MAIDSTONE BOROUGH COUNCIL

RECORD OF DECISION OF THE CABINET

Decision Made: 13 August 2014

OFFICE ACCOMMODATION PROJECT

Issue for Decision
To consider the proposed strategy for future office accommodation;

To consider funding for the provision of specialist advice in connection
with the Council’s long term accommodation requirements; and

To consider funding for external project management and other specialist
advice in connection with the Council’s short and medium term office
accommodation.

Decision Made

1. That the scope of the work completed and planned for provision of
the Council’s office accommodation for 2016 and 2023 be noted.

2. That funding for the revenue costs of £90,000 required to progress
the current review of office accommodation, as set out in paragraph
1.3.14 of the report of the Director of Environment and Shared
Services and the first quarter’s budget monitoring report for
2014/15, be agreed.

3. That further funding be identified as part of the development of the
medium term financial strategy for 2015/16 and in accordance with
the recommendations of the reviews that are proposed in the report
of the Director of Environment and Shared Services.

Reasons for Decision

In 2008, the Council relocated from a mixture of a 1970’s office block and
Victorian buildings on the edge of the town centre to its current location in
the town centre, known as Maidstone House. The current location
consists of approximately 3800m2 of air conditioned offices on three and a
half floors in a six storey office block above the Mall shopping centre built
in the 1970’s and refurbished in 2007. This is linked by an elevated and
enclosed bridge to a building constructed in 2007 of approximately
1000m2 containing the Council’s main reception on the lower floor and
meeting rooms and large breakout area on the upper floor.



The main reception is shared with Kent County Council under a licence
from the Council and is branded as a Gateway to provide a common front
of house operation. Partner organisations such as the Citizens’ Advice
Bureau also operate a face to face service from the Gateway but on a
more limited basis.

The accommodation is leased from The Mall Corporation, the owners of
the Mall shopping centre, on a fifteen year lease, terminating in October
2023. The first floor of Maidstone House is the subject of a separate
lease, also terminating in October 2023, but contains a break clause
allowing termination in October 2016, with @ minimum of six months’
notice. The licence with KCC also terminates in October 2023, and
contains a break clause allowing termination in October 2016, with a
minimum of twelve months’ notice.

The Council has recognised that it is appropriate to commence planning
for the decisions required by the termination dates identified in the
paragraph above and an informal cross party Member and Officer working
group has been looking at the options since November 2013. An interim
report of its progress was presented to the Strategic Leadership and
Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 6 May 2014,
which recommended that Cabinet consider the appointment of a project
manager to investigate all accommodation options. The report of the
Director of Environment and Shared Services considers ways to achieve
that recommendation and other immediate needs for funding to move
forward with the work of the group.

The group has an open remit as to future accommodation. It will consider
all options; i.e. leasing, buying, negotiating a new lease or building either
on its own land or land bought for the purpose.

Some work has been done on developing a blueprint for future office
accommodation in terms of spatial requirements, and this will be
developed further as part of the rationalisation if the break clause for the
first floor of Maidstone House is exercised in October 2016. The blue print
will form the basis of the Council’s long term spatial requirements.

Separately the Council is also progressing work on “channel shift”, with
the intention of reducing unnecessary contacts through getting things
right first time, clearer information and processes, greater availability of
on-line access and keeping face to face transactions to a minimum.
Output from this work will also need to inform the long term
accommodation strategy.

The long term aims for the Council are to reduce its accommodation costs,
provide more flexible working for staff, support a digital first approach to
customer service delivery and generate income where possible to mitigate
the cost of services to local taxpayers.

In order to properly consider the options for its long term accommodation
in a timely manner, the Council needs to obtain specialist advice from a
suitably qualified external advisor. The estimated cost is £50,000. The
advice will be expected to provide the following outcomes:



« A recommendation whether to lease, buy or build its future
accommodation requirements including outline, comparable capital
and lifetime costs;

« A template for its requirements in terms of size and location;
« Identification of suitable sites; and

« Evaluation of options for stand alone or shared accommodation or
as part of a mixed use development with an income stream.

It is proposed to invite quotations and procure the advisor between
September and December 2014; and for the final report to be available by
June 2015.

Additionally, in connection with the opportunity to exercise the break
clause for the first floor of Maidstone House in October 2016, potentially
reducing annual accommodation costs by £156,000, the Council needs to
examine the feasibility of so doing, and reach a decision before October
2015.

As this would involve relocation of Member facilities and Democratic
Services, into the Council’s remaining accommodation within Maidstone
House, it will be a challenging exercise and will need project management,
space planning and analysis of existing desk and meeting room usage and
storage requirements. To facilitate long term effective management of
these spaces, it is also proposed to investigate and procure suitable desk
and meeting room booking software. The estimated cost of this exercise
is £40,000.

It is proposed to undertake this exercise between September 2014 and
September 2015, resulting in the outcomes of new space plans for 2016
onwards and a blueprint for the Council’s spatial requirements for 2023
onwards.

The Cabinet was asked to approve the funding for this work to commence
and was advised that this can be achieved by using the resources
identified in the first quarter’s budget monitoring report elsewhere on the
agenda. The resources proposed come from the additional grant payment
of £198,000 relating to the return of the unused top slice for the business
rates safety net, details of which are set out in the first quarter’s
monitoring report.

The Cabinet noted that if the feasibility exercise concludes that exercising
the break clause is viable, the cost of facilitating the revised
accommodation in 2016 will be in the order of £240,000. This should be
considered in the context of annual reductions in rent of £82,780 (rising
to £89,875 from October 2018), business rates of £36,000 and running
costs of approximately £37,000; i.e. a total annual saving of £155,780. If
Member facilities and Democratic Services can be relocated to the
remaining accommodation in Maidstone House before October 2016 there
will be additional savings in the running costs.



As referred to above, there is a break clause in the licence with KCC that
allows termination of the Gateway arrangements. The options, if the
licence is terminated, are being examined and assessed, with the potential
of a further reduction in annual accommodation costs of up to £300,000 if
the Gateway building is wholly sub-let and arrangements are made to
provide alternative Gateway services.

The Cabinet will consider the options following the completion of the
feasibility and space planning exercises that are proposed. At that time
more accurate estimates of the likely capital cost of works required by
2016 will be available. Resources in both the revenue budget and the
capital programme can then be made available through the normal
process of inclusion in the medium term financial strategy.

Cabinet Members reiterated the need to ensure that the feasibility and
space planning exercises are completed on time and within budget, and
requested that details of the tender documentation and project
management plan be circulated when available.

Alternatives Considered and Why Rejected

If the Council does not undertake these actions in the timeframes and in
the manner proposed, it could put itself in a vulnerable position
commercially and with fewer options.

Funding for the initial costs could be identified from balances or other
savings could be sought. The use of the unexpected resources from the
business rates safety net top slice ensures that there is no consequence to
the Council’s budget or its financial stability.

Background Papers

None

Should you be concerned about this decision and wish to call it in, please
submit a call in form signed by any two Non-Executive Members to the
Head of Policy and Communications by: 22 August 2014.




