Hallhill Healthy Living Centre
A case study in club development
Synopsis

This project is the first to be developed by Dunbar Community Development Company and provides a comprehensive range of sports facilities and activities to the people of Dunbar.  On an unused site within the town, the community-run organisation has built a large indoor clubhouse and a range of all-weather and grass pitches, creating a facility available for use by many of the town’s sports clubs.  Within a few years, the number of players has increased more than three-fold, and the facilities are being used by national governing bodies for squad coaching and national matches.
Background

Dunbar has a population of 10,000 and is located on the East Lothian coast 25 miles from Edinburgh.  Prior to this project the town had the usual range of scattered sports activities including six team-based clubs using three different venues.  It was estimated that these facilities attracted around 700 people and were in use for around ten hours each week.  Most of these clubs operated in isolation from each other, arranging their own activities with minimal need for collaboration.
When East Lothian Council was created in the last round of local government reorganisation, sport formed part of the remit of the Education and Community Services Department.  Recognising the general decline in sports participation across the authority, the Council commissioned Professor Ian Thompson of Stirling University to draw up a sports development strategy.  This report made several recommendations, including:

· A focus on six core sports: football, rugby, hockey, badminton, volleyball and swimming

· The recruitment of high profile, well-paid, quality coaches to lead the sports

· Sending coaches into primary schools to develop school-based sport from an early age, and to transfer coaching skills to the teaching staff

The report highlighted several hindrances to sports development including: the low level of parental involvement in sport; the number of small clubs offering only limited opportunities; and the absence of any progression pathway for participants to develop within their sport.

At around the same time, sportscotland arranged a study tour to Denmark for elected members and others.  For at least one East Lothian Councillor, this visit proved an eye-opener, introducing him to an entirely new model of sports development.  The Danish community sports clubs model succeeded in getting the whole community involved in sport.  There is as much emphasis upon the social benefits of participation as on the sporting outcomes.  The Danish coaches are skilled and respected for their ability to bring people of all ages into sport, as well as for developing talent.  With open access, widespread opportunity and multiple leagues, children and adults tend to remain in sport, creating a large pool of adult volunteers and helpers in the clubs.
Stages of development

On returning to East Lothian, various informal discussions were held around how a similar model could be introduced as part of the sports development strategy.  With support from the Council, the idea was promoted for a single joint facility in Dunbar that would meet the facility needs of many local independent clubs and provide a wider social resource for the whole town.
However there was an unsympathetic response from many of the initial meetings with the individual sports clubs.  Whilst being passionate about the need to develop their own sport, they were often blinkered in their view, seeing only the need to develop their own club and membership.  Clubs were reluctant to engage with one another, and resented the perceived interference from non-members.  The concept of a community sports club was nearly abandoned at this stage.

Progress was eventually made by convening a wider grouping of interested organisations, more representative of the community as a whole.  This brought together the Community Council, Council of Churches, Schools Board Forums, Youth Forum, Special Needs Groups, Older People’s Forum, Children and Families Forum, Business Forums, and Sports Forum representatives.  This wider grouping was able to take a broader view of the needs of the town and led eventually to the creation of the Dunbar Community Development Company (DCDC) in 1996.
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Within the company, the directors had an interest in sports facilities but within a wider perspective of community development.  The sports clubs were represented through the local Sports Forum but did not have a majority control of the company.  It was the local business representatives who tended to have more influence within the group.  Slowly a plan emerged for the development of a single multi-sports facility within the town.  The process of discussion and agreement was torturous.  Meetings were held on a monthly basis for nearly two years.  Several of the sports clubs persisted in focusing solely on their particular needs.  They wanted to develop their existing accommodation or retain their own playing facilities or club spaces within the new project.  An architectural brief was slowly evolved for the new pitches and changing facilities, though the design went through twenty iterations before being finally accepted.  For some of the sports clubs, the whole project remained “pie in the sky” and there was considerable frustration at these perceived ‘dinosaur’ views.

Facilities Development:  To develop a facility large enough to accommodate the full range of sports, a new site was required.  An area of fields was identified just across the railway line from the town centre and this was gifted by East Lothian Council to the company.  The Council was fully supportive of the project, recognising that the creation of a new community-run organisation was more likely to attract external funding from a variety of sources (particularly the national lottery) for a development on this scale.  The Council did provide all the professional services required to establish the project including architects, quantity surveyors, environmental engineers and project managers.  These services would have been prohibitively expensive for the fledgling company to purchase without any existing funds and it was particularly helpful to have the Council willing to carry these costs when there was no assurance that the project would eventually proceed.

DCDS’s first application for funding to develop the new sports centre was for £1 million to the New Opportunities Fund.  This application progressed well through the first year, but after several more months work, it was finally rejected as unsuitable.  This kind of knock-back, particularly after almost two years of work, can be very dispiriting and bring a project to a premature end.
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A second funding application in 1998 to the Lottery Sports Fund was more successful although again it took over a year to put the full financial package in place.  The entire project had been costed at just over £3.5 million.  A Lottery Sports Fund application was submitted for £1,406,000 and eventually approved at £988,627.  East Lothian Council agreed to contribute £1 million.  The Dunbar Common Good Fund increased its original support to £700,000 and Haulwaste contributed £460,000 of landfill tax funds.  Other funding applications to the Foundation for Sport and the Arts, the local enterprise company, and local businesses were unsuccessful.  East Lothian Council undertook to fund any shortfall in the capital costs.

With all the funding secured during 1999, the fifteen-month construction phase could begin, managed by the Council.  The indoor facilities are designed to accommodate badminton, squash, karate, judo and tennis as well as meeting rooms, catering, crèche and changing facilities.  The outdoor areas include full-size pitches, spectator areas, and several all-weather pitches, and can be marked out for football, hockey, rugby and athletics.  The facilities opened as Hallhill Healthy Living Centre in September 2001.
Part of the original proposal included the establishment of a three-year Facilities Development Officer post whose role was to promote and market the club’s facilities to groups and individuals throughout the area.  This role was important in creating awareness of the new facilities and in opening access to people who would not previously have identified with a sports club for wider community use.

Sports activity today

The Hallhill Healthy Living Centre has now been opened for over three years.  User numbers have increased from 700 in the former separate individual sports clubs to over 2,600 users each week in the new centre.  Of these, over 1,500 are juniors.  The centre is open 14 hours per day, 7 days per week.  Individuals and groups can use the facilities on a casual basis, and through group or regular club bookings.  In addition to sports activities, the centre is widely used as a meeting venue and for social functions by the wider community.
The centre’s facilities are also accessible and used on a regular basis by disability groups including ELCAP, Dunbar Action for the Disabled and Dunbar Day Centre.

Hallhill Healthy Living Centre does not itself operate as a membership sports club.  Instead each of the clubs that uses the centre retains its operational independence and club membership.  These separate clubs come together through the Sports Club Association to have a say in the management of the centre.

Today the centre provides an expanding range of sports opportunities including football, rugby, hockey, squash, athletics, badminton, volleyball, judo, karate, table tennis, fitness, cricket, cycling, tennis, netball and triathlon.  The indoor spaces are also used for dance, ballet, music and movement, yoga, keep fit and other activities.  Sport is available year-round to everyone in the community.  Young people in particular are encouraged to try a range of sports at the centre before choosing those that attract them most.  People can play at their own level without feeling constrained by the skill levels of others within their particular team or club.

The centre is supported by over 40 qualified coaches providing more than 40 hours of coaching each week.  Attracting quality coaches is regarded as an important element within the centre whose mentoring role is to help develop the players as people as well as sports men and women.
The centre is regularly used by the Scottish Football Association, the Scottish Rugby Union and other national governing bodies for coaching, games and matches.  It has played host to several international matches at junior level because of the quality of the pitches.

Managing and maintaining the project
The sports facilities are owned by Dunbar Community Development Company which is a company limited by guarantee and a registered charity.  The company has established Hallhill Healthy Living Centre as a trading company to manage and operate these sports facilities.
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East Lothian Council provide £25,000 each year towards maintenance of the grounds.  Apart from this revenue grant, the centre needs to generate around £75,000 each year from its activities.  All local residents are welcome to use the centre.  Many of the indoor facilities are available for a casual hire fee at the time of use.  Each of the sports clubs using the centre is a member of the Sports Clubs Association and enters into a Facilities Contract with the centre.  The clubs make an annual payment to the centre which gives them priority access to pitches, changing facilities, committee rooms and other services.  The centre provides the club with a fully-serviced resource including prepared pitches, external lighting, ground-keeping, and accommodation.  Club members pay an annual capitation fee towards the centre of £5 for adults and £2 for juniors.  Non-member groups can also hire the rooms and pitches for training and coaching events, fixtures and social activities when not required by the centre’s own clubs.
In addition, the centre is able to generate revenues through the provision of catering and bar services to sports clubs, and through leasing space for social events, film clubs and other community activities.

Both schools and disability groups enjoy free use of the facilities.  In the case of schools, there is a deliberate policy of encouraging young people to engage in sport and become involved longer-term in activities at the centre.  For the past few years, the centre has operated at a small deficit which East Lothian Council has been willing to underwrite.  Although revenue is increasing steadily each year in line with usage, the centre is in negotiation with the Council to secure an increased revenue grant to support the free services which it provides to schools and disability groups.

Key factors in the success of the project
The Hallhill Healthy Living Centre is more than just a sports centre.  It is based on the model of a community sports club providing both social and sporting benefits in equal measures.  The centre provides a resource for the whole community whatever their level of interest in sport (or none!); it seeks to create cohesion across the community, bringing people together in a way that other facilities are unable to achieve.

One key to this is community ownership and management by the Dunbar Community Development Company.  The centre is run by the community, not provided for it.  The membership of the initial steering group sought to include representatives from groups of all ages and interests from right across the community; the sports clubs and groups were in a minority and had to argue for their specific needs.
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The centre has not tried to replace or amalgamate the various pre-existing sports clubs.  Instead it has sought to create a top-quality facility which all clubs can use with relative ease and minimal cost, without interfering in the running of those clubs.  This was a difficult message to convey in the planning stages.  Today, it means that the clubs are free to do what they do best – running and playing their sports – whilst the administration, facilities and support infrastructure are provided by the centre.  In many ways, this arrangement makes the clubs more viable: provided they can continue to draw in members, they no longer have to worry about renting pitches, finding coaches, arranging catering, or buying equipment.
The support of East Lothian Council throughout the development of the centre has been important.  This has been strongly helped by the engagement of elected members in the planning and delivery of this project; the councillors have been able to convene meetings of interested groups, talk to the appropriate people about financial and professional support, and establish links with the wider networks contributing to the overall project.
The Council were also able to carry the risks associated with all the early planning work including preparing architectural briefs, ground survey works, and quantity surveying for the project.

Problems and issues

Despite the very successful outcome to the whole project, the largest initial problem was securing the support of the existing sports clubs within Dunbar.  Traditionally – and like many other sports clubs in Scotland – these clubs had operated on an independent and small-scale basis.  They were used to doing their own thing and managing their own affairs.  Many saw little need to change the status quo.  They feared the loss of their existing pitches and facilities, and the loss of their identity by being swallowed by a new ‘super-club’.  These club committees had little interest in the wider development of sporting opportunities across the town or in the coaching of a new generation of players.  The way in which the project sponsors sought to work around this obstacle was to create a broader coalition of interested groups representative of the entire town.  The sports clubs were involved but as a minority partner.  The Dunbar Community Development Company was created to spearhead these wider interests, broker the competing claims, and establish the new facilities.  It is perhaps only with the benefit of hindsight that several of the clubs can now see what they have gained in terms of access to improved coaching and facilities, without any significant loss in the management of their own affairs.
Since opening, appointment of a Facilities Manager to run the centre has also had its problems.  The first post-holder had a background in the hospitality sector and tended to run the centre more as a private club than as the planned open access centre.  On his departure, the board determined to run the centre themselves and this involved over a year of hands-on involvement in the day-to-day activities by two or three of the directors.  More recently, the board has appointed a new Facilities Manager who is now developing the centre along the lines originally envisaged.
The current revenue budget of £75,000 is not really adequate to support the anticipated growth of activities at the centre which has run at a loss for the last two years.  The board are seeking an increased revenue grant from East Lothian Council to support the free access by schools and disability groups.  

As the centre becomes increasingly established, there are demands for new and more sports.  These include a growth in squash and the introduction of TryGolf and Short Tennis.  Such developments are reliant on volunteers but there is insufficient coaching and sports development support to assist these volunteers to fully develop the new sports or make links to external sports clubs.

Despite the number of players and the range of sports on offer, there are still limitations to the pathways by which players can play at their own level of progress further.  The centre is looking at creating some internal league structures to offer more diverse ability levels.  There is also an identified need for more volunteer development opportunities, particularly to increase the engagement with parents and draw them into participating in sport at the centre.
Key outcomes

· A purpose-built community facility including multi-use indoor sports centre, range of outdoor pitches, and all-weather pitches
· Community-managed facility providing social benefits as well as sporting opportunities

· Nearly 3,000 local people engaged in sport each week

· Wide choice of sports on offer in one place

· Opportunities to play most sports at any level, and to progress within a sport through individually-paced pathways
· Steady growth in the range of sports on offer for both males and females

· Regular use by national governing bodies for sports coaching

· Hosting national and international football and rugby matches

· Positive feedback from businesses within the town who benefit from the visitors attracted by the centre

· Helping to establish Dunbar as a town with attractive facilities

Anticipated future developments
Since construction of the centre was completed in September 2002, the board have continued to develop the range of sports opportunities on offer, and to seek out funds for new initiatives.
On the capital side, the centre has recently installed two wind-turbines on the site and these have led to a 20% reduction in electricity costs.  Further grants have been secured to install solar panels on the clubhouse roof and these too will contribute to cost reductions.  The board plan to display public information about renewable energy at the centre.  Six public access computer terminals have been installed as a further addition to the community resources.

On the field, the centre is entering into an agreement to develop 15 acres of land adjacent to the existing pitches.  This will be used by the newly formed cricket club, and parts of the land may also be used for further football and rugby pitches and new tennis courts.  A children’s play park has been build and a new long-jump pit constructed.  The board are looking to develop cycling facilities including a mountain bike and BMX circuit, and off-road links to the national cycle network; it’s possible that the centre may then provide bikes for hire to families and other users.

This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of Dunbar Community Development Company in March 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

