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1. Introduction

1.1 This report sets out some key information about the economic and social 
circumstances of businesses and residents in the Tunbridge Wells Borough 
Council area1.

1.2 The report is intended to supplement information contained within the West 
Kent AIF by broadening the scope to include rural2, town centre and tourism 
issues. It is also serves to update knowledge contained within the AIF where 
there is more recent published information.

1.3 The key purpose of this report is to highlight salient features or issues that 
could be pursued further in order to inform the development of the Council’s 
Economic Development Strategy. It therefore represents the first stage in the 
strategy development process. Some of the data reported are from surveys 
and it will be useful to test if these findings are consistent with the 
experiences of local businesses.

1.4 This report is not intended to provide a comprehensive digest of information. 
Key reports will be referred to in this document where further information is 
available.

1.5 Data are presented here concerning Tunbridge Wells with some comparative 
information where available. It is recognised, however, that the economy does
not stop or start at the administrative boundaries of the borough.

1.6 Although this report is presented in seven sections, many of the issues 
identified are inter-related.

                                                
1 Tunbridge Wells is used in this report to mean the Borough of Tunbridge Wells. The town itself is referred to as
Tunbridge Wells town centre
2 10 wards are defined as rural for the purposes of this report, based on KCC definitions
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2. Population and economic activity

Key points:

• Tunbridge Wells’  residents have high levels of economic activity - more
people work full time and are self employed than in the rest of Kent.

• Self employment levels are particularly high in the rural areas

• Relatively few young adults live in the borough, particularly in rural areas

2.1 According to Mid Year Population Estimates (2002) there are 104,000 
residents in the borough comprising 50,000 males and 54,000 females. 
Based on the 2001 Census, 55% of residents can be defined as living in 
urban wards and 45% in rural wards.

2.2 63,000 people (60.4%) are estimated to be of working age, which is slightly 
lower than the SE and GB average (61.4% and 61.7%). There is a relative 
shortfall of people aged 18-29 in the borough in comparison with the South 
East and Great Britain as a whole.

2.3 Looking at the age profile of the urban and rural populations, for those aged 
under 18 the rural urban distribution is broadly in line with the population as a 
whole. For the 25-44 age group however 60% live in urban wards which 
represents a marked difference. Proportionately more people in rural areas 
are in the 45-65 age group. For those aged over 65 slightly more live in urban
wards, as shown below (Table 1). The relative shortfall of younger adults in 
Tunbridge Wells as a whole is further emphasised in the rural parts of the 
borough.

Table 1
Urban and Rural population by age, 2001

Age Urban Rural
Number % Rural

<18 69,284 59,051 46
18-24 4,057 2,912 42
25-44 17,732 12,072 40
45-65 13,011 13,033 50
65+ 9,448 7,460 44
Source: Census, 2001

2.4 There is considerable variation within the broad urban rural groupings. For 
example, in terms of the 25 to 44 years age group there are higher 
proportions in particular urban wards (St John’s, Culverden and 
Southborough) and the lowest in the rural wards of Frittenden and 
Sissinghurst and Benenden and Cranbrook. These rural wards have the 
highest levels of people aged 45 to 65 but not 65 and over. Urban wards of 
Park, Broadwater and Southborough have the highest proportion of over 65s.

2.5 St John’s, Sherwood, St James and Paddock Wood West have the largest 
proportion of under 4’s.
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Economic activity

2.6 Tunbridge Wells residents enjoy high levels of economic activity with 7 in 10 
(71%) residents aged 16 to 74 declaring themselves economically active in 
2001 (in comparison with 67% for Kent as a whole).

2.7 More people work full time and are self employed than in Kent as a whole 
whilst broadly equivalent levels of people work part time.

2.8 Urban rural differences of economic activity show only 39% of the borough’s 
economically active people live in rural areas. This is probably largely related 
to the population age profile identified above.

2.9 Interestingly only 34% of the borough’s full time employees and 40% of part 
time employees live in rural wards. In contrast almost one half of self 
employed people (51% with employees and 46% without) live in rural areas.

2.10 Economic activity rates are particularly high in the urban wards of St James
and St Johns (77%) and Culverden (75%). Lowest levels occur in Broadwater
and Speldhurst and Bidborough where there are higher levels of retired
people.

2.11 Full time employment is again highest in the urban wards of St James, St 
Johns and Culverden, followed by Paddock Wood.

2.12 12% of all economically active residents in the borough are self employed. 
This is well above the 9% level for Kent as a whole. As previously mentioned, 
self employment is particularly important in rural areas. As a proportion of the 
economically active population, levels of self employment are highest in the 
following rural areas:

• Frittenden and Sissinghurst (19%)
• Brenchley and Horsmonden (17%)
• Hawkhurst and Sandhurst (16%)
• Goudhurst and Lamberhurst (16%)
• Benenden and Cranbrook (15%)
• Speldhurst and Bidborough (14%)

2.13 Self employment levels are lowest in Paddock Wood West (7%), Sherwood 
(8%), Broadwater, Southborough and High Brooms (9%), St James and 
Paddock Wood East (10%).

2.14 These data indicate the high level of local entrepreneurship in the more rural
areas of the borough and substantiate the finding in the Strategic Investment
and Policy Framework (SPIF) of 18.6% economically active in rural West Kent
being self employed versus 13.3% in urban West Kent 3.

2.15 Although unemployment levels are very low in the borough at 1.9% in 2001, 
the highest levels occur in the urban wards of St James (3%), Broadwater 
(2.8%) and Sherwood (2.4%), according to the Census.

2.16 The most recently available data concerning Job Seekers Allowance (for 
people under pensionable age who are available for, and actively seeking, 

                                                
3 Strategic Investment and Policy Framework for Rural Kent, CSES, 2004
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work) show only 653 claimants in Tunbridge Wells in June 2004, representing
only 1% of resident working age people. This is extremely low and compares 
with 2.3% for GB as a whole4.

Key Issues

2.17 Tunbridge Wells residents are highly economically active with more urban 
residents dependent on ‘employment’ than in rural areas (and most jobs are 
located in urban areas. See section 3). These may be more affected by any 
down turn in local employment availability than rural areas.

2.18 The cost of living in rural areas in West Kent appears to be a major factor in 
the age distribution of residents. As identified in the AIF most young people 
attend university away from Kent and do not or can not return. The current 
age profile in rural areas could have implications for future levels of economic 
activity but it must not be assumed that the population is static. It could be 
that there will be a continuing flow of early middle aged people into the area 
seeking family houses or business opportunities away from, but within 
commuting distance of, London, coupled with a tendency of people to retire 
away from the area.

2.19 It is widely accepted that entrepreneurial levels tend to be low in more 
‘deprived’ areas. This suggests that there could be issues in Paddock Wood 
West and Sherwood for example where aspirations could be raised 
concerning self employment opportunities or where barriers exist concerning 
available business premises, business skills or financial literacy.

2.20 Apart from Paddock Wood West the high levels of entrepreneurship could 
indicate high levels of affluence within rural areas (as identified in the SPIF) 
although this is a generalisation and businesses will be operating at widely 
different levels of profitability.

                                                
4 Claimant Count, NOMIS, 2004
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3. Employment

Key points:

• Employment in Tunbridge Wells increased by 7% during 1995-2002

• Retail, hotels and restaurants have formed the main employment growth
sector and now account for 3 in 10 jobs

• Within Tunbridge Wells town centre employment is becoming increasingly
retail dominated

3.1 In Tunbridge Wells there are about 5,400 business establishments5 of 
which 4,770 are registered for VAT at the start of 20036. These employed 
52,600 people in 2002.

3.2 The largest sector of employment is retail, hotels and restaurants with 
15,400 jobs. This represents three in ten jobs in the borough. The finance and
business services sector and the public administration, education and 
health sector both employ 12,500 people (each representing just under one 
quarter of all jobs).

Table 2 Employment share by sector, 2002 (Percentage)

 
Tunbridge

Wells
Kent and
Medway South East

Primary Industries 2.7 2.9 1.7
Manufacturing 7.6 12.2 10.6
Construction 3.2 4.4 3.9
Distribution, hotels and restaurants 29.3 28.8 26.3
Transport and communications 4.8 6.5 6.4
Finance, IT, other business activities 23.8 16.5 23.0
Public administration, education & health 23.8 24.3 23.0
Other services 4.8 4.4 5.1

Source: ABI, 2002

3.3 Distribution, hotels and restaurants account for a slightly larger employment 
share in Tunbridge Wells than in Kent and Medway and the South East as a 
whole (see Table 2) whilst the finance and business services sector, although
accounting for more employment than in Kent and Medway, is broadly 
equivalent to South East levels.

3.4 Manufacturing, construction and transport and communications account for 
fewer jobs in Tunbridge Wells than in Kent and the South East.

3.5 Primary industries, which comprises mostly agriculture accounts for 3% of 
local employment.

3.6 Local employment is therefore more dependent on the service sector 
(particularly retail, hotels and restaurants plus financial and business 
services) than in Kent and Medway and the South East as a whole (nb. These

                                                
5 ABI, 2002
6 SBS VAT registrations and De registrations, 1994-2002
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data may predate the downsizing of some financial service operations in the 
Borough).

3.7 Looking at employment trends since 1995 some interesting features are 
apparent (Table 3):

Table 3 Employment change in Tunbridge Wells 1995-2002
 Change 1995 - 2002
 Number %
Primary Industries -700 -33.3
Manufacturing -400 -9.1
Construction 300 21.4
Distribution, hotels and restaurants 3,700 31.6
Transport and communications -500 -16.7
Banking, finance and insurance, etc 2,300 22.5
Public administration, education & health -1,800 -12.6
Other services 600 31.6
Total 3,600 7.3

Source: ABI, 2002

• The Tunbridge Wells area accounted for a net increase of 3,600 jobs (7%)
by 2002, but this is low relative to Kent and Medway as a whole where
employment increased by almost 16%.

• Agricultural employment in Tunbridge Wells has declined by 700 jobs
(one third) and this represents 50% of all primary industry job losses in
Kent and Medway between 1995 and 2002.

• Manufacturing employment has declined by almost 10% or 400 jobs
(representing one quarter of Kent and Medway job losses in the sector).
Public services accounted for the largest absolute decline with 1800 jobs
lost in the period.

• Employment in retail, hotels and restaurants in the borough has increased
by 3,700 jobs (almost one third), but this represents only 7% of the
increase which has occurred across Kent and Medway as a whole.

• Finance and business services employment increased by 2,300 (23%)
representing 12% of the overall increase in employment in Kent and
Medway.

Urban rural differences

3.8 Two thirds (67%) of all jobs in the borough are located in urban wards. There 
are, however, distinct differences in some sectors in terms of the rural urban 
distribution of employment:

• As would be expected 91% of primary industry jobs are located in rural
wards, followed by 60% of construction employment, 55% of
education and 47% of health sector employment

• In contrast 96% of finance, 82% of public administration and 71/72%
of retail, transport and business services employment are located in
urban wards
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• Rural urban employment ratios in hotels and restaurants and
manufacturing broadly follow the borough average (one third rural to
two thirds urban).

3.9 Looking at the relative importance of sectors in terms of overall employment, 
within urban areas finance and real estate (including business services) 
accounts for three in ten jobs and wholesale and retail for 25% (Table 4).

Table 4
Urban Rural employment by sector (Percentage)

Urban Rural
% %

Primary* 0.1 4.4
Manufacture 7.2 16.2
Construction 1.9 3.6
Wholesale/retail 24.5 26.6
Hotels/restaurants 6.7 5.6
Transport 5.3 4.9
Finance 14.3 0.9
Real Estate 15.1 10.6
Public Admin 2.8 0.4
Education 4.8 9.3
Health 11.5 27.6
Other community 5.1 1.5
* the level of primary sector employment may be understated due to data suppression
Source: ABI, 2002

3.10 In rural areas, health accounts for 28% of employment followed closely by 
wholesale and retail (27%), then manufacturing (16%). The location of 
hospitals in Pembury, Benenden and Hawkhurst plus a hospice (also in 
Pembury) are all within rural designated wards and are likely to be a major 
factor here. However, if health employment was not so significant the 
importance of wholesale and retail employment would be even more marked 
in rural wards.

3.11 In terms of the number of businesses in rural wards the highest number are in
real estate/business services (703) representing 32% of businesses, followed 
by retail (473, 22%) construction, (238, 11%) and manufacturing (148, 7%). 
Note: detailed numbers of agricultural businesses have been suppressed 
(Table 5).

Table 5
Number of businesses in urban and rural wards, 2002
 

Urban Rural
Real estate/business services 1083 703
Wholesale/retail 1063 473
Construction 214 238
Manufacture 205 148
Hotels and restaurants 199 126
Source: ABI, 2002

3.12 The business services organisations include a large number of very small 
businesses (average 2.9 employees per business), possibly enjoying the 
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benefits of a more rural working environment. Note that these figures will not 
include all the self employed people identified in the 2001 Census as outlined 
previously.

3.13 It is interesting to note that rural based manufacturing businesses employ an 
average of 10 employees, hotels and restaurants 9, wholesale and retail just 
over 7 and construction just over 4 employees.

3.14 Since 1995 the largest jobs gain in rural wards has been in wholesale and 
retail (673), construction (490) and hotels and restaurants (472). 
Manufacturing has declined by 203 jobs.

Where have the jobs increased or decreased?

3.15 A detailed analysis carried out internally by Borough Council staff has 
identified particular wards where job losses have been greatest. This has 
highlighted a net loss of just over 1000 jobs in the Tunbridge Wells town 
centre wards of Culverden and Park, pointing to a decline in town centre jobs 
in health and social care, communications, public administration, construction 
and manufacturing. Since 1995 employment in these wards has declined by 
7% and 5% respectively. Alongside this there has also been an overall loss of
employment land to housing in these areas.

3.16 These job losses have been offset by a growth in retail employment in the 
Pantiles, in the town centre, and also in the more outlying retail park in 
Sherwood ward. The implications of these data is that Tunbridge Wells town 
centre is becoming a more retail dominated economy.

3.17 The other area of overall employment loss occurred in Cranbrook, 
representing 5% of 1995 employment. Losses occurred across a range of 
sectors with the main exception of hotels and restaurants where the number 
of jobs increased during the period.

3.18 The areas with the greatest employment growth during the period 1995-2004 
in absolute terms are Sherwood, Pembury, Pantiles and Paddock Wood, 
accounting for an additional 3228 jobs in total. These areas also show 
substantial increases in relative terms with employment growth of 17%, 23%, 
20% and 13% respectively. Alongside retail employment growth already 
mentioned, health employment was the main increase in Pembury whilst 
employment increased in retail and services but also in a number of other 
sectors in Paddock Wood.

3.19 Hawkhurst and Goudhurst also showed net increases in employment of 18% 
and 30% respectively over 1995 levels.

The land based sector

3.20 Data suggest that in 1994 there were about 315 VAT registered enterprises 
engaged in agriculture in the Borough. By 2003 this has fallen to 270, a loss 
of 45 enterprises (14%).

3.21 Although accounting for low levels of recorded employment, because 
many farmers are self employed and use family and casual labour, the level 
of employment in the sector in Kent has declined to 36% of its 1950 level by 
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2000. Nevertheless, the land based economy is important to the local 
economy and environment.

3.22 According to ‘The Land Based Economy of Kent’7, the agricultural economy 
of the Borough comprises 2 main land use types, the Western Weald with 
grazing and arable cropping and the Weald Fruit Belt which predominates. 
This is the fruit growing heartland of Kent together with nursery stock and 
woodlands. The area is particularly characterised by relatively small holdings 
with most holdings below 20 ha and a number of ‘hobby’ (non commercial) 
farms and small horticultural units.

3.23 Although varying by nature of produce, low profitability has been a feature of 
many sectors of the land based economy, often constrained by major 
purchasers such as supermarkets. There is a risk of the sector contracting 
further unless businesses can adapt to changing market conditions.

3.24 Interestingly horticulture in Kent as a whole derives 52% of farm gate income 
from 4% of the land area whilst forestry is estimated to produce insignificant 
income from 11% of the land area.

3.25 The economic future of woodlands is likely to rely on their promotion for 
multi purpose land use for recreational and environmental benefits. There is 
general agreement (but not quantified) of the huge financial value of 
landscape management performed by agriculture.

3.26 Kent is capable of providing a significant proportion of local consumption 
across a wide range of foods and farmers markets are considered to be a key
element in providing direct sales to the public. Markets in Cranbrook and 
Tunbridge Wells are seen as adding to their vibrancy, providing direct contact 
between producers and consumers plus having health benefits of fresh and 
fully traceable food, although as yet they are considered mostly as a leisure 
activity rather than a main shopping activity by shoppers.

Key issues

3.27 Recent employment growth has been relatively low in Tunbridge Wells 
although this is not surprising given the overall constraints to development. 
Most growth has occurred in retail, hotel and catering together with financial 
and business services growth. Retail employment is increasingly important in 
Tunbridge Wells town centre. The borough has been a significant area for 
job losses in primary and manufacturing sectors, thus further emphasising the
dependence on service sector employment. With the recent loss of some 
service sector employment, not yet reflected in these data, there is a need to 
guard against the loss of breadth or diversity in the Borough’s employment 
base.

Options for consideration include:

• Undertaking further research or consultation into the scale of loss of major
financial services employers and large office accommodation and the
extent to which there is sufficient office accommodation for the new
smaller business services organisations

                                                
7 The Land Based Economy of Kent, Land Use Consultants with Kernon Countryside Consultants, 2002
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• Looking at opportunities to attract additional financial and business
services companies into the Borough, in partnership with Locate in Kent

• The need to maintain the attractiveness of the area for the continued
competitiveness of the retail and leisure sectors as key sources of
employment in towns as well as for the financial and business services
sector

• A competitive retail sector within rural areas is also highlighted as
important for maintaining local employment alongside the health sector.

• Further job losses within manufacturing, in line with national trends, could
impact most in rural wards. The importance of small manufacturing and
construction businesses in the rural economy must not be forgotten and
needs to be borne in mind in terms of planning consents

• The rural economy (i.e. businesses in rural areas) may appear to be more
self reliant and sustainable with less dependence on larger companies,
although this presupposes that a market for these rural based products
and services can be sustained. There is a continued need for rural
businesses to maintain their competitive edge

• Other options identified in the SPIF include the need to:

o develop further local purchasing and supply chain initiatives to
strengthen the position of the land based sector

o raise awareness of and further develop farmers markets
o encourage public authorities to increase their purchasing of food and

other supplies from local sources.

More generally the SPIF identifies the need to encourage business in 
rural areas rather than purely land based businesses, through:

o rural tourism, leisure and recreational activities
o promotion of new types of businesses and entrepreneurship
o establishing a network of rural business incubators
o planning policies that assist farm diversification and support

appropriate development in the wider rural economy

These aspects should be explored more fully in order to identify the priorities 
for the Borough’s rural economy.
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4. Business Development

Key points:

• Business stock has increased 15% since 1994, mostly since 2000,
suggesting few barriers to entrepreneurs establishing businesses.

• Business services companies represent the largest number of
business organisations and have experienced the largest growth,
followed by retail businesses.

4.1 VAT registration and deregistration data provide an insight into the dynamics 
of the local economy. Since 1994 there has been a 15% increase in the stock 
of local businesses but this masks great variation between sectors.

• Business service providers (including finance, surveyors, solicitors,
consultancies, etc.) increased by 43% to become the largest sector in
terms of the number of business units (Table 6)

• Other major growth sectors were hotels and restaurants (32%) and retail
(22%)

• Declining sectors were agriculture and construction (-14%), manufacturing
(-11%) and transport (-6.5%)

• To put these figures into context there was a net addition of 480 business
services organisations, 225 wholesale and retail outlets and 60 hotels and
restaurants to the business stock between 1994 and 2003.

Table 6 Business Stock at start of year in Tunbridge Wells

 1994 2003
%

change
Agriculture 315 270 -14.3
Manufacturing 355 315 -11.3
Construction 510 440 -13.7
Wholesale, retail and repairs 1025 1250 22.0
Hotels and restaurants 185 245 32.4
Transport, storage and communication 155 145 -6.5
Financial intermediation 50 55 10.0
Real estate, renting and business activities 1105 1585 43.4
Public administration 380 400 5.3
Education, Health and social work 60 65 8.3
Total 4140 4770 15.2

Source: VAT Registrations and De Registrations, 1994-2992, SBS

4.2 These overall trends mask the considerable movement within the business 
economy with 560 VAT registrations and 455 de-registrations in 2002 alone, 
representing some 20% of the business stock. There are year on year 
variations but since 1994 there has been ‘churning’ of between 19 to 23% of 
the business stock (note: deregistration does not necessarily mean a 
business failure, but also change in ownership, trading name, etc.).
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4.3 It is interesting to note that over half of the net overall increase in business 
stock in Tunbridge Wells has occurred since 2000. This is interesting because
in many parts of the UK there were reduced business starts largely attributed 
to a loss of confidence following September 11th and also the effect of foot 
and mouth disease in some rural areas.

4.4 One possible reason is the downsizing of city/global firms may have provided 
an entrepreneurial ‘push’ and led to some business starts by ‘own account’ 
workers, resident in the Borough.

4.5 The number of VAT registrations per head of population is a measure used by
the Treasury to assess the entrepreneurial nature of areas. In 2002 there 
were 68 registrations per 10,000 population in Tunbridge Wells which is the 
highest in Kent and well above the Kent level (40) and the South East as a 
whole (44).

4.6 This assessment is confirmed by Barclays Bank data8 which identified the
Tunbridge Wells post code area as having the fifth highest business start up 
rate per head of working population outside London in 2002.

4.7 It was considered that reasons for this included the particular characteristics 
of the opportunities presented in a medium sized town, proximity to London 
and relatively cheaper staff and premises costs.

4.8 London Business School research9 has identified the ‘typical entrepreneur’ as
‘a graduate male with an income in the top third of the distribution, is 
employed and aged between 35 and 44’. This suggests that a key driver for 
business starts locally could be people seeking a change from the ‘rat race’ 
and commuting or voluntary redundancy following the downsizing of 
businesses.

Key Issues

• In the short term, in terms of business starts there appear to be few
obvious barriers to entrepreneurship locally, and particularly in rural areas,
with a major boost occurring in recent years.

• Further research is required into the level of lifestyle businesses within the
new surge of new business starts together with those with potential (and
inclination) to grow. Also the extent to which some business may be
constrained in growing through barriers such as a lack of suitable
premises. A national FSB survey has identified that new business owners
are more likely to operate from home based premises10

• The predominance of business services employment and the narrowing of
the economic base of the Borough identified in Section 3, is borne out by
VAT data and is a point of concern regarding future sustainability

• However, the predominance of business services could also be a strength
in terms of a clustering of services which could be developed and

                                                
8 Barclays Small Business Survey Start ups and Closures, Quarter Four, 2002
9 Global Enterprise Monitor Report UK, London Business School, 2002
10 Lifting the Barriers to Growth in UK Small Businesses, Federation of Small Businesses, 2004
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promoted. This sector could be the focus of further investigation to identify
particular strengths.

• It is important not to be complacent about the current situation. 2000 and
2001 appear to be exceptional years in business starts. There is a
continuing need to develop new businesses yet in the context of an
ageing population (and relatively few people aged 18-44) this could
become more difficult in the longer term.
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5. Land and premises for economic development

Key points:

• Land used for office and light industrial purposes has declined in recent
years, although some is now used for retail purposes

• Most new employment land gains have occurred in rural areas

• Demand for large office units appears weak but strong for very small units

5.1 With the significant constraints to development across the borough, both the 
proposed Kent Structure Plan and the Tunbridge Wells Local Plan identify no 
major release of land for business use in the borough. The main employment 
site for development in West Kent is at Kings Hill. Indeed Kings Hill has been 
the main focus for employment growth in West Kent, and also in terms of 
Locate in Kent’s inward investment successes, in recent years11.

5.2 The main Economic Development Areas in the Borough are:

• Longfield Road and High Brooms Estate (Tunbridge Wells)
• Transfesa and Eldon Way (Paddock Wood)
• Gills Green (Hawkhurst)

But there has been a relatively low level of take up of allocations. Further 
detailed discussion about provision is provided in ‘Provision of land for 
economic development purposes’, Topic Paper 3, Local Plan Review Inquiry.

5.3 Land and premises for economic development excludes retail/leisure 
activities so this section focuses on more traditional A2/B1, B2/B8 provision. 
Although there are significant year on year variations it is important to note 
that between 1998 and 2003 there was a net loss of space for these 
employment purposes in the borough (although there has been some 
conversion to retail use).

5.4 Approximately 16,000 square metres have been lost overall during this 
period comprising about 16,000 square metres of A2/B1 and 3,000 square 
metres of B8 accommodation balanced by a gain of 3000 square metres of 
B2 provision12. Much of the loss has occurred in areas in Tunbridge Wells, 
Paddock Wood, Hawkhurst and Cranbrook which are outside the Economic 
Development Areas. In part, this confirms the increasing importance of retail 
employment as identified in section 3 in the local economy.

5.5 Apart from development within the Economic Development Areas, much of 
land that has been developed for employment purposes in recent years has 
come from the reuse or conversion of rural buildings (over 37,000 square 

                                                
11 Annual Report, Locate in Kent, 2004, (note only 1 inward investment success was reported to Tunbridge Wells for
office accommodation)
12 Kent and Medway Structure Plan, mapping out the future: Working Paper 2 Economy Workforce and Employment
Land
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metres during 1991-2003) accounting for almost 30% of economic 
development gains13.

5.6 According to a recent consultation14 there is a perceived shortage of small 
industrial units in the borough together with open land for storage. Demand 
for large scale office accommodation is generally considered to be weak but 
in contrast smaller units of less than 200m2 are more in demand. This is 
confirmed by enquiries handled by Locate in Kent. During the year to June 
2004 there were 31 enquiries for office accommodation of up to 5000 sq.ft.

5.7 There is also evidence, according to the Market demand report, that demand 
is largely driven by indigenous business and local people.

Key Issues

5.8 It is unknown whether there is a real gap in the market for small industrial 
premises and office accommodation that may require partnership activity in 
order to provide solutions. This needs to be tested further.

5.9 Although there is a need to secure increased provision for affordable housing 
in the borough, the loss of employment land, if it continues, could lead to a 
further narrowing of the economic base and yet more people living in and 
working outside the borough. Increased retail employment is likely to lead to 
increased inward commuting owing to the skills profile of the resident 
population.

5.10 As identified by KCC ‘It remains important to make the best use of 
employment land within the urban area to refresh the business mix in 
Tunbridge Wells and ensure that any potential of the local economy is not 
frustrated by lack of choice’

5.11 Pressure for residential use of employment land remains high owing to the 
investment return but a balance must be struck not only in urban but also 
rural areas. The rural areas appear to have been a significant provider of 
employment land and, as appropriate, this needs to be able to continue.

                                                
13 Local Plan Review Inquiry, Topic Paper 3 Provision for Economic Development, Tunbridge Wells Borough Council,
2003
14 Business Market demand report, Tunbridge Wells Borough Council, 2003
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6. Business Skills

Key Points:

• Both inward and outward commuting for work purposes has increased
with about 40,000 people doing so in 2001

• The Borough is a net importer of people working in retail, hotels and
restaurants and public administration

• Tunbridge Wells has a highly skilled population with many of those
working in high skilled occupations commuting out of the borough

6.1 In 2001 the Borough had a resident population of 50,860 in employment and 
a workplace population of 50,340 which would appear to be broadly in 
balance.

6.2 However since 1991 there has been a decline of 450 people living and 
working in the Borough coupled with an increase of 29% or 4,380 people
working in the borough but living elsewhere. Given that the workplace 
population increased by 3,940 during this period it suggests that increasingly 
local employers are recruiting more people from outside the borough. 
According to the 2001 Census 19,420 people living outside the borough filled 
almost 4 in 10 local jobs.

6.3 There has also been an increase of 4,130 of people living in the borough but 
working elsewhere since 1991, adding to the overall level of travel 
movements for employment purposes. They accounted for 4 in 10 of 
residents in employment, some 19,950 people.

Movement of skills

6.4 From the Census we can gain an impression of the sectors residents of the 
borough work in, and in which sectors the borough exports or imports the 
necessary skills. This is important in terms of the sustainability of the local 
economy and use made of the transport infrastructure. More detailed 
commuting data will soon be made available by KCC which will aid 
understanding.

6.5 In the meantime, the following section presents a crude comparison using the
2001 Census (identifying sector of employment of residents) and 2002 Annual
Business Inquiry (identifying jobs within the Borough). Note that the ABI is 
calculated in the form of full time equivalent (FTE) jobs whilst the Census 
includes both full (FT) and part time (PT) employment as well as self 
employment. In Tunbridge Wells, of the 52,400 economically active people,
over 9,200 work part time and 8,700 are self employed1. Census figures 
should therefore be higher than ABI, so where Census figures are lower this 
clearly shows a sector where the net commuting effect is inward.

6.6 In many cases it is difficult to assess but Table 7 suggests that the main 
sector where the Borough imports skills and manpower is in retail, hotels and
restaurants and with many jobs in these organisations being part time, the net
movement of staff is likely to be great.
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Table 7
Number of employees and resident employment by sector

 
ABI

 FTE1

Census
FT and

PT5
 Possible

flow
Primary Industries 1,400 1,190 Importer
Manufacturing 4,000 5,062  ?
Construction 1,700 3,611 Exporter
Distribution, hotels and restaurants 15,400 10,094 Importer
Transport and communications 2,500 3,250 ? 
Banking, finance and insurance, etc 12,500 12,885 Both
Public administration, education & health 12,500 11,640 Importer
Other services 2,500 2,782  ?

Source: Census 2001, ABI, 2002

6.7 Public administration, education and health is another area where there 
appears to be a net movement of people into the borough and to a lesser 
extent in primary industries.

6.8 The Borough is likely to be an importer and exporter of banking, finance and 
insurance staff as a proportion of local residents working in these sectors 
would commute to London and many would be self employed.

6.9 Tunbridge Wells could be a net exporter people working in the construction 
sector.

6.10 The net importing of people working in retail, hotels and restaurants and 
public administration is important not only in terms of labour supply but also in
terms of purchasing power in town centres during the week

Skill levels

6.11 The occupations of Tunbridge Wells residents provides an indication of 
resident skill levels. Local skills levels are high with 48% of residents working 
in the three highest skilled occupations (Managers, Professional and 
Associate Professional) as shown in Table 8. This is higher than the South 
East and Kent as a whole.

Table 8
Percentage resident workforce occupations, 2001

Tunbridge
Wells Kent

South
East

Managers and Senior Officials 19.2 16.3 18.0
Professional Occupations 13.0 10.6 12.5
Associate Professional and Technical
Occupations 15.8 14.0 15.1
Administrative and Secretarial Occupations 13.4 14.3 14.3
Skilled Trades Occupations 10.6 12.4 11.3
Personal Service Occupations 6.6 8.0 7.1
Sales and Customer Service Occupations 6.6 8.0 7.6
Process, Plant and Machine Operatives 4.9 3.9 3.3
Elementary Occupations 9.8 12.4 10.8
Source: Census 2001
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6.12 The table also highlights the relatively low proportion of residents working in 
personal service, sales and customer service occupations. This reinforces the
evidence for these skills to be imported into the Borough.

Qualifications

6.13 From the 2001 Census, information is available about the highest level of 
qualification gained by residents. The qualification levels of residents is high 
relative to Kent and the South East generally. Almost one quarter of residents
(24%) have attained degree level or equivalent qualifications, in comparison 
with 17% for Kent and 22% for the South East.

6.14 In the borough as a whole 38% of the population had no or low qualifications 
in 2001 (that is below 5 GCSEs or NVQ level 2). This compares well with 47%
in Kent and 41% in the South East.

6.15 There is considerable variation within the borough with high levels of low or 
no qualifications occurring in Sherwood, Southborough and High Brooms and 
Paddock Wood West (Table)

Table 9
Percentage population with no or low qualifications5

Ward
% no or low

qualifications
Sherwood 52
Southborough and High
Brooms 49
Paddock Wood West 49
Rusthall 47
Paddock Wood East 45
Capel 44
Broadwater 43

Source: Census 2001

6.16 A very different picture emerges looking at high level qualifications with up to 
40% in Pantiles and St Mark’s with degree level or above in contrast with only
14% in Sherwood and Paddock Wood West (Table 10).

6.17 In terms of rural urban differences in qualification levels, urban areas have 
both the highest and some of the lowest attainments. But overall qualification 
levels are generally slightly lower in rural areas.
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Table 10
Percentage population with high level qualifications5

 Ward
%high level

qualifications
Pantiles and St Mark`s 40
Culverden 38
Speldhurst and Bidborough 32
Park 31
Southborough North 29
St James` 27
Frittenden and Sissinghurst 27
St John`s 26
Goudhurst and Lamberhurst 25
Brenchley and Horsmonden 25
Benenden and Cranbrook 23
Pembury 22
Hawkhurst and Sandhurst 21
Broadwater 21
Capel 18
Rusthall 17
Southborough and High
Brooms 15
Paddock Wood East 15
Sherwood 14
Paddock Wood West 14

Source: Census 2001

Key Issues

6.18 The current skills profile of the resident population points to the inevitability 
of the inward movement of people in order to support the local economy. The 
majority travel by car and it is important to minimise the adverse effects of 
this. The apparent increase in retail employment suggests not only the inward
movement of more people for employment purposes but with a widening of 
shopping opportunities, more shopping visits.

6.19 Currently, the Borough Council is considering a number of options, but the 
evidence suggests the need to maintain and develop activities regarding:

• Reviewing car parking provision in the context of planning consents

• Working with employers to encourage Green Travel Plans/car sharing

• Options for the development of Park and Ride facilities (often successfully
used by workers for all day parking as well as shopping visits)
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7. Tourism

Key points:

• Tourism is estimated to contribute  £125m annually to the Tunbridge
Wells economy, and is seen as particularly important in rural areas

• The level of employment in tourism is lower than in Kent as a whole

• A shortage of hotel accommodation has been identified, which is
required to attract high value visitors to the areas

7.1 The following section provides a general overview of tourism in the Borough. 
It is complied from a range of data mostly supplied by Marketing and Tourism 
staff. Please note that some data only include registered accommodation and
there are different interpretations as to the scope of ‘tourism’15.

7.2 Tunbridge Wells is well endowed as a tourist destination through the beauty 
of the landscape, the High Weald AONB and ‘Garden of England’ 
characteristics.  In addition the area is renown for a number of gardens and 
historic buildings, picturesque villages as well as Royal Tunbridge Wells spa 
town heritage.

7.3 In Tunbridge Wells the industry is characterised by a number of family or 
‘lifestyle’ businesses (e.g. bed and breakfasts). Many such business owners 
are satisfied with their business as it is. This has implications in terms of 
future growth within the Borough and their openness to consultation and 
involvement. In contrast, the majority of new hotel development in the UK is 
driven by the major hotel chains, so the authority needs to be aware of the 
extent that it can influence the sector and be clear about to what extent it
should be proactive in attracting new hotel development.

Scale of tourism activity in Tunbridge Wells

7.4      This section outlines, from the available data, the scale of tourism in the 
borough.

Accommodation

7.5 In 2002 there were 138 establishments (from bed and breakfast through to 
hotels) providing 1,499 serviced bed spaces. Tunbridge Wells had the third 
highest number of establishments among local authority areas in Kent and 
Medway (representing 11% of Kent and Medway total). It was 8th (out of 13) in
terms of bed spaces representing 6% in Kent and Medway overall.16 This 
emphasises the proportion of smaller establishments in the borough. Most 
business tourism accommodation is concentrated in the Tunbridge Wells 
urban area with leisure tourism accommodation more in the rural areas.

                                                
15 TWBC prefers the Cambridge Model definition of tourism
16 www.tourismfacts.com
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Occupancy

7.6 Tunbridge Wells usually has high occupancy rates. Tourism South East data 
show that during 2002 and 2003 average room occupancy rates of 66 and 
65% were achieved. For the first 4 months of 2004 slightly lower levels were 
achieved than during the first 4 months of the previous years. The level of 
overseas visitors varies between 11 and 14% and business guests have 
fluctuated from 39% in 2002, to 28% in 2003. Early data for all tourism activity
across Kent in 2004 shows a generally sluggish start.17

Visitor profile

7.7 In 2001/2 the Tunbridge Wells Visitor18 survey identified that the age profile of
visitors was relatively old with 43% aged over 25 years in comparison with a 
UK figure of 26%. The majority were considered to be of upmarket social 
class and travelled to the area by car. Overnight visitors tended to stay with 
family and friends followed by bed and breakfast accommodation.

Economic Impact of Tourism

7.8 SEETB estimates19 are indicative of the scale of visitor activity in the local 
area in 2000 and identified:

• 319,000 staying trips generated £44.2m direct tourism expenditure
• overseas visitors accounted for 17% of trips but 31% of expenditure
• 3.8m day visitors generated £80.6m
• 2,573 jobs directly generated through tourism expenditure (818 or 40% in

pubs and restaurants, 19% in entertainment/attractions, 18% in
accommodation and 17% in retail)  and a  further 767 indirect jobs (e.g.
accountants)

Direct employment estimates

7.9 Analysis of employment in ‘Tourism and Hospitality’ (which excludes visitor 
attractions and sport/leisure facilities)20  identified about 3,340 FTE 
employees in the sector in 2001 (some 6.9% of the Tunbridge Wells total). 
This proportion is slightly lower than for Kent and Medway as a whole (7.9%) 
and GB (8%).

7.10 In Kent as a whole, about two thirds of employees are female and over 40% 
of part time workers are full time students. Not surprisingly the sector has a 
much younger profile than the workforce as a whole and staff turnover is 
high.21

Loss of hotel accommodation

7.11 From 1997 to 2000 there was a loss of 88 hotel and 100 bed and breakfast 
bed spaces plus a 25% drop in self catering accommodation largely attributed

                                                
17 Kent Tourism Business Barometer, May 2004
18 Tunbridge Wells Visitor Survey, 2001/2002
19 The Economic Impact of Tourism, Tunbridge Wells Borough 2000, SEETB 2002
20 West Kent Area Profile, Learning and Skills Council for Kent and Medway, 2003
21 Workforce Dynamics in the Tourism and Hospitality Industry, Learning and Skills Council for Kent and Medway,
2003
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to conversion to residential use22. This reduction has been estimated to result 
in a loss of £3.5m staying visitor expenditure.

7.12 Tourism Solutions concluded ‘if stock levels continue to decline on current 
levels and are not increased, Tunbridge Wells Borough will lose market share
and the ability to grow the value of tourism to the area. Provision for staying 
visitors is disproportionately important as staying visitors account for 8% of 
trips but 35% of total expenditure. Retaining and increasing bed stock 
capacity is fundamental…’

7.13 The study identified a lack of provision in terms of:

• a modern budget hotel
• a large 100 bed 3/4* hotel with conference facilities
• a quality country house hotel with leisure facilities

Rural tourism

7.14 It has been estimated that 43% of Kent’s 32.8m day visitors in 1998 came to 
rural areas. At a national level the Countryside Agency shows that nearly half 
of all tourism spending in the countryside is on food (48%), with 20% on 
travel, 15% on attractions, 11% on retail and 8% on accommodation. Thus 
the direct contribution of rural tourism to the economy is far larger than 
primary agriculture and forestry. ‘The importance of tourism to rural areas 
cannot be underestimated even though only a fraction of the spend is 
received by farmers23.

Global and other external influences

7.16 Tourism is highly vulnerable to a range of external factors. The impact of 
terrorism on air travel and the effect of foot and mouth disease in rural 
areas led to a national down turn in visitor numbers and expenditure in 2001. 
The Tourism Information Centres identified a down turn in visitor numbers 
from 107,490 in 2000 to 72,491 in 2002 (-33%) but the value of 
accommodation booked having fallen by 20% in 2001 rose to above 2000 
levels to £94,629 in 2002. It is important to note that the advent of internet 
booking and information is likely to have had an influence on TIC usage.

Note: Tunbridge Wells TIC has consistently experienced the highest value of 
bookings amongst TICs in Kent.

Key issues

7.17 Tourism is undoubtedly an important component of the local economy and 
particularly in rural areas. Estimated tourism employment is slightly lower than
for Kent and GB as a whole suggesting that it is not such a key element as in 
other areas.

7.18 Although the value of tourism locally is seen as the most important criterion, 
comparative data are not available to compare tourism with other local 
sectors e.g. retail. None the less the lack of hotel accommodation has been 
identified and staying visitors provide the most spend. The issue is the extent 

                                                
22 Tunbridge Wells Hotel Needs Assessment, Tourism Solutions, 1999
23 The Land Based Economy of Kent, Land Use Consultants with Kernon Countryside Consultants, 2002
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to which the Borough Council should provide an enabling framework, within 
the context of planning constraints, to allow development to come forward.

7.19 Continued monitoring of the levels of business tourism locally will be 
important to see if the recent downturn in number of stays is attributed to the 
loss of major employers locally.

7.19 Continued support for the development of tourism related activities in rural 
areas, as outlined in the SPIF, appears to be a sensible course of action

7.20 Enhancements to Tunbridge Wells Town Centre to improve its overall 
attractiveness to visitors need to be considered. However, it is difficult to 
differentiate ‘tourism’ from ‘town centre’ issues as they are largely 
interdependent.
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8. Tunbridge Wells Town Centre

Key Points

• Survey evidence suggests that the Town Centre has not recovered
from the impact of Bluewater and now faces further competition from
Maidstone

• Car parking data show some decline in long stay, high value shopping
visits

8.1 In recent years and throughout the UK there has been an increased tendency
for the out of town shopping centres to become more attractive to shoppers. 
As well as the popularity for out of town or ‘carcentric’ shopping, also thought 
to be significant is the rise in fashion and brand conscious consumers and the
growing number of fashion circuits in major centres trying to emulate Bond 
Street.

8.2 The development of Bluewater has had some impact on Tunbridge Wells’ 
relative ranking as a retail centre. Based on annual rankings of retail centres 
by Experian24 according to their ‘vitality’ (based on floorspace, the number of 
multiple, comparison and quality independent retailers together with vacant
floorspace and vulnerability to supermarket and ‘etailing’ competition), out of 
town centres have become key players.

8.3 In 2003 and 2004 Bluewater was ranked the 10th retail centre (previously 18th)
in the UK after the major centres such as the West End, Glasgow, Leeds, etc.
In contrast Tunbridge Wells’ ranking has fluctuated from 57th in 2001, 46th in 
2003 to out of the top 50 in the UK in 2004. Other centres, such as Guildford, 
have also slipped slightly down the rankings.

8.4 The retail environment is becoming increasingly competitive and although 
Tunbridge Wells is a major centre it has been affected by carcentric shoppers
choosing to go to Bluewater and faces further competition with the opening of 
the Fremlin Centre in Maidstone in March 2005.

8.5 The impact of Bluewater which opened in 1999 on the profile of Tunbridge 
Wells’ retailing can be seen in Chart 1 below25. This shows that In 1996/7 no 
stores reported declining performance. With the opening of Bluewater just 
over half of stores reported a decline in 1999/2000, with only 10% of stores 
achieving growth above inflation. Since then there has been only a slight 
improvement with 46% of stores still reporting a decline in 2001/2. However 
the proportion of stores reporting growth at twice the rate of inflation has 
virtually recovered to its former level by 2001/2.

                                                
24 www.townfutures.com/retailranking2003.php and Retail Centre Ranking 2004
25 The Lockwood Survey 2002: Keeping the focus on town centre competitiveness, 2003
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Chart 1

Tunbridge Wells Store Performance Profile
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Source: The Lockwood Survey, 2002

8.6 This has led to Tunbridge Wells being designated by Lockwood as a regional 
centre with ‘polarised’ store performance with a significant number of 
businesses affected by declining takings. The position of Tunbridge 
Wells, relative to other retail centres, is shown in Table 11 and highlights a 
number of nearby centres with above inflation growth in takings in the majority
of stores.

Table 11
Typical characteristics of store performance 2001/2
Takings growth above
inflation in more than
55% of stores

Takings growth
above inflation in
45-55% of stores

Takings polarised:
extremes of growth
and decline

• Brighton
• Bromley
• Crawley
• Eastbourne
• East Grinstead
• Haywards Heath
• Hempstead Valley
• Lewes
• Maidstone
• Sittingbourne
• Thurrock

• Croydon
• Folkestone

• Ashford
• Chatham
• Guildford
• Tonbridge
• Tunbridge Wells

Source: The Lockwood Survey, 2002
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8.7 According to Lockwood, where declining takings is a problem, urgent action 
needs to be taken to attract consumer spending and safeguard the future of 
the centre. With the increasing move to car borne shoppers a high priority 
must be given to catering for the car borne consumer or people will gravitate 
to more attractive and accommodating locations.

8.8 Car parking levels in Tunbridge Wells also reflect the Bluewater effect as 
shown in Chart 2 below.

Chart 2

Car Park Ticket Sales by length of stay
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8.9 A clear drop in the number of all day and 5-6 hour stays can be seen 
from 1999 onwards with only a partial recovery in 5-6 hour stays but a more 
complete recovery in all day stays by 2002/3. 3-4 hour stays as with 5 to 6 
hour stays remain below 1997/8 levels. It is not possible to determine the 
level of all day stays by workers as opposed to shoppers, but it is possible  
that all day shopping visits have not fully recovered to pre-Bluewater levels.

8.10 Alongside the retail offer, a number of factors influence the attractiveness of 
town centres to shoppers. These include promotion, accessibility, car parking,
quality of environment, cleanliness, policing, etc.

8.11 Tunbridge Wells scores less well according to the Lockwood Survey on car 
access and parking than other regional centres such as Maidstone (which, in 
addition, has park and ride provision).  Of the 4700 car spaces identified in 
Tunbridge Wells, 10% were considered to be remote from the shops and 
90% were identified as pay and display, which is considered to be more 
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damaging to trade. Pay on exit systems are considered to be more consumer 
friendly.

8.12 Although the number of parking spaces per current retail floor space was 
considered broadly adequate, if retail activity has grown (as is suggested in 
Sections 3 and 4) then there could be a need to provide more parking, 
although this would need to be considered alongside the congestion issue.

8.13 Lockwood identified that the quality of some car parking provision was poor 
together with some parking space being occupied by workers. Other features 
identified as good, but could be improved, were car access (signposting, etc) 
more support for Sunday/Late Night shopping, street cleaning and policing. 
On no facet did Tunbridge Wells receive a maximum score suggesting room 
for improvement in marketing and promotion, Christmas planning, security, 
environment, etc.

Key issues

8.14 It may be appropriate to test these findings amongst a more broadly based 
group of retailers, businesses and consumers to identify the key areas that 
could be addressed to enhance the attractiveness of Tunbridge Wells as a 
retail, tourism and business centre. It could also identify whether a Town 
Centre Management function would be considered useful in co-ordinating any
future activity.

8.15 This could include the following (derived from Lockwood’s indicators for 
monitoring town centres)

• Promotional programme quality
• Access
• Management of car parking

o method of control/payment
o pricing structure
o security
o quality
o balance between long/short stay

• Retail mix
• Support for Sunday/late night shopping
• Character and quality of buildings and street scene
• Facilities e.g. Toilets
• Environment

o Street cleaning
o Streetscape maintenance

• Security
• Town Centre Co-ordination

Other town/village centres

8.16 Market towns are seen as the essential drivers of economic prosperity in 
rural areas. Small rural towns are seen at a national and regional level as 
acting as rural service centres for surrounding areas, providing jobs as well as
community facilities.
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8.17 Cranbrook, Paddock Wood and Hawkhurst have been identified as ‘rural 
service centres’ by KCC and a Cranbrook Market Town Initiative is underway.

Key Issues

8.18 It may be interesting to consider if a health check for Paddock Wood could 
also be undertaken. The Paddock Wood situation is interesting as data 
presented elsewhere in this report have identified parts of Paddock Wood as 
having low educational attainment levels, low levels of entrepreneurship and 
high dependency on employment. It would appear to be important to maintain
and develop the commercial and community services in Paddock Wood.
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9. Less affluent areas

Key Points:

• Sherwood, Broadwater, Southborough and High Brooms and Rusthall
wards are identified as the areas with greatest regeneration needs in
the borough

9.1 The Revised 2004 Index of Deprivation26 provides a measure of the relative 
circumstances of residents across England by ranking areas according to a 
number of measures or domains. Data are also provided for Super Output 
Areas or SOAs (which are smaller than wards) and enable specific areas to 
be focussed on. Areas that fall into the worst 20% have traditionally been the 
focus of SRB or Neighbourhood Renewal funding. There are 68 SOAs in 
Tunbridge Wells.

9.2 For the area as a whole, Tunbridge Wells is ranked within the top 20% of 
areas in the country according to income, employment, health, crime, etc. 
However there is considerable variation across the authority.

9.3 In Tunbridge Wells 44% of SOAs are in the 20% least deprived in the country
(with 25% in the 10% least deprived). Only 8 SOAs are ranked below 50% 
with no SOA in Tunbridge Wells falling within the 20% most deprived.  
However, SOAs within Broadwater, Sherwood, Southborough and Culverden 
are ranked within the worst 20% for specific domains which comprise the 
Index as a whole.

9.4 SOAs within worst 20% domain rankings

• Income  in Broadwater and Sherwood Wards
• Crime in Broadwater Ward
• Living environment in Culverden Ward
• Income deprived children in Broadwater and Sherwood Wards
• Income deprived older people in St James’ Ward

9.5 In the domain called ‘barriers to housing and services’ 21 SOAs (or 30%) fall 
within the worst 20% nationally. However the cost of housing forms a key 
feature of this domain and it is not possible to isolate out where access to 
services is a significant issue so there is a tendency for affluent and more 
rural areas to be highlighted. These include SOAs in Goudhurst and 
Lamberhurst, Benenden and Cranbrook, Brenchley and Horsmonden and 
Hawkhurst and Sandhurst.

9.6 Looking at specific data regarding lone parents (from the Census) plus 
income support and incapacity benefit recipients data, provides more 
information regarding the issues of low income and low income affected 
children. These are now considered in turn in order to provide an insight into 
the scale of the issues and which areas are most affected.

                                                
26 The Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 (revised), ODPM
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Lone parent households

9.7 In 2001 there were 1,892 lone parent households in the Borough representing
4% of all households. This level is low and accounts for 6% of all such 
households in Kent. However there are particular areas within the borough 
where lone parent households are more prevalent, particularly Sherwood 
where almost 10% of households are led by a lone parent.

9.8 Other areas with high numbers of lone parent households include 
Southborough and High Brooms, Benenden and Cranbrook and St Johns, 
although the proportion of lone parent households in Benenden and 
Cranbrook is lower than other areas (Table 12)

Table 12
Lone parent households, 2001

Ward No % households
Sherwood 203 9.5
Southborough and High Brooms 190 7.2
Benenden and Cranbrook 162 5.8
St Johns 151 7.0
Broadwater 116 6.3
Rusthall 116 5.8
St James 101 6.1

Source: Census, 2001

Income Support

9.9 In 2001 in the borough as a whole 4615 residents were in receipt of Income 
Support27. Of these, half were aged over 60 (a higher proportion than in 
Sevenoaks and Tonbridge and Malling) with the next largest group occurring 
in the 30-39 age band. Two thirds were female and 88% were single.

9.10 2280 children were dependents of claimants, with the majority aged 5 -10 
years.

9.12 Lone parents living on low incomes are most significant in Sherwood and 
Southborough and High Brooms wards. Together they account for 630 
children who are dependents of Income Support recipients. Any difference 
with the IMD Child poverty scores is probably attributed to the relative 
proportion of poorer children in an SOA within the ward.

Table 13
Percentage Tunbridge Wells Recipients of Income Support by Ward, 2001

% Recipients of Lone Parent  Premium, 2001

Sherwood 16
Southborough and High Brooms 12
Broadwater 8
Benenden and Cranbrook 7
Rusthall 6
St James` 6
Source: neighbourhood statistics.gov.uk, 2004

                                                
27www. neighbourhood statistics.gov.uk,2004
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Incapacity Benefit

9.15 Of the 1965 claimants of Incapacity Benefit in the borough 6 in 10 are male. 
The distribution of claimants within the borough is similar to that for other 
benefits with the highest number of claimants in Sherwood ward (12%) 
followed by Southborough and High Brooms (8%)28  In being unable to work 
in the short or long term, this shows the overall disadvantages faced by 
some residents in Sherwood Ward.

Key Issues

9.20 Sherwood ward continues to be an area with some of the most disadvantaged
residents in the borough. This includes people dependent on a range of 
benefits, lone parents, and people with low educational attainment Other 
urban areas also highlighted include parts of Broadwater, Southborough and 
High Brooms and Rusthall.

9.21 It is suggested that these areas should continue to be the focus of the 
Borough Council’s regeneration activities alongside the wider West Kent 
LSP Priority Communities action plan, when developed.

                                                
28 www.neighbourhood statistics.gov.uk, 2004
                                                


