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REPORT TO CABINET


3 November 2009

TITLE OF REPORT: Windmill Hills Centre
   
REPORT OF:  
Margaret Whellans, Group Director Community Based Services,

                         
Derek Quinn, Group Director Development and Enterprise

   

Purpose of the Report 

1. The purpose of this report is to update Cabinet on the potential development of a multi cultural facility within Gateshead, to seek endorsement for the constitution for the steering group of this initiative, and to seek Council nomination to chair the steering group for a two year period, until the organisation is sustainable in its own right. Cabinet is also asked to seek one Council representative from the Lobley Hill and Bensham Ward and one from the Bridges ward to sit on the steering group and endorse the proposal that a small part of the building will be let to the Muslim community for prayer space.  

Background 

2. In January 2008 property services invited expressions of interest in the use of Worcester Green, a former day centre that had been vacated by Adult Social Care services. As a result, 6 BME and other cultural groups and 2 mental health user groups expressed an interest in the centre. In response to this high level of interest, the Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services met with each of the BME and other cultural groups to discuss with them the possibility of sharing a building to host their community activities. The outcome of these discussions was an interest from all groups in sharing a building. Property services continued to work with the mental health user groups to identify their building needs.

3. With the retirement of the Strategic Director, responsibility for this development transferred to the Group Director, Community Based Services. In October 2008, an externally facilitated event was held at Worcester Green to explore further the detail of BME and other cultural groups sharing a community building. The event was attended by 7 of the 8 groups who are now interested. However, it became evident that Worcester Green would not be able to accommodate the range of activity that the groups wished to develop, whilst also providing prayer facilities. Following consultation both with the Bridges and the Bensham and Lobley Hill ward members it was therefore agreed that the vacant Windmill Hills site would be more appropriate for this development. The Worcester Green site is in the process of being leased to a mental health user group.

4. In January 2009 a steering group was established, chaired by the Group Director, Community Based Services to develop a community facility for community groups at the Windmill Hills site. Current membership of the group is set out in appendix 3. The group has now met on 6 occasions and considerable progress has been made within that time and is summarised below:

· Two of the Bridges ward members have joined the steering group.

· The group has considered and agreed a constitution for the organisation (see appendix 2).

· Work is underway with a newly established residents group for the area in the immediate vicinity of Windmill Hills to involve them on the steering group.

· A timetable of activities has been developed.

· Options for the allocation of space have been considered and a preferred option agreed with further work underway to ensure full use of the facility.

· There is an agreement around the sharing of office space, office equipment and a centre manager.

· A draft Business plan has been agreed and a full business plan is now in development.

· In principle agreement has been reached around the use of a small dedicated space as a prayer room for both men and women from the Muslim community. Further discussion about the detail is currently taking place.

· A phased implementation plan is in development.

· A funding sub group has been established with support from the external funding team.

· Work is underway to identify the priority building works that are essential to enable occupation. This basic building work was identified as one of the Community Centre capital programme proposals approved by Cabinet on 14th July 2009 and a full bid to the capital programme is currently being prepared.   

Proposal 

5. It is proposed that the Council continues to support this steering group to develop this community facility. Not only will the facility provide much needed community space for the groups involved, but it also has the capacity to accommodate new and emerging communities and community groups. Importantly, as a visible centre, it can act as a contact point for new arrivals in the borough, linking and sign posting people to services where they are required and be available to the wider community, particularly young people.
6. In order to formalise the Council’s involvement in this development, it is proposed that the steering group is chaired for a two year period by a Council member until the group is sustainable in its own right. It is therefore proposed that, at this stage, a councillor from the Diversity Forum be nominated to chair the group. In addition, it is proposed that there should be one ward councillor nominated from each of Lobley Hill and Bensham Ward and Bridges Ward, to sit on the steering group. The remaining ward councillors could act as substitutes to ensure consistency of attendance.

7. A key issue for the Muslim community is the need for prayer space within the centre for residents attending community activities who need to pray during the course of that activity. In order to accommodate this need it is proposed that a small but reasonable allocation of space is identified specifically for this use. This would be let to the Muslim community at a commercial rate that would support the operation of the centre. 

8. Although there is a considerable amount of work that needs to be developed, particularly in relation to the Business Plan, the Steering Group is rapidly moving towards the point where it can share part of the building as an office base. It is therefore timely that Cabinet formerly endorses the constitution and identifies  formal nominations to chair the group and represent the Council’s interests.  

Recommendations

9. It is recommended that Cabinet:  
(i) Note the considerable progress that has been made in taking forward this initiative.
 

(ii) Endorse the Steering Group constitution at appendix 3, subject to the amendments to the membership outlined in this report.

(iii) Nominate a Council member to chair the steering group for a two year period until such time as the group is sustainable in its own right. 

(iv) Agree to nominate a ward councillor from each of  the Lobley Hill and Bensham and Bridges wards to sit on the steering group with the remaining ward members acting as substitutes as necessary. 

(v) Endorse the principle that a small part of the building will be let to the Muslim community for prayers at a commercial rate.

For the following reasons:

(i)
It supports the delivery of Vision 2030, in particular Gateshead goes Global and Gateshead Volunteers.

 (ii)
It supports the aspirations of the Community Cohesion strategy “Gateshead Together”. 

CONTACT:  Kate Israel  extension  2353
PLAN REF:3392  

APPENDIX 1


Policy Context 

1.
Cabinet agreed the following vision for Community Centres following a 
comprehensive review carried out by Corporate Vitality Advisory Group.

“A vision for community centres in the future is for effective community services provided through a well located network of high quality children centres, community and youth centres, extended schools, libraries, leisure centres, adult social care and day centres and customer service centres that provide services people want and that are managed and resourced well.  Buildings should meet the needs of local residents in the 21st Century.”

This proposal sits within that context.

  
Background

2.
At the end of November 2007 the former Adult Day Care Centre at Worcester 
Green was identified as surplus to requirements following its vacation. As part of the 
Asset Management process Property Services contacted a number of local 
community organisations to identify potential interest in the property. 

3.
Consultation with the local Ward Councillors, took place in January 2008 to discuss 
proposed use of the building. The Councillors at this meeting stressed that they 
were keen on the idea of ‘Community Use’ and that they would prefer a mixture of 
occupancy rather than a ‘Sole Occupier’.

4.
Following this consultation meeting an open day was held on 30th January 2008, 
with voluntary and community groups invited to attend. Over 20 organisations 
attended the open day and at the end of the sessions each group representative 
was given a brochure containing property information and an expression of interest 
form, which stressed the Councils desire for a mixed occupancy/use of the centre.

5.
9 forms were completed and returned to Property Services. Of the 9 forms returned 
2 of the groups were not prepared to share the accommodation with other groups 
and were therefore discounted. Of the 7 remaining groups, 2 were from Mental 
Health users and 5 were from Minority Groups.

6.
Because the building is not capable of housing all of the groups that had shown an 
interest, a decision was taken to seek two separate submissions, one from the 
Mental Health Users and another from the Minority Groups, with the idea that we 
would have 2 separate submissions from mixed groups, which would satisfy the 
Ward Councillors expectations for a multi-use centre.
7.
After the open day meetings took place with each of the BME Groups to discuss the 
principle of working together under an umbrella organisation so that they may make 
their submission. The aim was to start the discussion about developing an 
agreement to share space and costs and to look at forming a Steering Group with a 
constitution. 

8.
Following the retirement of the Strategic Director, Legal and Corporate Services 
and a brief break in activity, the Group Director, Community Based Services was  
asked to lead on this work. In order to progress developments the interested groups 
were brought together at a working session to develop a model for sharing 
responsibility for a building and agreeing a constitution to support this. This session 
was externally facilitated and took place in October 2008. Whilst the outcome of this 
session was very positive, it became apparent that Worcester Green would not be 
able to accommodate the range of groups and activities needed within the centre
9.
Windmill Hills has been vacant since the closure of the school and has been 
considered for a number of possible development schemes. It was therefore 
considered that this site offered more opportunity for the increasing number of 
community groups who were emerging with interest in a location within Gateshead. 
Windmill Hills could also accommodate the much-needed space for prayer 
alongside teaching facilities.

10.
As a result a steering group has been established to develop proposals and a 
business plan for taking this initiative forward.  
Consultation  

11.
Consultation has been undertaken with the Corporate Vitality and Sustainable 
Communities - Central Cabinet Members, and the Bridges, Bensham & Lobley 
Hill Ward Councillors.  Subject to the endorsement of Cabinet, consultation and the 
involvement of the communities surrounding the building will need to be progressed 
as will consultation with partners through the Central Area Forum.   

Alternative Options 

12.
An alternative option would be to not support this initiative. However, this would 
mean leaving a vacant building empty and would not meet the unmet 
accommodation needs of the groups involved.  

Implications of Recommended Option 

13. Financial Implications – The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that immediate financial implications for the Council will be the capital costs associated with bringing the building into a state of readiness. The longer term intention is that the group will be fully responsible for the financial costs associated with running the centre as identified through the Business Plan.  
14. Risk Management Implication - The main risk will be maintaining the financial viability of the centre. The marketing of the building will be important ensuring that the communities immediately adjacent to the building also feel that it is a facility that they can use thus mitigating any risk of alienation.
15. Human Resources Implications   - There are no human resource implications for the Council as the intention will be that the steering committee, through the business planning process, will seek to employ their own centre manager.
16. Equality and Diversity Implications - The development of this facility will help to promote the equalities agenda by supporting a diverse range of community groups that exist within the borough. It will also contribute to the Council’s work on Community Cohesion – Gateshead Together.

17. Crime and Disorder Implications – Although this initiative will not directly impact on the Government’s Prevent agenda, it will support the development of good community relations and community integration that underpins this agenda. 

18. Sustainability Implications - There are no sustainability implications associated with this proposal
19. Human Rights Implications – There are no human rights implications associated with this proposal
20. Health Implications - The development of this facility will provide the opportunity to offer health and well being information and activities at the centre and the potential to reach a range of BME and other cultural groups that might be otherwise difficult to contact. 
21. Area and Ward Implications - This initiative will support all wards in the borough in particular Bridges, Bensham and Lobley Hill within the Central Neighbourhood Management area .
Background Information


Cabinet Report – Community Centre Review January 2008

Cabinet report - Community Centre: Programme for Investment July 2009
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