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PURPOSE OF REPORT: 

To provide supplementary details to support the full report presented to Full Council on 26th June 
2017 for the alternative proposals to the Customer Hub at Riverbank House.

1. INTRODUCTION

At the Full Council meeting on 26th June 2017 the decision was taken not to progress with the 
alternative proposals for the Customer Hub. At the request of the Leadership Team, which met on 
the 4th July 2017 the Property & Procurement Team have subsequently provided this further report 
with additional detail in support of the original proposals for further consideration by Full Council. 
This report should be read as supplementary to the original proposal. The original report is attached 
as Appendix one.

2. REPORT

The consolidation of Services onto a single site facility at Riverbank House will substantially alter the 
manner in which Customer Services are delivered. The move from Bridge Buildings to Riverbank 
House will change the use and intensity of the building from predominantly staff based service 
delivery office accommodation to a focal point for public access. The number of visitors that 
currently attend Riverbank House will increase by circa 500% as shown in the table below.

Current & Predicted Visitor Numbers

Site 2016/17 Visitor Numbers Estimated 2018 Visitor Numbers
Bridge Buildings 23,694 0
Riverbank House 6,039 30,000

Total 29,733 30,000

In addition to the increase in numbers, the profile of visitors will also change. The visitors to 
Riverbank House are predominantly professional and commercial individuals on official business 
and members of the public seeking support with on-line planning application enquiries via the 
Reception portal facility.

By contrast, the majority of the visitors to the Reception area at Bridge Buildings comprise 
individuals who are seeking support with benefit enquiries or who are unable to process information 
other than on a ‘face to face’ basis with a member of the Customer Services Team. Some of these 
individuals are prone to behavioural issues and can be intimidating for the team.

The nature of the services provided to these customers will always require direct access to an 
adviser and the advice provided is not always well received. There have been a number of recorded 
incidents in recent years where staff have been subjected to a range of verbal and physical abuse, 
the most recent of which on Wednesday 26th July required Police intervention. A copy of the incident 



report is retained in the service area, although because of the sensitive nature cannot be disclosed 
in a public report.  In summary the customer was agitated, aggressive and intoxicated and exhibiting 
mental health issues.  The customer was disruptive and swearing loudly, which in turn affected 
other customers being dealt with and made our staff feel threatened both verbally and physically.  
The customer was still confrontational and aggressive toward the police officer dealing with the 
situation.

With national changes to both the Health and Housing systems it is very unlikely that moving the 
services provided at Bridge Buildings to Riverbank House will reduce the level of incidents involved 
in handling members of the public with such behavioural issues and we are already experiencing an 
increase in the number of households who are presenting themselves at Bridge Buildings with 
homelessness issues and these individuals have to be dealt with there and then.  We are also 
experiencing more cases where customers have either mental health and or safeguarding issues 
that need careful and considerate dealing with.

With the development of our Digital by Default Strategy and customer self service plans we will also 
be expecting customers to be using IT terminals in the reception area and our officers providing 
support to enter sometimes personal and sensitive information online.  Therefore we would 
envisage that some customers will be spending more time than normal in the reception area whilst 
this long term strategy develops.

The original proposals involve an open plan arrangement whereby all visitors accessing the range 
of services that will be available at Riverbank House through a single entrance / reception area. The 
current proposals do not involve the provision of any dedicated security guard cover for the facilities. 
The proximity of Bridge Buildings to the Police Station does mean that any intervention required is 
immediately on hand, a level of response that will not be so readily available at Riverbank House.

Given the increased number of visitors to the premises we expect the need for use of WC facilities 
and given that the current facilities are in the centre of existing building layout it would involve 
shared provision for both staff and visitors. However, the current provision is within the secured area 
of the building, which again would require alteration.  The alternative proposals involve a dedicated 
WC facility that will be in direct line of sight and control of the Customer Services Team.

In addition to the practical arrangements associated with the facilities, there are also technical 
issues associated with the original proposals.

Firstly, the work to the centre of the building will render a substantial part of the premises unsuitable 
for us. This will necessitate the temporary relocation of the current Reception facility for the duration 
of the work with the inevitable disruption to the services provided. Enlarging the current Reception 
area will involve structural alterations to open up the space that will be inherently disruptive to the 
continued use of the premises.

A large part of the original mechanical and electrical services infrastructure is located in the current 
Reception area. These will also need to be decommissioned and relocated. Although the costs 
associated with these works are included within the original tender for the scheme the risks are not. 
Therefore any additional costs associated with these risks should they materialise will be borne by 
the Council and not the contractor.  Premises installations of the age of Riverbank House are 
nearing the end of their serviceable life and may not tolerate the level of interference associated 
with a physical disconnection and relocation (refer to Photo appended).

The alternative area identified for the Hub facility comprises the former garage space that has 
subsequently been sub-divided using lightweight partitioning. This will be both easier and less 
disruptive to remove and will ultimately create a larger area for the Customer Services facility.

Separating the user groups will mean that there is less interaction between the officers and 
members of the public on a daily basis and will maintain a degree of privacy and protection when 



using the welfare facilities. The alternatives will however involve the provision of the alternative 
office accommodation to offset the area lost to the Customer Services facility. This can be achieved 
by infilling the area under the former Committee Room with the benefit of improving the internal 
working environment for the existing IT Office. For ease of reference the costs associated with these 
alterations are repeated below as follows:

Internal Alterations to the Hub £ 248,700
External works & Entrance £   11,900
Disabled WC & Kitchen Area £   11,400
Additional Office / Workspace £   70,800
Total £ 342,800
Overall increase on 2016 scheme £ 134,800
There are timing implications involved for the two alternatives. The original will require enabling 
works and temporary relocation works that require implementing with immediate effect if we are to 
maintain the overall programme for completion by the end of the financial year. 

The alternative layout represents a concept rather than a final solution and will therefore require 
detailed design and costing negotiations with the contractors involved to enable the works to 
progress with any certainty. A planning application will also be required for the external alterations 
to the premises. Completion of the alternative by the end of the 2017 financial year is uncertain at 
present.

3. IMPLICATIONS

Legal Implications
N/A

Financial Implications
The forecast additional cost for the proposed alteration to the project is illustrated in the 
report at £134,800.  Whilst this represents a significant sum there are a number of additional 
benefits both for customers and staff, which reflect this increase.

Human Resources Implications
The report outlines that the existing design and layout of the customer hub has a number of 
features that compromise the working environment of our officers.  This is particularly in 
terms of space to deal with the forecast increase in customer numbers that will visit 
Riverbank House, but also conflicts in terms of facilities and office layout.  The revised plan 
and layout eliminates this concerns and issues.

Sustainability/Biodiversity Implications
The revised plan is designed for longevity and to be fit for the future delivery of Council 
Services.

Equality/Diversity
N/A

Risk Management
The increased number of visitors expected to use Riverbank House and the issues that our 
officers have to deal with and manage on a day to day requires us to consider our duty of 
care toward our staff and ensure that we design facilities and layouts best to suited to 
minimise the risk.
 

Compliance with Policies and Strategies



The Council’s Corporate Strategy contains four goals of which one is to be an Effective and 
Customer Focused Council with an outcome of that being to deliver customer focussed and 
cost efficient services.

Ward Member and Leader Member Views

Consultation with Councillor Hurley on 18th July confirmed that concerns remain regarding 
the current scheme approved, that the alternative proposals are worthy of further 
consideration and would be supported.

Consultation with Councillor LeMaistre on 25th July confirmed support for the alterative 
proposals for the Customer Hub, endorsing the requirement that whatever facilities are 
provided must be an improvement for customers and staff alike.

4. CONCLUSIONS

The Riverbank House premises will be attended by an increased number of people requiring access 
to the facilities and services offered by the Customer Services Team. The original proposal for the 
Customer Hub will create a shared space for staff, visitors and customers attending the premises, 
sharing the existing welfare facilities. The original proposals will also involve structural and services 
alterations to the central Reception area, the risks for which are currently unknown. The alternative 
proposal will provide separate user areas that will involve less disruption during the work and create 
a more customer focused environment on completion.

A decision needs to be achieved to enable the overall programme of works to be maintained.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

That Full Council reconsider the recommendation for the alternative Customer Service Hub facility, 
to enable the overall Transforming Torridge programme to be maintained.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Consultations: Date of Consultation – Friday 28 July 2017.

Report provided to Full Council.

Officers Consulted – S Hearse. J Hollis
J Wallace.

Contact Officer: A Redwood.

Background Papers: Incident Report from 26th July 2017.

Photos of current Column to be removed with existing services.



Appendices

.

Supporting Photos

Existing electrical services to the Reception Area column to be removed




