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A sustainable future for Knighton Community Centre

Summary Options Report and interim findings

Introduction
1. This report: The Options Report is the interim report on consultations and research into the future of Knighton Community Centre. It is “the story so far” - a document for further consultation with the community in Knighton and other stakeholders, and a basis for decision making by the Centre Committee. It is not a definitive statement of findings, and comments and corrections are welcomed.

2. The consultancy: Knighton Community Centre, Hub Development Consultation is being carried out by Mel Witherden of the Community Development Consultancy for Glasu, the Rural Development Plan Funding Agency for Powys. 
· Its aims are to:
· support the production of a business plan and project plan which will support a Big Lottery grant application 

· provide evidence to Powys County Council (PCC) that a capital investment of £70,000 in urgent roof repairs is justified.
· The business plan will:
· clarify the role of the organisation, support, delivery plans etc
· identify project finances, a timetable, recruitment and contingency plans, monitoring and evaluation arrangements
· provide evidence of long-term sustainability.

· Agreed tasks for the consultancy: The work includes:
· meetings and interviews with the Committee and other relevant officers and representatives of key stakeholder organisations (including Powys County Council and Glasu)

· a questionnaire-based community survey 

· an examination of the constitution and governance 

· feedback in the “Options Report” which will be the basis of further consultation 

· production of a Business Plan.

Why change is necessary
3. A record of success: The present Committee has achieved a remarkable amount in the past three and a half years, including:

· a long-term development strategy for the building, and improvements to the Kitchen and Reynolds Room
· increasing the use and income of the Centre, establishing the food and craft market

· new company policies, sound financial controls, higher standards of charity governance, improved reputation of the KCC Committee
· an impressive web site.
4. A context of crisis: Even so, the challenge of running the huge aging community centre entirely voluntarily and with a lease which imposes huge burdens on the Committee is probably impossible. This report focuses on the challenges and difficulties which face the present impressive Committee - not because they are failing but because the challenge is unrealistic, and it is time for sweeping changes in the way the centre is run. 
5. Challenges for the Committee: The Management Committee is a hard-working, dedicated, resourceful group facing multiple difficulties:
· a building which is too large for most community uses
· a lease whose terms are unachievable

· a constitution which is out of date 

· limited financial resources which are insufficient to maintain the building, invest in the future or take risks with new activities 
· compliance with expensive and oppressive health and safety regulations 

· a focus on building management which unavoidably leaves too little time and energy to initiate activities or promote the Centre
· the risk of burn-out for overstretched Committee members

· competition from other community buildings in Knighton

· a lack of clear identity caused by accommodating a relatively small number of very diverse and often unrelated activities 
· financial stress, because user organisations have equally difficult financial circumstances 
· commercial and business pressures which demand efforts to attract private functions rather than meet the needs of vulnerable local people
· social and economic trends which have caused a switch to more individual and home-based entertainments.
6. The building: Knighton Community Centre is a remarkable building with some excellent features. But it also has a number of very serious drawbacks which undermine the Committee’s efforts.
· inefficient design and layout which is unsuitable for a multi-purpose community centre trying to meet local needs
· cold, unwelcoming, out of date décor; poor heating, lighting etc
· large rooms, especially the cathedral-like main hall, which are unattractive and unsuitable for many uses 
· lack of up-to-date IT and sound equipment, poor acoustics

· uneconomic hire fees because of the size of rooms 

· long-standing maintenance problems

· lack of office accommodation, storage space and facilities for volunteers and projects.
7. Mixed community views: 
· Negative views: The consultations show that the view of the local community is mixed. Some people point to high hire charges, limited activities, an unwelcoming building, a chequered management history, problems with recruiting Committee members and low usage. 
· Positive views: A majority of people consulted believe the community centre is a much-loved local building, which is still a suitable venue for many different types of activity, and the best venue in Knighton. Most importantly the survey and interviewees identify an important role the Centre as the only building in town with the capacity to bring the whole community together.
8. The business management challenge: Conclusions from the research suggest that the Centre needs:
· a stronger business and financial management focus

· clearer aims and community roles

· a flexible social enterprise approach to long-term sustainability

· additional types of income and a wider range of sources

· improvements in the running of the licensed bar

· proactive development of activities – not just a building for hire

 more promotion

 more volunteering to involve and support local residents

 increased Committee membership, including people with business skills
· resources to invest in improvements

 staffing to achieve these changes.

9. Other conclusions:
· the charity: the present outdated charitable trust needs to be transformed into a modern charitable company

· the lease: the present full repairing lease is unsustainable; if it is not changed urgently it is likely that the Committee will be unwilling to continue
· closer links with Knighton Community Support are essential for a sustainable future
· clarity on the relationship with Knighton Town Council is needed.
Options for development
10. The need to develop the existing strategy: The Committee has been extremely successful at developing and pursuing a strategy to improve the Centre. But the 2009 “Big Ren” (renovation) Strategy  now needs to be refined and extended. 
11. The range of possibilities: The research identified 5 basic options for  future development. Underpinning the main options (1 to 3 below) is the view that increased specialisation is the only realistic way to improve Knighton Community Centre’s potential to generate additional income and become sustainable. Some approaches are mutually exclusive, although there is likely to be some flexibility to include a mix of elements in the final strategy. 
 Option 1 - A place for big events 

 Option 2 – A sports and recreation centre

 Option 3 – A multi-use community and social enterprise centre

 Option 4 – More of the same: this option involves improvements to the Centre, but no significant change in the Committee’s approach
 Option 5 – Resignation/closure: this option would mean that the Committee decides it is unable to achieve sustainability and is not prepared to continue (eg because the terms of the lease are untenable); it would hand the building back to Knighton Town Council (the custodian trustees). 
12. Option 1 - A place for big events: 

· The approach: This approach would preserve the character of the Centre and its uniquely large spaces (in the three main rooms). It would involve investing in upgrading facilities to create an effective regional centre and marketing it to audiences and users over a wide area of the Wales-England border.
· Possible activities:

· a conference and training venue

· stage shows, high quality drama and music presentations

· high quality facilities for weddings, parties, dances etc
· commercial and trade shows staged for the private sector
· large-scale local activities – eg the food and craft market. 

 What would be needed: To become sustainable this approach would need:
· permanent skilled management and administrative staff with experience of entertainment and conference promotions

· evidence of a substantial potential market and audience to beat competition from existing regional centres
· investment in high quality lighting and sound systems, flexible staging, state of the art IT and presentation equipment etc

· a strongly business-orientated Management Committee.

13. Option 2 – A sports and recreation centre:
· The approach: A number of people have advocated adapting parts of the building for sports and associated activities, and emphasising its role as a local recreation and leisure facility.
· Possible activities: The community centre could be ideal for a variety of activities which cannot be comfortably accommodated at Knighton Sports Centre because of the lack of a large sports hall there. Suggestions include five-a-side football, basketball, indoor cricket, winter training for sports teams, increased uses for martial arts and dance, links to outdoor sports using designated parts of the adjoining public car park, small-scale entertainments in the bar area, weddings, parties for adults and children and in-house catering for events.

· Potential viability: The problem with this option is that it would reduce the flexibility of the building for other community activities and would generate little more income than the Centre at present.
14. Option 3 – The community hub. This option involves developing Knighton Community Centre into a multi-use community and social enterprise centre by creating smaller rooms to accommodate a wider range of activities and types of users. This is the option recommended by the consultancy and favoured by the Committee.
The Community Hub
15. Key characteristics: The Community Hub would aim to:
 provide services and opportunities to a wide range of local residents, including vulnerable groups
 foster a sustainable, self-help approach to meeting local needs

 employ community development staff (rather than a Centre Manager) 

 foster volunteering to help keep the Centre running
 aim to fill the building with activity and establish it as a real centre for mutual community support, education and initiative

 use the building as flexibly as possible 
 maintain the tradition of accommodating local groups, community-wide events and entertainments.
16. What will be needed: Option 3 will only be possible if there are major changes at the Centre, including:

· grant funding of at least £300,000 (and possibly more) for the substantial refurbishment of the building

· recognition that it is uneconomic to preserve the large hall in its present form 

· creating a number of smaller rooms by dividing up the larger spaces (and losing a few existing users – eg the Badminton Club)
· adopting a more proactive approach to meeting community needs, especially those of vulnerable local people – children, older people, people with mental and physical health problems, unemployed people, people improving their basic skills, confidence and vocational qualifications etc

· changing the terms of the PCC lease.

17. Achieving sustainability by diversifying income and resources: The Community Hub is the option which offers the best potential for the building to achieve sustainability. It will do so by ending the present over-reliance on room hire and bar profits for income and dependence on a tiny group of over-worked volunteers. The changes include:
 increasing the number of rooms for hire

 stimulating new training and adult education courses, hobby groups and projects, social activities etc to increase use
 an open door policy to attract new users (eg with drop-in facilities, free use for new groups, surgeries run by outside agencies) who will become future customers, hirers and tenants
 using the building as a base for income-generating social enterprise projects

 improving the operation and opening times for the bar

 diversifying income sources to include grant-funded projects, management fees, office rentals etc

 a dedicated team of volunteer workers to support activities

 operating in partnership with other local organisations to share information, resources, equipment and staff.
18. Possible activities: The Community Hub would aim to cater for a wide range of social, educational, health and economic activities for local people. Feedback from the consultations is still being analysed, but possibilities include: 

 a drop-in centre of teenagers

 activities for children

 groups and activities for elderly people

 a support/interest group for people suffering mental ill-health

 healthy activity projects and groups

 basic skills training and a job club 

 arts and crafts workshops

 vocational training courses

 a gardening group to improve the appearance of the grounds 

 collaborations with local groups - eg to improve community facilities in the Bowling Green Lane area and the car park

 flea markets

 children’s film shows

 networking events for outside agencies – eg on health issues
 an internal café providing refreshments for users.

19. Implications for the Committee: The Community Hub approach will create a different role for the Management Committee. They will be less building managers (volunteers and a paid worker will help with this) and more employers, project developers and business managers. It will be essential to recruit more members.
20. The role of the development worker: The role of the development worker will be to:
· promote the Centre and its Community Hub

· attract and develop training and education activities

· support individuals to set up new support and interest groups based in the Centre

· develop partnerships with other bodies

· recruit, train and support a volunteer team

· raise grant funding

· generate sufficient income to sustain at least a part time development worker post in the future.

21. Possible changes to the building: Architects will draw up options for building refurbishments which include both basic improvements (heating, windows, toilets etc) and a redesign of the room spaces. The main possibilities include:
· dividing the bar area into offices and/or activity spaces

· screening off the rear of the main hall for a communal meeting space, bar and café area 

· a mezzanine level above the communal meeting space for project offices and administration

· a redesign of the main entrance to improve access and the attractiveness of the building

· developing ideas for improving the external appearance of the Centre.

22. Fundraising: Fundraising for these changes will start with applications to the Big Lottery Fund and the Welsh Government Community Facilities and Activities Programme in July 2012. Other trust fund sources will be approached in due course as necessary.

Conditions for progress

23. Conclusions: The preliminary conclusions of the consultancy include recommendations that the following steps are essential to allow Option 3, the Community Hub development, to progress:

· Powys County Council pays for repairs to the roof 

· the Committee develops a more business orientated approach and uses the promise and publicity of the Community Hub project to attract new members with appropriate skills

· the Committee member attend a training workshop run by this consultant to prepare them for their new roles
· changes to bar management to improve its profitability

· realistic partnership arrangements are established with users and stakeholders, including a mutual commitment with Knighton Community Support to develop collaborative working relationships, and the support of Knighton Town Council 

· Powys County Council treats the Centre as a special case and adjusts the terms of the building lease to give the Committee responsibility for internal maintenance only

· if there is no change to the lease, the Committee should move to Option 5.[image: image1.bmp]
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