
BRECKLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL

Report of: Christine Marshall, Executive Director Commercialisation

To: Cllr G. Bambridge, Executive Member for Planning

Author: Caroline Hannon, Strategic Housing Manager

Subject: Acquisition of land and associated property at Elm Road, Thetford 

Purpose: To secure agreement to the acquisition, by the authority, of the former 
county council day centre and associated land holdings at Elm Road, 
Thetford. 

Recommendation(s): 

1) That subject to contract, formal valuation and satisfactory due diligence, that the authority 
progresses with the acquisition of the former county council day centre and associated land 
holdings at Elm Road, Thetford

2) That the purchase be funded utilising S106 Affordable Housing Commuted Sums as held by 
the authority, and that delegated authority be granted to the Executive Director - 
Commercialisation (the S151 Officer) to sign the necessary legal contracts to enable the 
purchase of this site at Elm Road, Thetford.

1.0 BACKGROUND

1.1 Breckland is an area of high housing need, both in terms of affordable housing to meet the 
long term needs of those whose needs are not met by the market, alongside demands for 
temporary accommodation. There is an identified shortfall of temporary accommodation for 
those households that the authority has a duty to support through housing legislation. This 
is resulting in many households being placed in expensive forms of nightly paid 
accommodation such as bed and breakfast establishments; sometimes out of district. This 
situation is unsatisfactory for the households who are affected who have to move away 
from services and communities and also for the authority in terms of a cost pressure.  

1.2 In terms of an overview of the current levels of housing needs within the district; 

 Of the c600 homes required in Breckland per annum, there is a need for 204 of those new 
homes to be affordable housing to meet the needs of those whose needs are not met by 
the market. This level of housing has been identified as being required on a rolling annual 
basis until 2036.

 There are c.1200 households on our housing register, seeking accommodation within 
Breckland

 In line with national trends, the authority has experienced a recent marked increase in the 
number of households seeking housing assistance from the authority with the number of 
enquiries increasing from 2056 in 2017/18 to 3849 in 2018/19. The likely longevity of this 
trend is not yet known, but the authority is monitoring the situation closely. 

 The use of B&B accommodation to meet the needs of vulnerable people who require 
temporary accommodation has increased.  There are currently 52 households in temporary 
accommodation (12 in Michael Monument Court in Dereham and 40 being accommodated 
in B&B accommodation).  



1.3 Breckland Council has long held investment funds to support the delivery of affordable 
housing. At the time of writing, the council currently holds £1,228,023 capital funding to 
support the supply of affordable housing across the district. This funding consists of monies 
set aside by the authority out of its own capital budgets (£525,276), alongside money 
received from developers in the form of affordable housing ‘commuted sums’ (£702,747).

1.4 On 20th March 2018, Cabinet approved an investment strategy that the Council will invest 
in property using this capital funding to meet both the short-medium term need for the 
temporary accommodation driven by the recent spike in demand, whilst investing in a 
prudent way that will provide long term benefits in terms of meeting the needs for general 
affordable housing within the district. 

1.5 In response to approval of this investment approach, officers have appraised a number of 
potential schemes that may suit the need. This activity has focused upon the following:

 Considering the available evidence concerning need, as a means of ensuring that the 
authority invests in the types of accommodation that will meet the evidenced need. 

 Identifying an investment strategy for time-limited funds with a short expiry period 
Identifying an investment strategy for the remaining funding, upon which similar short term 
time limits do not apply. 

1.6 Since the strategy was set officers have appraised seven potential properties that may play 
a role in meeting housing need, whilst also allowing timely investment for funds. 

1.7 In early 2019, through the council’s links with Norfolk County Council (NCC), officers 
became aware that NCC is proposing to sell a former day centre and associated land 
holdings at Elm Road, in Thetford. The property has been identified as one which is in a 
suitable location to meet both the short term need for temporary accommodation, and the 
long term need for additional affordable housing within both Thetford and the wider district. 

1.8     The site at Elm Road has served the community of Thetford since the 1980s. The acquisition 
will enable Breckland to meet a community need and to maintain the asset for future 
community benefit. The empty buildings on this site have attracted anti-social behaviour 
and vandalism.

1.9 The site is approximately 5700sqm (1.4 acres) and provides two existing buildings of 
approximately 1200sqm. The buildings were used as a day centre but have been unused 
and boarded up for several years. There are extensive grounds within the site boundary 
which have the potential for future development, subject to obtaining requisite planning 
approvals. 

1.10 The property consists of solid ground floors, cavity walls formed in facing brickwork, flat 
roofs and a combination of timber framed, PVCu and metal windows. The property currently 
comprises ground floor accommodation including a large courtyard and a large communal 
area surrounded by around 20 rooms and numerous WC facilities. There is a separate, 
smaller building to the rear of the site. The property requires renovation to return it to use. 

1.11 It is the view of officers that the site is well aligned to the investment strategy agreed in 
March 2018, in that the site provides a degree of flexibility concerning its potential use to 
meet housing needs within the district. The existing buildings could be refurbished to 
provide a quantum of accommodation which will meet/contribute to the current demand for 
temporary accommodation and could comprise self-contained flats, single bedrooms and 
double bedrooms which will meet the demand. Alongside, the existing buildings the site has 
the potential to be developed further to meet the long term needs for additional affordable 
housing.



1.12 In order to assist the authority in understanding the feasibility of a property refurbishment, 
officers have proposed an internal layout and have enlisted the support of the Daniel 
Connell Partnership to undertake an assessment of the suitability of different layout options; 
estimate cost of conversation and renovation; and planning requirements.

1.13 The report has identified that the property could reasonably provide a series of self-
contained flats with their own kitchen and bathroom alongside an additional number of 
single and double bedrooms with shared kitchen and bathroom facilities. If acquired, the 
intention would be to seek planning consent for refurbishment.

1.14 Prior to entering in to a contract to acquire this site, officers have undertaken a range of due 
diligence to verify the investment assumptions. This includes having financially modelled 
the refurbishment and use of the existing building for use as accommodation assuming 
operating costs in line with known costs associated with John Room House (a multi-
occupancy property owned by the authority in Thetford and managed by a partner 
organisation).  

1.15 The assessment provided by Daniel Connell Associates provides cost estimates for the 
refurbishment of the existing building to residential use for either temporary accommodation 
or affordable housing. The view of Daniel Connell Associates is that the cost estimates 
provided to the authority are based on prudent assumptions concerning cost. 

1.16    It should be noted that the estimated level of investment required to purchase the site and 
refurbish the property, including a project and construction contingency and budgets for 
professional and project management fees, marginally exceeds the currently available 
allocated budget for use by the authority on affordable housing. Consequently, should the 
authority be successful in obtaining planning consent for use of the building as 
accommodation, a tender exercise for the refurbishment will completed in order to derive 
best value in terms of market cost, and a full and final business case (incorporating full 
budgetary position and project costs) will be presented to members for consideration in due 
course. 

1.17 Officers have also undertaken due diligence in terms of Planning use for the existing 
property which has indicated that Planning Officers are generally supportive of the building 
being used for residential purposes.  Additionally, officers have explored the appetite from 
Registered Provider partners to support with the delivery of future housing management 
services from the site. This ‘soft market testing’ has identified initial interest from a number 
of accommodation providers to provide management services, if the authority was to 
pursue with proposals for the site.  

1.18 Following negotiation, the vendor has indicated that they are willing to sell the property to 
Breckland for £250,000 on the basis of a restrictive covenant reflecting an intended 
continuation of a community-focused use. The restrictive covenant covers both affordable 
and temporary accommodation, which reflects the authority’s purpose for acquiring the 
asset. A set of contractual Heads of Terms have been agreed, subject to formal approval 
and satisfactory due diligence.  If BDC is prepared to enact purchase, completion should be 
able to be achieved by mid-to-late August.

1.19 Based on the external appraisal of the site and existing properties and other due diligence, 
officers consider that the site would be a suitable acquisition to meet both short to medium 
term needs in terms of temporary accommodation requirements (both in terms of quantum, 
type and location), and long term wider affordable housing needs considering the size of 
the site, its location within the town boundary and the status of Thetford as a location where 
affordable housing delivery will be continued to be required into the longer term. 



1.20 Officers recommend to members that the authority proceeds with the purchase, with a view 
to develop firm proposals for the use of the building and the wider site within a short period 
of time. As firm proposals are developed for the site, those more detailed proposals will be 
subject to further community engagement, planning consent and approval of a full business 
case by members.

2.0 OPTIONS

2.1 Option 1 – That subject to contract, formal valuation and satisfactory due diligence, that 
the authority progresses with the acquisition of the former county council day centre and 
associated land holdings at Elm Road, Thetford. That the authority funds the acquisition 
utilising S106 Affordable Housing Commuted Sums as held by the authority, and that 
delegated authority be granted to the Executive Director - Commercialisation (the S151 
Officer) to sign the necessary legal contracts to enable the purchase of this site at Elm 
Road, Thetford (Recommended)

2.2 Option 2 – Do nothing. Under this option, the authority does not acquire the former 
county council day centre and associated land holdings at Elm Road, Thetford. 

3.0 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION(S)

3.1 The reason for the recommendation is to enable the authority to proceed with securing 
ownership of the former county council day centre and associated land holdings at Elm 
Road, Thetford, with a view to take forward emerging proposals concerning the use of the 
buildings and land at the site to support with meeting housing needs and demands within 
the district. 

4.0   EXPECTED BENEFITS

4.1 The following benefits are anticipated;

4.2 Securing ownership and control by the council of an asset in one of our major towns with 
significant potential to support the authority with meeting needs around temporary 
accommodation and affordable housing, into the short, medium and long term. 

4.3 Enabling the timely investment of commuted housing sums into a project that, subject to 
planning, can support the authority in meeting corporate objectives around supporting 
vulnerable people

4.4 Providing the opportunity to bring a long term vacant property and site back into use, 
improving residential amenity in the area and returning the property to a community-use.

4.5 Subject to further community engagement, planning and approval of a final costed business 
case, an increase in the provision of accommodation to meet the needs of vulnerable 
households within Breckland, which has the potential to bring with it significant added value 
in terms of health and wellbeing for residents, alongside financial savings for the authority. 
Elm Road has been specifically identified as a property that could make a sizable 
contribution to meeting the needs for accommodation within the district. 

5.0 FINANCIAL ASSESSMENT

5.1 A financial assessment of the capital cost of the acquisition and anticipated refurbishment 
of the existing buildings has been prepared alongside an assessment about the revenue 



costs and potential cost savings generated from the provision of temporary accommodation 
on the existing buildings.  This information is provided in Appendix One.

6.0 RISK ASSESSMENT

6.1 A full risk assessment for this project has been undertaken. This is provided at Appendix 
Two. 

7.0 IMPLICATIONS

In preparing this report, the report author has considered the likely implications of the 
decision - particularly in terms of Carbon Footprint / Environmental Issues; 
Constitutional & Legal; Contracts; Corporate Priorities; Crime & Disorder; Data Protection; 
Equality & Diversity/Human Rights; Financial; Health & Wellbeing; Reputation; Risk 
Management; Safeguarding; Staffing; Stakeholders/Consultation/Timescales; Other. 
Where the report author considers that there may be implications under one or more of 
these headings, these are identified below.

7.1 Constitution & Legal

7.1.1 Part 3, Section D4.3 of the constitution allows the expenditure of S106 Affordable Housing 
Commuted Sums, when allocated within the council’s budget, to be approved through a 
Portfolio Holder Decision route.  

7.2 Contracts

7.2.1 Heads of Terms have been agreed with the vendor concerning acquisition of the dwelling 
and associated land holdings. Should the authority proceed with acquisition, the authority 
will seek to develop a full contract of purchase, with a view to moving towards exchange 
and completion of contracts. 

7.3 Corporate Priorities

7.3.1 The use of the identified property as a means of supporting with the supply of 
accommodation within Breckland aligns with all four priorities contained within the 
Breckland Corporate Plan 2019-23, namely ‘Your Place’, ‘Your Health and Wellbeing’ and 
‘Your Opportunity’.

7.4 Crime and Disorder 

7.4.1 Elm Road has been vacant for a number of years, and as a consequence the site has 
attracted anti-social behaviour and vandalism. Returning the property to use for community 
benefit is anticipated to reduce such incidence and have a positive environmental effect. 

7.5 Financial 

7.5.1 A financial feasibility assessment of the costs associated with this project and the cost 
savings is attached at Appendix One. Whereas any resulting project involving the use of 
Elm Road will be subject to formal approval of a business case concerning any project as a 
whole, an initial feasibility assessment of the costs associated with a) renovating the 
property for a housing use, and b) operating the building as such on an ongoing basis is 
included within Appendix One. 



7.5.2    Furthermore, it should be noted that it is proposed that the acquisition of the property and 
associated land holdings be financed utilising affordable housing commuted sums funding, 
including time-limited funds that require investment in the short term. 

7.6 Risk Management 

7.6.1 A full risk assessment for this project has been undertaken. This is provided at Appendix 
Two. 

7.7 Stakeholders / Consultation / Timescales

7.7.1 Any detailed proposals concerning the use of the site for an accommodation use will be 
subject to further community engagement, planning consent and formal approval of a 
business case. 

7.7.2 In terms of timescales, the Heads of Terms associated with the acquisition (as agreed with 
Norfolk County Council) and the time-limited natured of the funds available to finance the 
acquisition require the authority to formalise any acquisition by September 2019. 

8.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED

8.1 This site is located in Thetford Burrell ward.

Background papers:-

Lead Contact Officer
Name and Post: Caroline Hannon, Strategic Housing Manager
Telephone Number: 07971 353863
Email: caroline.hannon@breckland-sholland.gov.uk

Key Decision: No 

Exempt Decision: No 

This report refers to a Discretionary Service 

Appendices attached to this report:
Appendix One Financial assessment - Exempt
Appendix Two Risk Assessment - Exempt 
Appendix Three Risk log - Exempt


