


Report for Environment Committee 29th October 2024. Cllr Turner, Chair of BHCC Change Group 
A. Background to the Bracken Hall Countryside Centre (BHCC) Review 
· The BHCC Change Group was set up by Environment Committee in November 2023 (ENV2324/29.1) to oversee the ‘revive and refresh’ of the management of BHCC following negative comments and multiple closures. 
· The Change Group is Chaired by Cllr Turner and has representatives from the Volunteers and the Friends.
· An interim review was presented in June to Environment Committee which reported some positives and ongoing issues to address. 
· Environment Committee required a final review in October 2024 (ENV2324/29.2). 
· The BHCC Manager resigned and left on 23rd September. 

The headings below were used for the Interim Review and are used again for the Final Review. 

However there are other wider, strategic issues which also need to be considered now that the Centre has no permanent Manager and the opportunities this presents.

B. Review Headings and Summary of performance to September 2024

1. Set priorities for an effective BHCC Management Team. The Management Team has met regularly and have overseen a new Volunteer Handbook, improvements to the exhibition hanging system and more joined up marketing of events. The Management Team comprises volunteers, a Town Cllr (as link to Environment Committee), Clerk/Deputy Clerk (for notes) and (formerly) the Manager post. Actions have, consequentially, taken a long time to implement and some are only just starting (October Management meeting) to be planned eg. Garden signage reinterpretation and a systematic approach to schools.

2. Volunteer recruitment, development and retention. Four volunteers have been recruited since October 2023. There are an additional 2 volunteers awaiting induction. Volunteers and the Manager do/did attend fairs, open days and the like to promote the Centre however this has not proved a successful systematic strategy for recruitment. A Pre-season briefing event has been held, a What’s App group set up and the rota has been filled every weekend since Easter. The rota has been filled to mid-November. 

As a consequence of low recruitment, out of a total of 23 active volunteers currently on 3Rings only 8 individuals are covering over 50% of the shifts (24% of shifts are being covered by only 3 volunteers!). For comparison, before October 2023 over 50% of the shifts were covered by 7 individuals. 
So, whilst this is a very small improvement in terms of engagement of volunteers, it would only take sickness, holidays and volunteers deciding not to volunteer anymore (for whatever reason) to make the Centre very vulnerable to closure and short notice closures. Despite frequent volunteer call outs and rationalising of 3Rings it is not clear why some volunteers do so few shifts. Additionally, advice has been received that there is a basic insufficiency of active volunteers to cover normal absences in a rota of this kind and at least another 10 would be needed.

3. A programme of events for the next six months (especially with schools and uniformed groups). One or two groups and schools have been supported by the Friends/volunteers and feedback from those who come to BHCC in a school or a group is excellent (See appendix 5). The Management Team decided that all Baildon schools and uniform groups were free of charge. Some proactive publicity to communicate what is on offer has been produced (in house) to distribute within Baildon schools. There has been no development of new curriculum packages. This relies on partnership working with the Friends. Leadership on reaching out to schools is unclear.

4. A costed and funded Marketing Plan. Two new banners and marketing via Visit Bradford and Visit Baildon websites have been implemented. There have been plans to revise the current events listing format and implement a new house-style however this has not happened yet. There have been discussions about the need to create a new website which brings together the three sites which already exist and are inadequate for a variety of reasons. However this has not progressed. This relies on partnership working with the Friends and a substantial budget.

5. Begin to plan and implement a refurbishment of the Exhibition Room in the Centre. The Mari Friend Exhibition in summer 2024 and a new hanging system to facilitate exhibitions has been implemented and some discussions have been had about possible future exhibitions with external partners. In part due to the current uncertainties for the future of the Centre, there is no confirmed exhibition programme at the time of writing.

6. An agreed plan for the garden and ‘Education Boards’. A new volunteer Garden Lead has been appointed and they are getting to grips with the previous strategies and plans for the Garden.  Panels in Garden have been reviewed, an overarching ‘design’ is agreed for replacement and the budget exists to support this. The project is at an early stage.

7. Gaining the support of all parties (Town Council, Friends of Bracken Hall, Volunteers and Landlords).  The communications between the Friends and BTC has remained similar to pre-October 2023 and there is representation on the Management Team, the Clerk forwards information to the Secretary of the Friends and has attended one of their meetings, there is some improved liaison on events in the Centre. Communications between the Landlord and BTC are good. 

C. Wider, strategic issues for consideration

1. The lease on Bracken Hall Countryside Centre with the Landlord ends on 30th November 2034 and there are various break clauses within the lease. 

2. The Rural Payments Agency contract (relating to the grant for the all-weather Hub) states: “The beneficiary (BTC) undertakes that any items funded by the grant will remain in the beneficiary’s ownership ….until the end date (10th January 2027). The beneficiary shall not make any change to the ownership …before the end date without the Authority’s (Rural Payments Agency) prior written permission…If the beneficiary breaches the Terms...or there is a change in circumstance...the Authority reserves the right to withhold or require repayment of the Grant”.

3. Information from the RPA (received 25th September) indicates that withdrawing from the contract with them early would be dealt with on a case-by-case basis and would be very much up to negotiation with them (including discussion on possible novation etc). However they have a sliding scale to guide recovery of grant payments. Currently RPA have confirmed we are in year 3-4 (to Oct 2025) and the ‘breach payment’ would be 40% ie approximately £14,000. In year 4-5 (Nov 2025 – Oct 2026) we would owe 20% ie approximately £7,000.

4. Other costs of closure may include: cancellation of services contracts (eg BT), making good (our lease refers to removing all objects ie the museum displays and all furniture and signage) and then storage/disposal costs of things removed, Publicity/comms about the closure, mail forwarding. 

5. The current costs of running Bracken Hall (including the Manager position) are approximately £21.3k. These costs do not include hidden overheads (other staff time, central budgets such as insurance, training, office equipment and councillor time). 

6. Move of the Town Council and Library to another larger venue ie Baildon Club (project on pause). If this happens then the functions of providing residents and visitors with a greater understanding and enjoyment of the Moor and the Glen could be provided from this new venue. But this is highly speculative at the moment.

7. BHCC may have potential to provide a base for a new role of Environmental Volunteers. As yet this project has not been presented to Council so is speculative.

8. General Power of Competence frees the Town Council up from the legal limitations on what can be delivered at BHCC. It would allow the Town Council to set up a Trading Company to sell educational sessions and even retail goods. 

9. Performance targets. BHCC has now completed monitoring for the RPA however it is good practice within the sector to set visitor targets (see appendix 5 for actuals) and other user targets and monitor against them. Creating a robust cost benefit analysis may have merit in the Council’s decision-making process eg. assessing the subsidy cost of BHCC per precept payer, per visitor etc.

10. The over-riding mission of BHCC is as an "environmental education centre" for all ages, with an emphasis on serving the local area and the wider Yorkshire region. However there are community and economic benefits too which cross-cut the whole Council’s agenda. However a balance needs to be struck between achieving a clear focus on key objectives and the resources available to pursue them.

11. External factors should be kept in mind such as City of Culture 2025 and the possibility of becoming part of a National Nature Reserve (still under consideration alongside a number of other sites and announcement due next Spring).






D. Options (in no priority order)
Some of these options may not be mutually exclusive ie may be part of a multi-phased approach.

	[bookmark: _Hlk179447060]Option 1. Recruit a new BHCC Manager on a like-for-like basis.

	Option 2. Review and improve the post of BHCC Manager in terms of job content, hours and pay. Focus is on a ‘custodial role’ but also one which can provide leadership to make a significant improvement in what the Centre can deliver. Attractiveness of post and cost are factors. 

	Option 3. Consider new roles and/or partnerships to add to the existing delivery of the Centre. Consider setting up a Trading Company to oversee income generation. Develop formal client relationships for delivery with key stakeholders such as Friends and creating a 10 year? Business Plan.

	Option 4 Close BHCC. Give notice on the lease, remove/return all the contents and stop delivering an environmental learning programme to promote the understanding of the Glen and the Moor.

	Option 4a. Close BHCC but continue to deliver the programming via other means and venues. 



Recommendation: 

The Change Group recommends that all options are explored and that it prefers Option 2 above. Cllr Turner has abstained due to a conflict of interest in his position of Chair of Council.

Appendices

1. Notes from the Friends of Bracken Hall
2. Notes from Volunteers
3. Notes from Walkers are Welcome
4. Notes from Joe Ashton on behalf of the BHCC Management Team
5.1 Summary of Visitor figures 
5.2 Sample of Visitor comments





