of caves, 
and now the Observer Building.  

• Heart of Hastings CLT is the long-term steward for land and buildings, and also the 
driver behind the Organisation Workshop.  

• Living Rents, wholly owned by WRNV, plays a distinct role in managing the 
residential component of the ecosystem 

• Meanwhile Space CIC is heavily invested in Hastings and draws on skills and 
experience from projects in London and elsewhere 

• Jericho Road Solutions invests profits into cutting-edge solutions in Hastings. 
Interventions so far include bringing the Organisation Workshop idea to Hastings, 
supporting a pilot cooperative shared living at 2 Cambridge Road and exploring the 
purchase of Rose Cottage. Given the skills that Jess and Beth bring, JRS is also an 
effective way to get all kinds of things done, from outreach to drafting a prospectus, 
from applying for funding to managing a purchase process.  

 

These organisations are tied to each other through trust and shared values as well as 
through legal documents such as the WRNV Shareholders Agreement and less formal 
arrangements like the WRNV-HoH Alliance. We share personnel, information and 
solidarity, and we spend time together so that we get to know each other’s worlds. This 
helps to align goals, reduce misunderstandings, build solid alliances and spark new ideas, 
projects and collaborations.  
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A Strong Core Team 
We are building a very strong team in terms of core project management, as well as in the 
wider sense of advisory individuals and organisations. 
 

Jess Steele – strong track record in community asset development, fundraising, 
project and programme management, and community engagement.  
 
Beth Woolf – well-organised and efficient project manager with an exceptional 
ability to absorb and assess information while juggling many tasks  
 
John Brunton – great negotiator, credit controller and supplier manager, completely 
dedicated to the wider mission and calm under stress 
 
David Spooner – having been construction project manager for the restoration of 
Hastings Pier, not much can phase him! 
 

See appendix for CVs 
 
New Relationships for the Built Environment 
In the town where Tressell wrote and set his classic ‘The Ragged Trouser’d 
Philanthropists’, we are finding new non-exploitative, mutually-obligated ways to engage 
with professionals, skilled tradespeople, and construction labour.  
 
This is a work in progress that will be substantially developed through the scale of the OB 
renovation. How it turns out is yet to be seen. We hope that it will result in the White Rock 
Renovators builders enterprise.  
 
Community Engagement  
There is a big difference between engagement and consultation. While consultation can 
be like two discs slipping past each other, engagement is like two cogs connecting to 
make something happen.  
 

              
 
Our track record of sustained engagement in the White Rock area stretches back to 2006 
and has included door-knocking, events, forums, walking tours, surveys and all kinds of 
creative outreach. Findings have consistently shown that local people want action taken to 
solve the problems for the assets we already have in the town.  
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6.3 Permissions and Compliance 
 
Planning 
We do not expect to make any changes to the exterior of the building (apart from un-
boarding some windows) in the next 6 months.  
 
The meanwhile uses expected to take place are non-disruptive and aligned with planning 
policy to encourage creative enterprise in this designated ‘cultural quarter’. 
Hastings Borough Council, the Local Planning Authority, has demonstrated support for the 
OB project through a small grant to cover short-term loan interest, the inclusion of the 
project within their Future High Streets funding bid, and the helpful advice of the licensing 
officers.  
 
We will be taking on a Planning Consultant in the near future to support the development 
of a simple sui generis planning application to cover the initial lettings strategy. The long-
term residential uses are Permitted Development, subject only to the fairly minimal Prior 
Approval process.  
 
Building Regulations 
We prioritise safety and inclusive access in line with the Building Regulations. We do not 
always use Approved Documents since these can be inappropriate for mixed use 
renovation. 
Part Heading Relevance 
A Structure Ensure building is structurally safe and robust 
B Fire Safety B1 – early warning & means of escape 

B2 – control of internal fire spread (resistant 
linings) 
B3 – control of internal fire spreads (stop fire & 
smoke spreading to concealed spaces using Fire 
Stopping and Fire Cavity Barriers) 
B4 – external fire spread to avoid spreads to 
other buildings 
B5 – access for firefighters (including dry or wet 
riser pipes) 

C Site preparation Precautions to stop dangerous substances from 
previous uses from entering the building. 
Ensuring drainage to stop ground or air moisture 
entering the building, prevent condensation in the 
roof structure 

D Toxic substances Obsolete as insulating materials no longer give 
off toxic fumes 

E Noise Separating floors and walls between domestic 
dwellings required to meet minimum sound 
insulation performance standard (airborne 43 dB 
DnTw+Ctr, impact 64 dB LnTw). Internal walls 
min Rw 40 dB. Pre-completion sound tests 
required. 

F Ventilation Whole building, local extract and ‘purge’ (rapid) 
ventilation requirements. Air must be able to flow 
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through the dwelling *using min gap of 10mm 
door undercuts 

G Sanitation, hygiene and 
water efficiency 

Adequate sanitation facilities 

H Drainage and waste 
disposal 

Adequate system to carry water to a sewer 
Adequate system to carry rainwater away from 
the roof of a building. 
Place to keep bins. 

J Combustion appliances and 
fuel storage systems 

Adequate air supply for combustion and efficient 
working. Combustion products to be discharged 
to the outside.  

K K Protection from falling, 
collision and impact 

Safety of stairways, ramps, balustrading, window 
openings, glazing, guarding, automatic doors, 
barriers, shutters and gates 

L Conservation of fuel and 
power 

L2B existing buildings other than dwellings, 
controls the insulation values of building 
elements, allowable areas, air permeability, 
heating efficiency of boilers, heating appliances, 
hot water storage, lighting efficiency, unwanted 
solar gain. Sets out SAP requirements and 
carbon emission targets for dwellings. Energy 
Performance Certificates. 

M Access to and use of 
buildings 

Ease of access to and circulation within buildings 
and requirements for facilities for disabled 
people. Reasonable provision for all people to 
gian access and use the building with toilet 
provision available for all. Part M draws on the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and is written 
to ensure that the design of a building does not 
create physical barriers to a building’s inclusive 
use, over its lifetime. Whereas new build 
properties must comply with Part M, later 
alternations of a building must not remove or 
reduce its accessibility features.  

P Electrical safety This only applies to dwellings. Design, 
installation, inspection and testing of electrical 
installations in order to protect people from fire or 
injury.  

Q Security This only applies to dwellings. Reasonable 
provision to resist unauthorised access 

R High speed electronic 
comms networks 

Requires network termination points in buildings 
to provide access to high-speed internet. 

 
Licensing 
Bob Brown and Trevor Scrase, HBC Licensing Officers, visited Rock House in December 
2018 to offer their support and assistance in achieving appropriate licences for the OB.  
They recommended that WRNV take on a Licensing Consultant to steer us through the 
process.  
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Non Domestic Rates 
Currently only the first and ground floor are rated with a total Rateable Value of £32,350 
and rates payable of £15,900. We will be seeking removal of these areas from the 
Register during redevelopment.  
 
We will work closely with Hastings Borough Council to seek to achieve maximum rate 
relief to support the development of the project.  
 
State Aid 
WRNV and HoH have both taken State Aid advice from specialists at Anthony Collins 
Solicitors. It is clear that any State Aid to the OB project can be covered by the GBER, 
SGEI and potentially some specific exemptions.  
 
See appendix for more detail. 
 
Asset of Community Value 
WRNV encouraged Heart of Hastings CLT to nominate the Observer Building as an Asset 
of Community Value (ACV). This both recognises a fact and provides some additional 
(‘belt and braces’) protection for the building’s long-term future as a community asset.  
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7. NEXT STEPS IN FEASIBILITY DEVELOPMENT 
 
Renovation 

• M&E consultant 
• Detailed design of concrete repairs and enabling works programmes 
• Southern flank wall monitoring survey 
• Roof feasibility  
• Planning consultant 
• Procurement of full design team 

 
Business model 

• Phased business planning 
• Partnership development – Leisure floors, L2 Artspace, L3 Makerspace, L4 Roof  
• Licensing 
• Tenant pipeline development 
• Seek appropriate permissions and licences as required 

 
Organisational development 

• Communications, community and public engagement 
• Team development/management/support 
• Governance development (project board, advisory group, etc) 
• Processes for planning, delivering, monitoring, communicating and evaluating all 

activities 
• Financial & supplier/contractor management and oversight systems 

 
Financial sustainability 

• Financial modelling 
• Seeking grant funding – identify, pitch/apply, manage the relationship, monitoring 
• Shape investment offer, achieve Advance Assurance for SITR/CITR, pitch to 

investors 
• Develop new revenue streams 

 
Social return 

• Develop ‘life-changing opportunities’ programme 
• Build partnership with East Sussex College for AEB-funded learning 
• Develop programme of taster learning sessions in the Alley/OB Caves 
• Develop impact framework, including data requirements 
• Support the Organisation Workshop 
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APPENDICES 
 
 

1. Property Title Deed & Plan 
2. Valuation – Savills, 2018 
3. Condition Survey – Ramboll, 2018 
4. Concrete Defects Update – ConCorr, 2018 
5. Asbestos Certificate  
6. Financial Model – FMA, 2019 
7. Project team biographies 
8. Ecosystem map 
9. State Aid advice 

 


