Craigwillow Centre
A case study in club development

Synopsis

A community-run sports trust in Livingston has taken over the running of a redundant sports hall in Livingston from the local council and established a permanent base for several thriving gymnastic, tae kwon do and trampolining clubs.  The centre is also used for the coaching of national and development squads
Background

The Craigshill area was one of the first neighbourhoods to be built in the new town at Livingston.  Much of the development took place before the present infrastructure of services and facilities was ready.  Whilst considerable investment has taken place to improve Craigshill, there are still areas of social disadvantage.  

Amongst the developments in the neighbourhood was the building of Craigswood Sports Centre, the first purpose-built sports facility in West Lothian.  This multi-sport complex provides facilities for all the usual adult and junior sports.  One of the new activities starting up at the new centre was a gymnastics club that grew rapidly to over 100 members within a few months of opening.  The club was able to hire a hall for its regular sessions but was unable to leave out the equipment and apparatus needed for the various gymnastic disciplines.
Interest in gymnastics amongst young people from across the area continued to grow with the active support of several enthusiastic local leaders and coaches.  Within five years of the first club starting, over 1,000 young people were participating in gymnastics.  Demand arose for more facilities and more dedicated resources for each of the artistic, acrobatic and rhythmic disciplines of the sport.  New leisure centres were opened in Bathgate and Broxburn and gymnastic activities started to be arranged across various external community halls as well.
Stages of development

In the Craighall area, the original High School buildings were demolished in the early 1980’s.  The physical education complex of the former school were retained and operated by the Community Education service as a community resource available for youth groups, sports activities, informal education and other activities on a regular or casual basis.  

At that time, the building offered two large sports halls, an indoor swimming pool, associated changing rooms, storage and a café/gallery area on the first floor overlooking each of the three main sports facilities.  The two large halls were well suited to gymnastic activities and attracted regular use by local groups and clubs.

This situation continued until the mid-1990’s.  Reorganisation of local government led to the formation of the smaller West Lothian Council.  The Craighall community education centre was declared ‘surplus to requirements’ as a council-run operational building.  At the same time, the council was exploring alternative and more flexible means of providing its leisure and sporting facilities.  The main sports centres were transferred to the West Lothian Leisure Trust.  Study visits had also prompted interest in the Danish concept of community-run local sports facilities in which groups of sports clubs are brought together to share, manage and develop an integrated sports facility.  This model was seen as having several benefits:
· The sports and leisure activities in each area should more closely match the interest of people living in each community;

· Local people would have an increased stake in the planning and delivery of sports activities and this in turn might increase the sense of ownership and participation in sport;

· The leisure resources would be more flexible and responsive to changing patterns of demand; and

· Locally-run groups would be in a stronger position to attract external funding for the development of facilities and sports programmes from the National Lottery and other grant-making sources.

Initial discussions for the “hand-over” of the community education centre focused on gymnastics as the core sport.  A partnership was proposed with Scottish Gymnastics to create a national gymnastics centre at the renamed Craigwillow Centre that combined both access for local clubs and a centre of excellence for the coaching of national teams and elite athletes.
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In 1997, the West Lothian School of Gymnastics Trust was formed as the voluntary body to take over the centre.  Despite lengthy discussions, the formal partnership with Scottish Gymnastics to create a national centre never materialised as the governing body was unable to raise the money necessary to fund the required developments.  Instead, a small number of interested club leaders came forward as directors to run the Trust and manage the centre.

The council retains ownership of the building and undertakes all the external maintenance to the structure.  The Trust is responsible for all the running costs of the centre and manages the booking arrangements and charges amongst the various user groups and clubs.

Whilst the Trust has at times struggled to find the right people to manage the centre and reconcile the interests of the different stakeholders, it has succeeded in maintaining a base for a thriving range of sports clubs.  Each of the clubs and user groups is autonomous and responsible for their own membership, recruitment, coaching and activity programme.  The Trust if focused on providing a facility primarily for these clubs; it is not engaged in the management of pay-per-use lettings by individual members of the public.  The Craigwillow Centre is effectively a single clubhouse shared by several complementary yet independent sports clubs with the added facility to allow responsible organisations to have regular lettings at less busy times of the week.
Sports activity today

The Craigwillow Centre provides a base for several thriving sports clubs.  At a rough estimate, around 1,000 young people use the centre each week and making around 2,000 visits in that time.

There are three ‘management user’ groups who each have dedicated space in the centre and guaranteed access throughout the year.  The Artistic Gymnastics club uses the main hall for 26 hours per week.  The Rhythmic Gymnastics club use the main hall for around 22 hours each week, and the Tae Kwon Do club use a smaller hall for 24 hours each week.
There are several ‘long term block booking’ groups and clubs each of which has regular space of around 9 or 10 hours each week.  These include a Dance Club, a Trampoline Club, and a Fitness Group.

Several of these main clubs also offer smaller classes on a time-limited basis and these are accommodated as casual bookings.  A number of other clubs, such as table tennis, have also had regular bookings in the past.  West Lothian Council continues to make bookings at the centre for scheduled leisure classes and coached school sessions.  In addition, the Active Schools coordinator uses the centre for regular sessions with special needs pupils.

Although the idea of a national gymnastics centre never materialised, the Centre is regularly used by national coaches living and working in the area as a training centre.  They book the centre for the coaching of both national squads and development squads over several weekends each year in both gymnastics and trampolining.  The centre is also used as a weekend base for accredited coaching courses in gymnastics.
Managing and maintaining the centre
The centre continues to be owned by West Lothian Council and is leased to the West Lothian School of Gymnastics Trust, a body specifically created by local adults and coaches to take over the management of the centre.  The directors of the Trust establish longer-term policies for the use of the building including consideration of applications by new clubs and groups to use the facilities.  A major consideration here is whether any new user club can be accommodated without disruption to the long-term bookings of the core ‘management users’ who each have dedicated spaces and access.  The Trust checks the status of each club, and ensures that leaders and coaches have received the appropriate SCRO checks to protect young people.
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Each of the user clubs and groups is represented on the monthly Centre Management Committee which deals with the day-to-day running of the centre and any potential difficulties between the various users.

To date, the Trust has not employed any staff.  Contract cleaners have been used although these may shortly be replaced by a direct employee.  The Trust is also considering using some surplus funds to employ a part-time duty manager to handle the administration and security of the centre.  Each of the clubs makes their own arrangements for the use of volunteer or paid coaches and leaders.
A key part of the Trust’s role is to establish a financial system that generates sufficient income from the various user clubs to pay for the operating costs of the centre.  The Trust policy has been to create a charging system that reflects the volume of use by each club and the amount of dedicated space and access that each club enjoys to their part of the premises.  The highest rate is charged to the three ‘management user’ clubs who enjoy their own dedicated space in a hall and can use the centre throughout their own core times, plus additional discretionary times.  The ‘long-term block booking’ clubs pay a lower rate for shorter core time.  Both categories pay their charges on a monthly basis throughout the year, irrespective of their actual level of usage.  The one-off and repeat casual bookings are charged usage rates according to the amount of time required for the letting.  Most of the sports equipment is owned by the individual clubs, although several have received financial help from the council to purchase equipment in the first place.
Key factors in the success of the centre
1. The development of the community-managed sports facility has been successful.  A facility that might otherwise have been closed and demolished has been retained for use by a wide range of sports groups.  The centre is responsive to the needs to the user clubs and can change its allocation of space and time between the different groups as required.  The operating costs of the centre have been significantly reduced as there are no permanent staff running the building and much of the simplified administration is undertaken by the Trust directors and the user clubs.  The focus of the centre is on the development of the individual clubs rather than on the administration of the centre.
2. At a club level, the different activities have each been highly successful in attracting and retaining local young people over many years.  This is largely due to the enthusiasm and commitment of the volunteer club leaders.  Their interest and dedication to their sports have been the driving force behind the growth of each club.  

3. With two halls dedicated full-time to gymnastic and trampolining activities, and the build-up of a pool of qualified local and national coaches to support the clubs, the centre has been able to develop at least some of the attributes of a national centre.  There is a strong emphasis in the clubs and the coaching sessions on raising standards of performance in the various sports.
Problems and issues

Establishing and maintaining the Trust has proved problematic at times.  The original plans to form a partnership between the local interests and Scottish Gymnastics to create a national centre took considerable time and did not eventually materialise.  Finding and retaining suitably interested and experienced directors has also been difficult at times.  Only a small number of directors came forward in the early days from the user clubs and as a result the Trust tended to be dominated by one or two clubs.  Directors have left although recent recruitment has now boosted their number.

There needs to be a clear distinction between the management of the centre and the management of the individual clubs.  With most of the Trust directors also being involved with one of the user clubs, these two functions can easily become confused.  When acting as a director of the Trust, individual need to put their club interests to one side and engage in decision-making for the benefit of the whole centre.  This has not always proved easy to do, and has, at times, led to difficulties within the Trust.

With each of the clubs being responsible for their own programme of activities, discipline within the centre has rarely been a problem.  There have been some difficulties with external vandalism and occasional complaints from people in neighbouring houses, but these mainly relate to behaviour outside the centre over which the Trust has no control.
Key outcomes

· A ‘redundant’ sports facility retained and managed by a local community group
· Development of a centre for gymnastic activities used by both local clubs and national squad coaching

· User clubs are self-managing and retain responsibility for all their own affairs

· Over 1,000 young people taking part in club activities at the centre each week

· Focus of efforts is on club development
· Strong emphasis upon providing quality coaching to raise standards of performance.
Anticipated future developments
Over recent years, there have been several improvements to the structure and fabric of the centre, paid for by West Lothian Council.  The internal swimming pool was floored over to create the third hall now used by the Tae Kwon Do club.  Recently the external walls of the building were covered in cladding to create a more robust and durable finish.
The centre has recognised the need for more paid coaches to raise standards of performance further.  At present, most of the coaches are either volunteers or paid on a sessional basis. Securing funds for additional coaching staff would be a long-term project.
This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of the Craigwillow Centre in October 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

