Newcastleton Polysport
A case study in club development
Synopsis

Newcastleton Polysport is a recently formed umbrella group of sports interests in a small rural community in the Scottish Borders.  To improve local sports facilities, the group embarked on an ambitious project in two phases to build an all-weather artificial grass multi-sports pitch with fencing and floodlighting (cost £80,000), and to build a new clubhouse comprising changing rooms, referees room, first aid room, storage space and fitness room (cost £150,000 plus £26,000 in fees).  The projects were completed over a five-year period and now around a quarter of the rural community population are paying members of the group.

Background

Newcastleton is a small rural village in the Liddesdale Valley with 800 people.  There is an extensive hinterland stretching from Keilder to Langholm and Hawick.  The primary school has 70 enrolled pupils and there is a small range of village services.  Prior to this development, there was a tarmac tennis court in poor condition in the play park and the 120-year-old Hearts of Liddesdale village football team with its own leased pitch in the village.  
The idea of renovating the tennis court was first proposed in June 1998 and became the impetus for the formation of Newcastleton Polysport in 1999 and the larger facilities project.  With strong leadership from a local resident, the embryonic group gained charity status and embarked on a programme of development planning and fund-raising to create the new facilities.

Stages of development

The group initially approached the Community Council for advice, and were referred to the Rural Resource Centre for the Scottish Borders.  This centre, together with the Lottery Advisor employed by Scottish Borders Council and the Roxburgh Association of Voluntary Services provided invaluable advice to the project throughout the planning and fund-raising stages.
The group were advised to consult widely throughout the village and establish evidence of the demand for new sports facilities.  A ten-person steering group distributed a survey to all households; collecting the returns in person ensured a high response rate.  Rather than simply renovating the tennis court, this survey demonstrated demand for a new all-weather, floodlit multi-pitch with facilities for 5-aside football, basketball, hockey, netball and tennis.  As there was no land available next to the primary school, a location adjacent to the existing football pitch was identified.  At the same time, a need was identified to replace the dilapidated 40-year old clubhouse used by the football club (which contained asbestos) with a new clubhouse and changing facility, and to improve the car parking on the site.   This village survey was particularly important in both designing the project and generating ownership of the plans from throughout the village.
The steering group now became formally constituted with an Executive Committee (including local headteacher, Community Council representative, sports development officer and local people), gained charitable status, and decided to tackle the project in two more manageable phases, building the multi-pitch first before embarking on the larger clubhouse re-build.
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Facilities Development:  Architects were appointed to prepare outline plans and costings for the all-weather pitch.  A 25-year lease for the additional land was obtained from the Buccleuch Estates at a nominal rent.  With advice from the Rural Resource Centre and the council’s Lottery Officer, several potential sources of grant-aid were identified.  Initial funding was provided by Roxburgh Sports Council (£2,000) and the Lloyds TSB Foundation for Scotland (£7,050).
A preliminary approach to the Lottery Sports Fund was screened out as being unsuitable for funding, but the group decided to proceed with a full funding application for £89,000 to build the pitch and this was submitted in January 2000.  At the same time, the group submitted other funding applications to Scottish Power, Children in Need, Rural Challenge Fund and others totalling £133,000.  In May 2000, the Lottery Sports Fund awarded a grant of £33,700, though only £12,500 of this was eventually claimed due to the success of other grant applications.
The new pitch was formally opened by Steve Cram on 31 January 2001 and was subsequently featured in the Children in Need broadcast in November 2001.  
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The second phase, to rebuild the club house and changing room, was a larger and more complex project that took considerably greater time and effort.  A further village survey was conducted.  After the success of the first phase, the committee were keen to proceed but the architectural plans, ground surveys, planning requirements and tendering processes proved to be more difficult than had been foreseen.  

Again, the committee decided to make simultaneous funding applications to various organisations including creative approaches to businesses affecting the local community.  A second application to the Lottery Sports Fund was submitted in April 2002 for £157,000 representing 80% of the anticipated costs.  There followed a protracted period of negotiation over the technical details of the build which was frustrating to those involved in the project.  Eventually, the project did secure 80% lottery funding; this high figure was partly influenced by the devastating effects of the foot-and-mouth outbreak throughout the community.  Other funders of the second phase included Lloyds TSB Foundation for Scotland, Robertson Trust, Roxburgh Landward Benevolent Trust, Sir Arthur Elliot Memorial Fund, Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser, Co-operative society, RS Hayward Trust, Yuill and Dodds Haulage, and Portcullis Development Ltd.  Villagers engaged in a lot of creative local fund-raising which also took considerable time and effort.  These discussions and activities took over a year; building work commenced in October 2003 for completion in March 2004.  The new building was again publicly opened by Steve Cram in April 2004.
Sports activity today

In 1999, there were an estimated 35 people using the existing facilities.  Today, around 200 people (from a village population of only 800) are subscription-paying members of Newcastle Polysport.  Annual membership is available at Family, Adult, Child and Supporter levels with fees ranging from £35 to £5.  This entitles the member to make unlimited use the facilities which are open from 9 am to 9 pm each day.
The all-weather multi-pitch is unlocked and can be used at any time; a token activates the floodlights.  The clubhouse facilities are locked with access available for pre-booked activities.  There are scheduled activities throughout the week on the pitch including:
· 3 sessions of football coaching for both junior and senior school players, after school, with local football coaches

· Six hours of tennis coaching for all ages, with around 45 people in seven classes, again with a professional coach

· Adult football training night

· Training activities by a local blind athlete preparing for the Beijing Paralympics

[image: image3.jpg]


Casual tennis, hockey and football activities take place on the pitch most days.  Although there is a formal booking system, most people just turn-up and use the facilities when required.  There is little problem with graffiti or vandalism, due largely to the sense of ownership amongst local people and the simple membership structure.

The clubhouse is used regularly by the adult football club and more periodically by the under-15 team.  Young people engaged in football and tennis coaching have access to the accommodation.  The fitness room is booked on an hourly basis and currently attracts around eight regular bookings each week.

School use of the facilities has been somewhat disappointing.  The school is a supporter of the project and has always has priority use of the pitch during the school day.  However, the fact that the pitch is a few minutes walk from the school, the presence of a PE teacher on only one half-day per week, and the restrictions of the curriculum, have all limited use by the school.
A local residential activity centre is making increasing use of the facilities for visiting groups.  Some holidaymakers also use the pitch when staying locally and a limited marketing effort may increase these numbers.

Managing and maintaining the project

Newcastleton Polysport is run by a committee of local people.

The running costs of Newcastleton Polysport amount to around £3,000 per year.  This is spent primarily on insurance (the largest single element), routine maintenance, electricity for the floodlights and oil for heating the clubhouse.  Annual membership subscriptions raise around £1,600 and the local football club pays £500 each year; the balance of funds is generated by village fundraising events.

An unanticipated cost is the maintenance and replacement of the artificial grass and sand used on the pitch.  This was expected to have a 15-year life, but to maintain the surface in good condition for this period is likely to require periodic replacement of worn or damaged of grass, removal of contaminated sand and replacement with new sand. These processes can only be carried out by specialist contractors and the group will need to secure funds for this purpose.
Key factors in the success of the project
From its inception, the project has been strongly led by one key person acting as the driver, pushing forward and holding everything together.  Whilst no-one anticipated that the project would ever take five years to complete, it has proved to be of vital importance to have someone with the vision and determination to make it all happen, particularly during the difficult periods of funding and planning discussion when the project could have stalled.  There are potential risks associated with over-dependence on one or two people, particularly if they move away or become unpopular in the local community, so an active committee in support is also essential.
The comprehensive village survey at the outset was important in both establishing the needs and expectations of the village and in generating support.  The survey resulted in the original plan to refurbish the tennis court becoming a very much larger project.  Although externally funded, Newcastleton Polysport is regarded as a facility created, owned and managed by the village itself.  It is looked after by those who use it and the potential problems of youth vandalism are minimised.
The Executive Committee have had to be persistent in their planning and commitment.  The original outline plan for lottery funding was screened out and this could have been the end of the project.  Developing the project over two phases has meant that it has taken six years to come to full fruition.
The decision to proceed with the project in stages has probably been an important aspect of its success.  The project as a whole could have been overwhelming for a small community to undertake.  By starting with the all-weather pitch – which was cheaper and resulted in a practical outcome which everyone could use – the group were able to tackle something that was manageable and which gave them a demonstrable success.  With the confidence gained from this phase, they were better able to tackle the larger and more complex clubhouse phase.  

Maintaining close touch with funders and supporters has also been important to the project’s eventual success.  The main funders have been regularly updated with invites, press releases and photographs.  This has resulted in Lloyds TSB Foundation for Scotland providing funding to both phases, and Children in Need sending a camera-crew to report on the project.  It also helped in the protracted discussions over the second phase lottery funding.
Problems and issues

What began as a relatively simple project to refurbish a tennis court, or construct a new pitch, became a very much larger and more expensive project that took six years to complete.  It is questionable whether the original steering group would have persisted had they known the amount of effort that was going to be required from the outset.  Other groups undertaking a similar project should not underestimate the amount of time and effort required to reach a successful outcome.

Getting the initial plans and specifications drawn up requires money even before any funding has been secured.  Obtaining the necessary services of professional agencies such as architects and quantity surveyors can be a problem when the project is still very uncertain; yet without their services, realistic funding applications cannot be submitted.  Newcastleton Polysport initially accepted an offer to do the work for free but this turned out to be a mistake; the work became low priority for the professional, and the group had no means of pushing for the work to be completed.  Although more expensive, the group recommend engaging professionals on a contract basis to provide their services, and thus gain proper control over their work.  Some professionals are willing to take the up-front risk of preparing plans for a nominal sum on the basis that they will be retained when funding is secured.

In both projects, Newcastleton Polysport allowed for a contingency budget of around 7%.  This is to cover unexpected problems arising during the physical build work.  Whilst the Lottery Sports Fund offered a grant below the original request in both instances, the project only drew down those funds actually required, and the contingency budget provided a safety margin if required.
Whilst the group wished to use local contractors wherever possible, this was rarely possible.  The absence of anyone with substantial building or contracting experience on the committee meant that the group needed to rely on professional advice and project management expertise from elsewhere.  The funders required an open tendering process for the building works.  Whilst freelance local builders could have done the work, they were not sufficiently organised to comply with the formal tendering process or to form a local co-operative enterprise to win the business.  Other potential contractors failed to submit tenders often because of the distances involved in servicing a rural contract.  In the end, a Carlisle company was engaged to build the clubhouse.

Although the project is currently generating sufficient income to cover the regular running costs, there will be a growing problem in raising funds for the upkeep and eventual replacement of the all-weather pitch surface.  This will require either a much larger fund-raising operation or a renewed round of applications for small-grant funding (when the maintenance project will appear less attractive than the original build).

The project anticipated a more extensive programme of coaching and coach education than has actually materialised.  Whilst several coaches have used the facilities, the geographic isolation of the village means that many have to travel a considerable distance and the journey proves unsustainable for relatively short sessions.  The Committee has not been able to recruit any locals other than the one football coach, even when they have offered to pay them to go on coaching courses.
Finally, use by the locally primary school has been less than originally anticipated for a variety of reasons.  Although the school has priority use during the day, the pitch is a few minutes walk away from the school making use during a normal lesson period unrealistic.  The limited availability of a PE teacher at the school, and the constraints of the standard curriculum have also served to limit use except for one-off events.
Key outcomes

· 25% of the village community in membership of Newcastleton Polysport

· 100% of the village in support of the project

· An ambitious sports development project successfully completed, despite initial doubts and a longer-than-expected planning period

· Facilities in use every day of the year

· The project has helped to put Newcastleton ‘on the map’ in the Scottish Borders.

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

