Strathgryffe Tennis and Squash Club
A case study in club development
Synopsis

Strathgryffe is a thriving tennis and squash club that has developed its indoor and outdoor facilities to create year-round playing conditions.  With financial support from the  Lottery Sports Fund and the Lawn Tennis Association, new courts and indoor accommodation have been built at the club.  Over ten years, membership has doubled to 1,000 of whom a third are juniors.  The club employs a professional coach and a tennis manager, and runs an extensive outreach programme to local schools and community groups.
Background

In the early 1990’s, there were two tennis clubs in this part of Renfrewshire at Elderslie and Bridge of Weir.  When the lease on the Elderslie Tennis Club site was bought out by the Elderslie Estate, the decision was taken to merge the two clubs into a new Strathgryffe Tennis and Squash Club.  The sale of the Bridge of Weir site enabled the new club to buy land on the outskirts of Houston village and to build six all-weather tennis courts (3 floodlit artificial grass and 3 porous tarmac surface), two glass-backed squash courts, and a clubhouse with lounge, bar, junior room and committee room.
The initial membership of the new club was 80.  The modern new facilities attracted more people and by 1995 membership had risen to 480.  Most members live within ten miles of the club and their ages range from six to well over seventy.

Stages of development

The club committee had been informally discussing possible developments at the club from around 1993.  Although the club was equipped with all-weather surfaces and outdoor floodlighting, members were reluctant to play tennis beyond mid-autumn.  Without regular practice, standards of play tended to drop-off over the winter months.
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Facilities Development:   Discussion focussed on the possibility of building indoor tennis courts on land owned by the club immediately adjacent to the clubhouse.  A survey was circulated amongst the membership to assess likely demand for an indoor facility and the response was substantially in favour.  It was known that the Lawn Tennis Association (LTA) were keen to support the development of indoor courts as such facilities were in short supply, particularly in Scotland.  Several proposals were discussed by the committee and a decision was eventually made to develop the club as follows:
· The construction of two indoor tennis courts attached to the existing clubhouse

· The conversion of the three tarmac courts to artificial grass with floodlighting

· The appointment of a full-time tennis coach and the construction of a professional’s room
· The addition of a fitness suite within the clubhouse

· Other minor improvements to the clubhouse

A planning sub-committee was established to oversee and pursue these plans.  The membership was kept fully informed and approved the developments and financial plans at a general meeting in 1995.  Professional surveys and architectural plans were commissioned and paid for from the club’s own reserves.  Planning consent was sought and obtained from the local authority.  The total project was costed at over £700,000.
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The club had identified two major sources of financial aid for this project.  The National Lottery had been launched in 1994 and an initial approach to the Lottery Sports Fund had been positively received.  At that time this Fund would only support capital projects up to 50% of their total cost.  Parallel discussions were held with the Lawn Tennis Association which had a scheme to support capital projects within member clubs through interest-free loans repayable over a ten year period.  In 1995, the LTA scheme had a ceiling of £180,000 for the construction of indoor courts.
The club was contributing around 5% of the total costs from its own reserves and had secured a small amount of local sponsorship which could be doubled using the SportsMatch scheme.  A proportion of the VAT on construction could also be recovered by the club.

There was a lengthy period of planning and negotiation with the two main funders lasting over six months to refine the plans and determine how the project was to be funded.  Each needed to be assured that the financial commitment of the other was in place.  It was eventually agreed that the Lottery Sports Fund would contribute 50% of the approved capital costs, and the LTA would relax its previous limits to lend the remaining balance for the construction to proceed.

Programme Development:  The purpose of building the new indoor courts and of upgrading the outdoor courts was to encourage year-round tennis, and to extend the range of coaching opportunities for both adult members and juniors from throughout the area.

The appointment of a full-time Head Coach, paid for by the club, has been a significant step in raising the level of performance.  The coaching programme now involves a further six part-time coaches working with different groups across the club.  The quality of facilities available within the club has enabled a higher standard of coach to be attracted to the post.

The club has also successfully secured a five-year revenue grant from the LTA to appoint a part-time Tennis Manager.  This post is focused on the direct promotion of the club to a range of potential users and members, and on the delivery of an outreach programme to external groups.  The Tennis Manager’s work is particularly focused on young people and she is working with a range of schools, voluntary organisations and community groups to introduce them to tennis.  Primary schools have been introduced to Mini-Tennis and pupils provided with both coaching and awards schemes.  Local schools are able to use the club facilities free of charge within their curriculum.
The construction of a Conditioning Suite with a wide range of professional fitness equipment within the extended club house has made the club attractive to a new audience.  Whilst this equipment is used by many members, it is also being regularly used by people without any previous interest in racquet sports.  A part-time fitness manager and part-time instructors have now been appointed to supervise and develop this area of the club’s operations.
Sports activity today

Membership of the club by tennis and squash players has grown dramatically:


1991 (merger of the two clubs)
80


1995 (development plans agreed)
480


1997 (completion of new facilities)
715


2002
882


2005
1008

Around a third of members are juniors (under 16) with males slightly outnumbering females.  Tennis remains the primary sport, with around 75 members joining to play squash.  It is estimated that 350 adults and 60 juniors are making regular use of the fitness machines in the Conditioning Suite.  
[image: image3.jpg]


The construction of the indoor courts has led to a significant culture change within the club.  After an initial period of adjustment, most members are now very keen to play tennis throughout the winter.  Demand is such that the club is considering the development of further indoor courts.  The club has had to create new ladders and leagues to provide a competitive structure for this play, and provide more coaching for the advancing players.
The club facilities are open for use at least 14 hours each day throughout the year.  There are a small number of people with disabilities regularly using the facilities.

In a typical week the full-time and part-time coaches are delivering eight hours of group coaching to adults and over twenty hours of group coaching to juniors.  Individual lessons to both adult and junior members will increase this provision further.  The indoor facilities have made a vast difference to junior coaching, permitting year-round coaching and enabling very young players to become involved whatever the outside weather.
The courts are regularly used by visiting non-member groups from local schools and other organisations and coaching is available to external school and youth groups.  The club is becoming a centre for other smaller tennis clubs in Renfrewshire who want to use the facilities for coaching and tournaments; much of this use attracts junior players.
Managing and maintaining the project
Strathgryffe Tennis and Squash Club is an unincorporated association run by a committee elected by the membership.
The club offers membership at a several levels for Adults, Young Adults, Juniors and Family.  This subscription entitles members to full use of the outdoor courts, squash courts, fitness equipment and clubhouse at any time.
Use of the new indoor courts is on a pay-per-play basis and it is this income which has been calculated to repay the LTA loan.  The usage charges are discounted to create incentives for off-peak use.

Regular and casual bookings of the facilities by groups and non-members are subject to a hire charge, and coaching courses and lessons are also chargeable.  Local schools are entitled to free use of the facilities for organised sessions.   
Key factors in the success of the project
The planning sub-committee identified the potential funders for this development at an early stage, established contact with them to assess their initial support, and then stayed in close touch with them as the negotiations proceeded.  This was felt to be crucial in establishing a positive working relationship with the funders, and in being able to respond to any concerns they might have about the nature of the development.

A viable business plan for the new facilities demonstrated not only the enthusiastic support of the membership but also accurately projected the increase in both members and usage.  This enabled financial projections to demonstrate how the LTA loan could be repaid over a ten year period.  In reality, the initial projections have been exceeded.

The quality of the facilities has enabled the club to employ good coaches.  The standard of coaching is considered to be one of the major factors in the success of the club; when on occasion a less competent coach has been employed, the results have been quite noticeable.

The revenue grant from the LTA to employ a part-time Tennis Manager has been instrumental in developing a successful outreach programme establishing the links to local schools and youth groups.  This has helped to attract far more juniors into playing tennis at the club and the junior grades now account for a third of the subscribing membership, forming a stable foundation for the future of the club.
Problems and issues

Putting together a funding package of £700,000 is a considerable undertaking for a voluntary sports club.  Whilst the two main funders were identified at an early stage, there was a lengthy period of negotiation between these parties.  Both wanted to be convinced that the other would put up sufficient money to make the project viable.  It was almost a case of ‘who blinks first’.  In the end, the grant and loan were both conditional on the balance of the funding package coming into place.
A building programme on this scale needs to be professionally scoped and designed before any funding can be attracted.  Total professional fees for the project amounted to over £40,000 of which a proportion had to be ‘risked’ in preparing the architectural plans and quantity surveys.  The club was fortunate in that it could make this initial investment from its own financial reserves.

Project managers were employed to oversee the construction phase of the project.  The work had gone out to tender and a fixed-price quote was accepted by the club.  In retrospect, the planning sub-committee felt that this may not have been the best solution, particularly when changes were required to the design as a result of planning conditions.  It was felt that the project managers could have been stronger in their discussions with the planners, but that they were reluctant to commit more time and effort to a contract that had been agreed on a relatively low, fixed-price basis.  This led the planning sub-committee to recommend much tighter specifications and requirements on any future development contract so that all the expectations would be clarified and agreed in advance.

Key outcomes

· Construction of two indoor tennis courts and the conversion of three tarmac courts to synthetic surfaces
· The conversion of tennis from a summer sport into an all-year-round sport, with new leagues and competitions to engage players at all levels

· Rising playing standards across the membership as a result of year-round play
· Development of a conditioning suite with professional quality fitness machines that has attracted 350 regular users, many of whom do not otherwise play racquet sports.

· Employment of a full-time professional coach and several assistant coaches delivering over 30 hours of group coaching each week plus individual lessons.

· Development of an outreach programme to provide tennis opportunities to young people in schools, youth groups and community organisations through mini-tennis, coaching, award schemes, and access to the club facilities

· Over 300 junior members of the club forming the foundation for the club’s future

· A doubling in the number of club members over ten years

· Healthy revenue streams for the club generating a steady surplus each year available for future investment in developments

Anticipated future developments
At peak times, the club is unable to meet the demand for its indoor courts and the committee is now considering the development of a further indoor sports hall on the site.  This would be used for badminton and aerobics as well as tennis, increasing the attractiveness of the club to more potential members.  The club has invested in a design for the new building and has already secured planning consent.  Formal support for this project has been pledged by Tennis Scotland and by the local Branch.
Within the next two years the club will have repaid the original £220,000 loan from the LTA for the construction of the indoor courts.  These courts and any new sports hall will continue to generate revenues on a pay-per-play basis.  The LTA now has funds available on both a grant and loan basis to support the development of club facilities up to 75% of the total costs.  When the existing loan is fully repaid, Strathgryffe will therefore be in a relatively sound position to enter a new loan agreement with the LTA for this further phase of its development.

This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of Strathgryffe Tennis and Squash Club in April 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

