Agenda Item
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Cabinet — 15 October 2025
Town Deal Adult Learning Centre Project
Portfolio: Councillor Andrew: Statutory Deputy Leader — Prosperous

Places & Investment

Related portfolios: Councillor Bird: Leader of the Council

Service: Regeneration & Economy
Wards: St Matthews

Key decision: Yes

Forward plan: Yes

1. Aim

1.1 The Adult Learning Centre project aims to relocate adult education from
Hawbush, Whitehall, and Pleck campuses to a modern facility in Walsall town
centre. This will enhance the learning environment, increase participation and
achievement, and make education more accessible via improved transport
links. The project supports skills development, employability, and economic
regeneration, bringing a vacant building back into use and centralising adult
learning and employment support for the benefit of Walsall residents

2. Summary

2.1 The report summarises the updated Outline Business Case for the Adult
Learning Centre project, which is funded from a blend of Government funding
(Walsall Town Deal and Community Regeneration Programme) and council
funding, including future sale receipts.

2.2  The Report highlights progress to date with bringing the project forward for
delivery and outlines changes to the funding budget and expected costs of the
project. In addition, the council has received further funding from the
Government which will support the cost of an associated development for
further SEND facilities that were mentioned in the original Cabinet report in
March 2023.

3. Recommendations

Following consideration of the information contained within the private session
report:

3.1 That Cabinet agrees to:



3.2

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

a. reallocate £909,000 of Town Deal budget from the Advanced Electric
Vehicle Technology Centre project to the Adult Learning Centre project;

b. allocate a further £700,000, in addition to the £1,645,999 approved by
Cabinet on 22 March 2023, reflecting the increased value of the
Hawbush site by this date and in the event that the land receipt assumed
does not materialise, to underwrite this amount;

c. the allocation of £2,415,000 Community Regeneration Partnership
funding to support the cost of a new SEND facility on the College’s
Wisemore Campus instead of a £1,250,000 council contribution towards
a SLDD provision; and

d. the virement of surplus budget of £261,111 from the Connected
Gateway project to Adult Learning Centre project.

That Cabinet delegate authority to the Section 151 officer in consultation with
the Executive Director, Environment, Housing and Growth and the Statutory
Deputy Leader — Prosperous Places & Investment to approve any
amendments to the outline business case (as contained in the private
session) following receipt of the external independent appraisal.

Report detail - know
Context

Walsall was successful in a bid to receive a share of the Government’s Towns
Fund in 2021 for Walsall Town Centre. The award of £21.3m has supported
the development of 9 key projects as outlined in the Walsall Town Deal’s
Town Investment Plan. The projects were designed to support transformative
projects to bring long term economic growth to the town and to support a
recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic.

One of those projects was the Town Centre Theatre project which was
developed to RIBA Stage 2 but through development of the business case it
was identified that capital and revenue costs to deliver the project far
exceeded the amounts previously anticipated. A bid to the Government’s
Levelling Up programme was also unsuccessful.

Discussions took place with representatives of the Town Deal Board and it
was agreed by the Government and by Cabinet in March 2023 to reallocate
the funding for the Theatre project to another project that was able to achieve
the outcomes required to regenerate the Town Centre, as listed in the Town
Investment Plan — and this was the Adult Learning Centre.

Delegated Authority

In March 2024, Cabinet agreed to delegate authority to deliver the projects in
Walsall’s Town Funds to the (then) Executive Director Economy, Environment
and Communities in consultation with the Deputy Leader and Portfolio Holder
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for Regeneration in a report titled “Town Deal and Future High Street Fund
Updates”.
ALC'’s aims and benefits

The Adult Learning Centre (ALC) project aims to relocate students from the
Hawbush, Whitehall and Pleck campuses, increasing the educational offer for
adult learners and bringing economic vitality and footfall into the town centre.

The new campus will continue to provide a range of educational services
designed to help develop adult learners, provide employability skills and
support individuals in enhancing their business and IT skills. The main aims
of the relocation into the Town Centre are to:

a) enhance the student experience by improving the learning environment
to fit modern expectations and growing demands around education
delivery.

b) increase participation, retention and achievement for a much greater
proportion of Walsall residents rather than the limited take-up experience
at the Hawbush Campus and Whitehall Campus.

c) bring education, learning and upskilling within easy reach for almost all
of Walsall and the surrounding communities of Walsall, benefiting from
easily accessible public transport at the new town centre location,
especially with improved access to bus and rail stations provided by the
Connected Gateway project

d) provide increased provision for essential skills, business administration,
management & leadership and digital skills

e) enable the College to improve its capability to meet the needs of all
residents for learning and self-reliance and support the local and
regional economy

f) and the relocation of the College Campus to the former Marks and
Spencer site will support the ongoing regeneration of the town centre
and bring back into use a building that is currently vacant with no other
plans for it.

Hawbush site

The relocation of the College’s facilities also provides an opportunity for the
Hawbush site to be made available for housing to meet the local demand. The
Hawbush site is a former 1970’s secondary school that has been converted
into a campus for the College and a base for the Council’s Arena and
Performing Arts Centre.

The initial estimate for income from a sale of the site for housing purposes
was £1.643m in 2023, although this was revalued by the council’s agents in
2025, revealing that the sale is now expected to generate a further £700,000,
and Cabinet are recommended to agree to underwrite this projected additional
income to the Project budget.

The ALC project has also provided an opportunity for Walsall College to
centralise its adult education and learning and its support for employability
through the new Employment and Skills Hub into the town centre. This has



4.10

4.1

412

413

4.14

4.15

been temporarily based on Park Street and will move in the interim to
Bradford Mall in the Saddlers Centre before transferring into the new Adult
Learning Centre.

Linking with neighbouring Connected Gateway Scheme

The ALC project is based in the former Marks and Spencer site, on Park St in
Walsall, and the former retail unit has an entrance from the Saddlers Centre’s
Park Mall. The former Marks and Spencer site also exits onto both Station
Street and Park Street.

The ALC is an immediate neighbour to regeneration activity in the Saddlers
Centre under the Connected Gateway project and the council (under its
delegated authority) has agreed to effectively merge the construction activity
under the two projects (Connected Gateway and ALC) in order to minimise
cost and maximise operational efficiencies.

The council has appointed Keir Construction Limited (Kier) on a Pre-
Construction Services Agreement, prior to finalising a main contract to deliver
the Connected Gateway project (including the refurbishment of Park Mall in
the Saddlers Centre as well as the public realm immediately outside the ALC -
Station St and Park St) and the ALC contract.

Updated costs and budgets

The March 2023 Cabinet Report estimated costs as £12.187m, which was to
be funded from Town Deal funding (£8.973m), council match funding
(previously approved for the original Theatre idea) of £1.568m and an
estimation of the sales value of the Hawbush site (£1.646m).

Keir and their consultants have revised the costs, based on market testing via
sub-contractors, using the latest designs at RIBA Stage 4. After further value-
engineering work, the costs for the ALC project are now estimated as
£14.057m.

The table below shows how this will be funded:-

Mar Oct
2023 2025
£m £m
Town Deal Funding 8.973 8.973
Council Match funding 1.568 1.568
Estimated receipt for sale of Hawbush site 1.646 1.646
Revaluation of sale of Hawbush site generating extra 0.700
receipt
Additional Town Deal funding from EV Tech Centre 0.909
reallocation
Budget surplus transferred from Connected Gateway 0.261
project (efficiencies and value engineering)
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| Total funding £m 12.187 | 14.057 |

The budget above includes a re-allocation of Town Deal funding of £0.909m,
from the proposed Electric Vehicle Technical Centre, as the College had used
its available capital reserves to deliver its new Construction Centre and
decided to pause the EV Tech Centre proposal until further funding becomes
available. The re-allocation of funding to the ALC has received an in-principle,
agreement from the Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government,
as well as the support of the Town Deal Board. Cabinet is asked to agree to
accept the transfer of these funds into the ALC project.

In addition, the Council is also expecting to receive a grant of ¢ £854k from
the Public Sector Decarbonisation Fund via the WMCA, for the removal of gas
boilers, pipes and radiators from the former Marks and Spencer building (as
explained below in para 4.54). This is subject to a final business case, and
once received, will be added to the ALC project budget and can then reduce
the call on Council funding.

Walsall College

The project has been developed in close conjunction with Walsall College, as
the expected users of the Adult Learning Centre. The ALC will provide the
opportunity for the College to move from its Hawbush campus as well as
relocating staff and students from other campuses such as Whitehall and
Pleck. The Employment Hub will also move from its location on Park St into
the ALC on a permanent basis.

The College are expected to give formal approval to the proposal at their
Board meeting in October 2025.

SEND Refurbishment

The College’s current Hawbush campus also includes a provision for SEND
learners and the March 2023 Cabinet paper refers to the need to transfer this
cohort of students from the Hawbush site to the College’s Wisemore campus
as the former Marks and Spencer site would not be appropriate due to a lack
of immediate transport accessibility suitable for SEND students.

The March 2023 Cabinet report refers to the allocation of £1.25m for the
refurbishment of a facility on the College’s Wisemore campus and the cost of
fixtures and fittings for Supported Learning Difficulty and Disability (SLDD)
students — now referred to as SEND students.

Further work has been carried out to determine the design and cost of the
refurbishment of these facilities, which are now planned to be in the space
that is currently occupied by the council’s Leather Museum. In September
2025, the cost of refurbishment of the SEND facility has been estimated as
£2.645m, and the council is planning to fund this from Community
Regeneration Partnership funding (£2.415m), with appropriate levels of value
engineering of the current costs or alternative funding sources.
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Updated Outline Business Case

The March 2023 Cabinet report was based on an initial Outline Business
Case, and Cabinet’s approval was caveated on the initial Outline business
Case being updated.

Kier have now been able to test the assumptions and estimates made at that
stage. The designs for the ALC have been developed to RIBA 3-4 and Kier
have been able to test the costs with sub-contractors in the marketplace so
the cost estimates have been updated.

The council, supported by its professional advisers Lambert Smith Hampton,
have updated the outline business case for these revised costs. This includes
and updated Benefit Cost Ratio (BCR) assessment as part of the Economic
Case. Initial calculations indicate that the initial BCR is in the region of 1.31 to
1.69:1, with an enhanced BCR (to account for distributional impacts of Walsall
being in a more deprived area and wider residential land value uplift) of
between 1.8: 1 to 2.19:1.

In turn, the Outline Business Case is currently being independently appraised
by the Accountable Body Team’s advisers (Thomas Lister) in line with the
agreed Town Deal process and governance, in order to verify the
assumptions, calculations and BCR ratios. As a result of this review the
business case and in particular the BCR may need to be amended, although
indications are that this is likely to remain positive.

Council Plan priorities

The ALC project is consistent with the Council Plan 2025-2029, particularly
under the “Prosperous and Innovative” Ambition. The development of an Adult
Skills Centre in the town centre will support the approach to “support partners
to develop our adult education offer to ensure a whole life-course approach to
skills development”.

The ALC project is also consistent with the “Proud of Our Borough” ambition,
as, under “Vibrant Towns”, the plan refers to working “with our public, private
and voluntary sector partner to deliver successful Town Deal projects in
Walsall, Bloxwich and Darlaston”. This project demonstrates close working
with Walsall College (as well as private sector contractors) to deliver a project
under Walsall’'s Town Deal.

Risk management

The ALC Project has been developed so far with support from external
consultants Gleeds, and the project has well-developed and maintained risk
and project management procedures.

The progress of the project (including risks) has been regularly reported to a
project Board, as well as to the Walsall Advisory Board, and in turn the
Walsall Town Deal Board.
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Any major risks (if appropriate) could also be escalated to regular monthly
meetings with officers from MHCLG, to ensure the Government is advised of
any major risks that have occurred as well as plans to mitigate any major

risks.

Financial implications

The capital cost forecast included within the business case is estimated at

£14.057m. A breakdown of the costs is set out in the table below:

Expenditure type TOTAL

£
Design Works up to Planning
Design Works to Planning (RIBA Stage 3) by the Council £365,000
Professional Services Contract / Detailed design work by the £390,000
Contractor (Kier)
Marks and Spencer Strip Out
By the Contractor (Kier) £485,000
Construction
Estimated Build Costs provided by Kier £11,237,000
Contingencies on Construction Costs £500,000
Walsall College’s Fitout Costs
FFE Costs £250,000
IT Costs £250,000
Decant Costs £50,000
Sub-total for Construction costs above £13,527,000
On-Costs
Walsall College Employment and Skills Hub (The "Link") £180,000
46 Park Street/Shop 26 Bradford Mall
Council Management Fees £100,000
External Project Manager and QS Fees (by Arcadis) £250,000
Total Development Costs £14,057,000

The capital costs are proposed to be funded as set out in the table per

paragraph 4.15.

The capital costs include a 4.4% contingency on construction costs (as
provided by the Council’s external cost consultant advisors) and an inflation
provision of 4.5% on construction costs (included in the figures in the table

above).
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The funding package assumes a future sales receipt for the Hawbush site of
£2,345,999. Cabinet are being asked to underwrite this value in the event that
a proportion or all of this receipt does not materialise. Given the Hawbush site
currently houses the existing Performing Arts provision (as noted in para 4.7)
this is unlikely to be received within three years, hence the council will need to
cashflow this value until this date.

Revenue implications

The College would be responsible for operating the refurbished units and for
revenue costs incurred in delivering the service/outputs associated with the
Government Funding. This will in the main be funded from Adult Education
Budgets operated by the College, however the business case has identified
that there could a forecast shortfall between income from education grants
and running costs.

The College currently has rent-free lease arrangement at the Hawbush and
Whitehall sites, hence would require a similar arrangement to apply to
occupying the Saddlers Centre for the revenue position to break even.

Currently, the council receives no income for the former M&S unit and has
holding costs of approximately £540k per annum, made up of service charge,
rates and insurance premiums.

Following the completion of the Park Mall refurbishment phase of the
Connected Gateway, the former M&S unit will be altered, and the total floor
area will reduce, as part of the space will be taken up by the new retail unit
adjacent to the station and the corridor leading to the pedestrian ramp. The
proposed works also mean that the unit will not be directly accessed from the
mall, which means that the apportionment of the service charge will be
altered. Following the completion of the works, the holding costs are
estimated to be approximately £287k per annum.

The terms agreed with the College will mean that the council retains a service
charge liability of approximately £187k, with the College being liable for rates,
insurance premiums and any inflationary increases in the service charge. The
above terms with the college have been reflected in the latest Saddlers
Centre overall forecasts; finance are aware of the latest overall Saddlers
Centre forecasts which are accounted for in the council's Mid Term Financial
Plan. Note that this value of council liability supersedes the value of £350k
service charge reported in March 2023, as a result of the revised and reduced
area of the space.

It is difficult to put a commercial rent on the building for retail, as it is strongly
arguable that there is no occupier in the market that would take the space as
a whole. Given the level of the service charge, it is likely that an occupier
would pay an all-inclusive rent, which would be unlikely to cover all property
outgoings. Therefore, if this Adult Education scheme were not to proceed and
a commercial occupier was sought, there would still likely be revenue
implications to consider due to the size of the unit.
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The payment secured from M&S as part of the lease surrender agreement
(c£4.75m) was earmarked to cover impacts on the revenue position for the
Saddlers Centre during the Connected Gateway project (Cabinet report dated
8 September 2021, titled Delivery of Town Centre Regeneration Scheme).
High level forecasts show that the surrender value is likely to be fully utilised
by March 2027, which assumes no income from the unit during that period.
After the lease surrender is fully utilised the impact of waiving rent and service
charges for the College will impact directly on the Saddlers Centre net
revenue position, which would unlikely be profit making.

Legal implications

The Heads of Terms for Walsall’s Town Fund were agreed between the Town
Deal Board and the then MHCLG Secretary of State in June 2022. The Head
of Terms acts as a Memorandum of Understanding to guide the future
development and delivery of the Walsall Town Investment Plans and project
proposals. This includes the development and approval of all business cases,
which is a condition set by government as part of the approval process.

The council’s Resources and Transformation Directorate is acting as the
Accountable Body for the Towns Fund programme. This includes setting into
place the necessary internal grant agreements for this project, the
administration of the payments and the monitoring, recording and reporting of
progress, outcomes and outputs to government.

Discussions are ongoing with Walsall College to put in place appropriate legal
documentation for their occupation of the building, and this is expected to
cover lease arrangements and outputs they will deliver as part of the scheme.
Legal advice will continue to be sought in relation to this.

Procurement Implications/Social Value

A contract for the design and enabling works has been awarded to Kier
Construction by direct award using a Two Stage (Design and Build) process
under the Pagabo Major Works Framework which is compliant with the Public
Contract Regulations (PCR) 2015 and the council’s Contract Rules. On
successful completion of this stage and subject to final approval, the council
will enter into a build contract for the main works.

The contractual obligations include the delivery of social value commitments
by Kier Construction in accordance with their tender submission. These
commitments include:-

a) support of the council’s social value priorities as set out in the Social
Value Charter, over and above the specification for the works and
services which are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
Time-bound) objectives

b) a target of 80% spend with local companies within a 20-mile radius of the
Adult Learning Centre.
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Property implications

The Saddlers Centre is owned by the council on a 110-year ground lease -
the freehold is with Network Rail. This project will result in improvements to a
council-owned asset, complementing investment into the Saddlers Centre as
part of the Connected Gateway project.

The land at the existing Hawbush site refers to a 1970s-built former
secondary school, set in a residential area. The freehold is held by the
council, with the College holding a 125-year term lease. The site currently
includes the College’s current Adult Learning and SEND offer as well as the
council’'s Performing Arts service, including a 606-seat Arena which hosts
local school performances as well as more commercial acts such as comedy
and pantos. The site is in need of repair or significant extension if it is to
generate further income and growth.

The College’s 125-year term lease gives rights to the College to dispose of
their interests in the site, but only with the council’s agreement and by
complying with the covenant that sees any receipts from land sales reinvested
into provision for “Further Education”, as defined by legislation.

Health and wellbeing implications

There are currently no specific health and wellbeing impacts envisaged as
part of this project.

Reducing Inequalities

An Equalities Impact Assessment (EQIA) will be carried out as part of
standard project development. However, it is worth noting that the one of the
benefits of delivering an Adult Leaning Centre in the Town Centre is to
improve accessibility for all learners to life-long learning, which should help to
reduce inequalities.

Staffing implications

There are no direct HR implications in relation to the construction of the ALC.
All college staff are obliged to work at any College campus. However, as the
budget for the project includes a future capital receipt from the sale of the
Hawbush site, then there may be future HR implications for council staff
involved at the site. This should be investigated further when a business case
for the disposal of the Hawbush site is brought forward for consideration.

Climate Impact

Part of the proposed programme of works includes the decarbonisation of the
building through the removal of the existing gas fired heating system and
replacement with a non-fossil fuel system. The cost of these works has been
included in a bid for funding from the WMCA Devolved Building Retrofit Pilot -
Public Sector Decarbonisation Scheme.
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If successful, the funding allocated to this project would be in the order of
£854k which would reduce the call on other council funding, such as the call
on other budget underspends or council match-funding.

Consultation

Progress of the ALC project will continue to be reported into a project Board
(currently a joint Project Board with the Connected Gateway project) as well
as to CMT and Cabinet as appropriate. Progress is also being reported on a
regular basis to the Walsall Advisory Board and to the Town Deal Board, as
well as formal quarterly reporting to MHCLG, with updates being provided
through regular briefing meetings with MHCLG.

The project has been out to two forms of consultation with the public. The
project proposal was advertised through the council's Commonplace website
in July/August 2025 and generated over 75% positive comments. The
proposal was also available for in-person contributions in the College’s
Employment Hub on Park Street in August 2025. This also drew in mostly
positive support for the proposal.

The council and its advisers have also submitted a planning application for
change of use, which references the above consultations. The application was
submitted in September 2025.

Decide
Option 1: Do Nothing

This option would see the Council take no further action regarding the Adult
Learning Centre project. Existing adult education provision would remain
dispersed across the Hawbush, Whitehall, and Pleck campuses, with no
improvements to facilities or accessibility. The opportunity to regenerate a
vacant town centre building and centralise adult learning and employment
support would be lost, and the associated benefits for skills, participation, and
economic growth would not be realised.

Option 2: Proceed as Recommended

This option involves approving the updated Outline Business Case and
associated funding reallocations to deliver the Adult Learning Centre in
Walsall town centre. It would enable the relocation of adult education to a
modern, accessible facility, support the development of a new SEND
provision, and maximise the use of government and council funding. The
project would also contribute to town centre regeneration and improved
outcomes for learners and residents.

Evaluation

Option 2 is recommended as it delivers significant educational, economic, and
social benefits, aligns with Council priorities, and makes best use of available
funding. It addresses identified needs for modern facilities and improved



access, supports regeneration, and has strong stakeholder and public
support, as evidenced by positive consultation feedback and robust business
case analysis

6. Respond

6.1 This paper is for Members to note the updated Outline Business Case for the
Adult Learning Centre, as agreed in the recommendations of the previous
Cabinet paper from 20 March 2023.

7. Review

7.1 This project is now further advanced than in March 2023, in both design
stages and in estimation of costs. However, as is normal with projects of this
size and complexity, the project is expected to go through further stages of
review and assurance and any further changes of time, cost or quality will be
managed and revisited with the Cabinet Member and senior leadership (as
set out in a paper to Cabinet in March 2024 “Town Deal and Future High
Street Fund Updates”) to ensure that project objectives continue to be met.

Appendices

None.
Background papers

None
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