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1. Executive Summary

In the four years since Three Rivers District Council chose to reopen Watersmeet as a community hire venue it has succeeded in defining a new role and identity for itself, in an uncertain trading environment. It has done this while carefully managing its overheads, and so has managed to steadily reduce its net operating costs from £101,521 in 2006/07 to £68,094 in 2009/10.

This success has validated the central premise of the initial business plan adopted in 2005, that the community hire model would allow Watersmeet to re-establish itself as a valuable community resource, with relatively low costs and low risks to the Council.

The coming business cycle offers the opportunity to choose whether to reduce operating budgets in line with recent performance, or to invest the savings made in service improvement in line with Council objectives.

2. Introduction

The community hire and pantomime operations at Watersmeet are now well established, following the re-opening of the building by Three Rivers District Council for the annual pantomime in 2005, and community hires in 2006.

This report marks the end of the first business planning cycle for Watersmeet as a community hire venue. It describes recent performance by the venue, summarises current services and operations, and the key markets in which it is operating. It ends with a series of options to guide future business planning, and a summary of proposals.

I just wanted to say a BIG Thank You for all your valuable support at last Sunday's event at Watersmeet. Everything ran smoothly   .... Thanks again guys and keep up the great work!

Hirer, 2009

3. Recent Performance

Three Rivers District Council reoccupied Watersmeet in January 2005, when Watersmeet Trust Limited ceased trading. A skeleton staff of officers staged an annual pantomime in December 2005 (see below), but no other events took place in the building during 2005/06.

3.1 Community Hires

TRDC approved the initial community hire business plan for Watersmeet in November 2005. This aimed to: 

· Provide a high quality hire venue for the benefit of the public

· Encourage and service a variety of community, private and commercial use through tailored pricing, promotion and facilities

· Adequately balance issues of risk and cost to the Council

The community hire operation was launched at the beginning of 2006/07. After four full years it is appropriate to assess whether these aims have been achieved.

The initial business plan anticipated levels of occupancy for not for profit and commercial hires rising steadily from nil in 2005/06. Actual results have exceeded target, with both the not for profit and commercial sectors growing each year, excluding a fall in commercial bookings in 2009/10 
. This is a remarkable degree of consistency given the variable nature of Watersmeet’s operation, where a single booking may span twelve sessions, and where the gain or loss of one regular booker may have a major impact on performance. 
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Figure 1 – Watersmeet hire occupancy

	 
	No. of Sessions 06/07
	No. of Sessions 07/08
	No. of Sessions 08/09
	No. of Sessions 09/10

	Amateur Drama
	41
	78
	90
	77

	Asian productions
	2
	6
	0
	25

	Other Not for Profit
	109
	80
	94
	87

	Sub Total Not For Profit
	152
	164
	184
	189

	Dance Schools
	27
	21
	23
	31

	Ethnic & Civil Ceremonies
	5
	5
	3
	8

	Professional Theatre 
	8
	11
	22
	15

	Other Commercial / Private
	18
	57
	61
	31

	Sub Total Commercial
	58
	94
	109
	85

	Total Occupancy
	210
	258
	293
	274

	Target Occupancy
	75
	127
	176
	222


Table 1 – Watersmeet hire occupancy by sector in sessions

See (6) below for descriptions of current and potential markets for hire business. 

3.2 Pantomime
The annual Watersmeet pantomime is currently produced by Paul Holman Associates. Bookings come from a combination of group bookers (e.g. schools, youth groups) representing approximately 50% of business, and private/family bookers. It is estimated that around 75% of each year’s business is repeat bookings, particularly from groups, with mailing campaigns running all year. Ticket sales have remained in line with targets over recent years, with 14,694 people attending Snow White in 2009.

3.3 Financial performance
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Trading income has grown in line with increasing activity during the period:

Figure 2 – Watersmeet trading income

	 
	06/07
	07/08
	08/09
	09/10

	Pantomime tickets
	 £     132,499 
	 £     140,167 
	 £     139,187 
	 £     142,516 

	Hire charges 
	 £       49,547 
	 £       74,664 
	 £       92,714 
	 £       93,206 

	Daybreak rent
	 £       39,483 
	 £       31,826 
	 £       37,149 
	 £       41,573 

	Catering 
	 £       19,548 
	 £       24,452 
	 £       34,604 
	 £       35,553 

	Box office commission
	 £       18,767 
	 £         3,323 
	 £         8,899 
	 £       10,775 

	Merchandise sales
	 £       10,097 
	 £       10,786 
	 £         2,863 
	 £         6,980 

	Other
	 £            715 
	 £            946 
	 £         1,184 
	 £            625 

	Total Trading Income

(exc VAT)
	 £     270,656 
	 £     286,164 
	 £     316,600 
	 £     331,228 


Table 2 – Watersmeet trading income

However, as described in the 2005 business plan, care has been taken to ensure that costs are kept variable, and are only scaled to match income. In this way the net direct cost 
 to the Council of operating Watersmeet has reduced steadily over the lifetime of this plan from £101,521 in 2006/07 to £68,094 in 2009/10:
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Figure 3 – Watersmeet Net Direct Costs

	 
	06/07
	07/08
	08/09
	09/10

	Staff
	      115,641 
	  133,182 
	      151,380 
	162,735

	Premises          
	       89,181 
	    90,823 
	       98,787 
	       93,634 

	Supplies & other costs
	      167,355 
	  157,093 
	      150,022 
	142,954

	less Income
	(270,656)
	(286,163)
	(316,598)
	(331,229)

	Net Direct Costs
	      101,521 
	    94,935 
	       83,591 
	68,094 


Table 3 – Watersmeet Net Direct Costs

These totals compare to a net direct cost of £225,276 in 2002/03, the last full year of the venue’s operation before its transfer to Watersmeet Trust Ltd. 

3.4 Customer satisfaction & feedback

Customer satisfaction surveys are given to all hirers in order to improve the service offered. Samples of recent feedback are included within this report.

Pantomime customers are surveyed each year by use of comment cards and an Opinionmeter touch screen survey, which collects detailed responses. In 2009, 95% of pantomime customers described their visit overall, and the service provided by staff and volunteers as either ‘good’ or ‘excellent’.    

I wanted to drop you and your team a quick line to say 'a massive thank you' for all the work you did to make my son's 6th birthday party at Watersmeet a huge success.  Your team were energetic, helpful, polite and nothing seemed too much trouble … (venue staff) are a credit to Three Rivers District Council and Watersmeet.

My son had a fabulous birthday and the day was made so much easier for me with all the help and support from you and your team. Also, please feel free to pass this letter on within Three Rivers District Council or use any part of it for promotional use.  I will certainly be spreading the word and all my friends who attended the party were also extremely impressed.

Watersmeet is such a little goldmine within our town … especially given the high quality of staff that run the venue. Once again, thank you so much and well done.

 Private hirer, 2009

4. Services

Over the first four years of Watersmeet’s community hire operation, the services offered to its customers have been developed as follows:

4.1 Community Hire

Watersmeet aims to offer a professional service from the first initial enquiry to post-event evaluation, to accommodate hirers’ diverse needs. A new hire presentation package has been prepared for all hirers, along with training for all staff in product knowledge. The area to the side of the foyer has been made more presentable to sit down with potential hirers and plan events in a more professional environment. Quality checks before and during events aim to ensure that a high quality service is maintained at every stage. Technical facilities and their charges have also been reviewed.

Hirers are now offered the option of an advance box office service, including online sales, with costs being recovered through a sales commission. The venue can also offer hirers a bar and catering service with a recently refurbished kitchen.

Differential pricing rates for commercial and not for profit hirers have recently been reviewed by the Council’s Executive Committee. See below for details of current and potential hire markets.

4.2 Pantomime

Watersmeet has been well served by its partnership with its current pantomime producer for many years, and regularly welcomes around 16,000 patrons each Christmas. During 2009 officers conducted a value for money study, comparing current arrangements with those offered by other producers. This information is being used to inform contract negotiations with the current producer, so as to reduce trading risks to the Council, and as the basis for a new tender for the provision of an annual pantomime. It is proposed that this tender exercise is conducted during 2010.   

Marketing campaigns are also being developed to retain loyal core group bookers, and expand into potential new markets.

5. Operations 

5.1 Staffing

The 2005 business plan described a small core staff team, growing only as its business could sustain its costs. There are now 4.5 full-time equivalent posts at Watersmeet:

Venue Manager – responsible for all aspects of the venue, its bookings and operations.

Marketing Manager (part-time, post shared with the rest of the Leisure & Community section) – responsible for the marketing of both the hire and pantomime operations.

Technical Manager – responsible for all technical support for hirers and day to day building management, plus duty manager duties.

Box Office and Admin Supervisor – responsible for the running of the box office and its staff, also responsible for the administration of hire bookings and contracts.

Front of House Manager – responsible for the provision of duty management for events, customer care and licensing issues, and the training of front of house staff and volunteers.

This core staff team is supplemented with casual staff (covering technical and box office, and relief house management), and with volunteer stewards from the ‘Friends of Watersmeet’. This arrangement is judged to be generally adequate to service current occupancy rates; however if activity were to increase further then some further increases in staffing would be required, in order to provide a consistent and resilient service to hirers and customers.

5.2 Volunteers

The ‘Friends of Watersmeet’ is an independent organisation which remains essential to the venue’s operation, both through its provision of stewards for events, and through its recently expanded film and events programme. Regular liaison ensures that the Friends are kept in touch with all events at Watersmeet, while training in customer service and emergency procedures aims to ensure that volunteers provide a high quality service to all visitors and hirers.

It is the role of the Front of House Manager to support all volunteers with sufficient training in all areas of the venue, including fire safety and evacuation procedures, to ensure the safe and smooth running of all events. Future developments include the potential for recruiting new volunteers from local colleges and drama schools

5.3 Asset Management

Recent years have seen improvements in the facilities Watersmeet is able to offer to its customers, including the refurbishment of toilets and replacement of all auditorium seats, as well as the refurbishment of the venue’s kitchen. 

However the operating and utility costs of the building’s services have been growing. Capital funds have already been allocated over the period 2010-13 to bring the fire alarm and electrical infrastructure in line with current regulations, and to improve energy efficiency with new heating controls. Solar panels are to be installed on the roof in the current year to further reduce the building’s carbon footprint.

Annual maintenance, decoration and deep cleaning work will in future be conducted during the month of January, the quietest time of year for hires. In the past these works have been carried out in August; however this is a peak period for the weddings and civil ceremonies which the venue is now trying to attract.

6. Markets

6.1 Marketing summary

In order to establish the building’s new identity and role, it was successfully rebranded in 2006 with a new logo under the name ‘Watersmeet’, rather than ‘Watersmeet Theatre’. 

The past three years have shown that Watersmeet is a versatile hire venue, which has seen:

· the launch of a new car for Renault

· the venue’s first licensed Wedding Ceremony

· the return of professional ballet

· a children’s production of High School Musical which generated over £30K at the Box Office for one hirer

· a national Taiko drum festival

· the venue continues to be used regularly by local amateur theatre groups.

· dance schools continue to use the venue to showcase their work

· the Friends of Watersmeet have established a Film Society, which is well supported and aims to screen films every month with a recently expanded programme

New business is being developed with the venue being used for large school graduation ceremonies and retreat days, along with Asian theatre, and it continues to provide a good location for large ethnic wedding receptions.

With an increase in business, hirers have requested that the venue manage box office sales with the venue covering costs by taking commission on ticket sales. On-line ticketing was introduced in August 2008 and as well as offering an extra incentive for hirers to use the in-house box office service, has proved successful with additional pantomime sales.

Watersmeet’s presence on the Council’s website has grown over the last three years, going from one page to several dedicated pages on hiring, civil ceremonies, forthcoming events and pantomime. The number of ‘hits’ these pages receive keep Watersmeet within the top ten of all pages viewed on the Council’s website, rising to third place during the build up to pantomime. 

As public events have increased, a regular ‘What’s On’ brochure has been produced with costs being re-charged to hirers. This has also helped to re-establish a mailing list at the venue which has approximately 4,000 members. 

Most of the major hirers who used the venue before it closed have now returned. Unfortunately the venue’s continued parking problems have prevented the return of the local Fine Art Society, with their popular programme of lectures and workshops. The venue’s parking is shared with Three Rivers House, which limits the potential to develop daytime weekday hire business.

While the pantomime clearly has a well established set of marketing techniques, to bring in both groups and families, for repeat and first bookings, these campaigns always need to be reviewed and refreshed. The Watersmeet pantomime succeeds in a very competitive environment, and there is always the need to identify and target new potential markets.

6.2 Key hire markets

See 3.1 above for figures illustrating the steady rise in occupancy rates for the community hire operation at Watersmeet.

The venue appears to be succeeding in the aim set out in the 2005 business plan, with commercial and private hires in a variety of markets cross-subsidising community and not for profit bookings. A new Marketing Manager has recently been appointed, and she has begun a review of all the venue’s key markets, including an assessment of its position in each market relative to its competitors. This assessment will inform future pricing, marketing and service development, but venue staff have already identified the following key markets among current and potential bookers:

6.2.1 Past Bookers

a) Amateur Theatre

Harrow Light Opera Company, Pinner & Hatch End Operatic Society and Rickmansworth Players have all returned and use the venue every year in April and November. Other than Rickmansworth Players, all use the in-house Box Office for their ticketing and they all advertise in the What’s On brochure. 

Additional direct marketing has been used to attempt to attract new groups to the venue but this has yet not proved successful, probably because most societies are well established at other venues and do not want to risk losing established audiences at their current locations. 

However these societies will be targeted again in 2010 as the venue now offers a full telephone and online box office service and catering. It may also be able to generate new business with the Watford Palace Theatre changing its operation.

b) Dance Schools

Due to the size of the auditorium and the good number of dressing rooms, the venue continues to provide good facilities for dance schools. All past dance schools have returned along with new ones. Direct marketing to dance schools within Hertfordshire and Middlesex will continue on an annual basis, again advertising the new box office and catering services now available.

c) Professional Theatre 

Despite direct marketing to a large number of professional theatre production companies, Vienna Festival Ballet remains the only professional company to be hiring the venue on a regular basis. A children’s theatre company were using Watersmeet bi-annually for the first two years of the current operation but stopped in 2008 due to costs. General feedback from other companies suggests that whilst Watersmeet is not in a position to pay for marketing and cannot offer hirers a guarantee or box office split, this side of business will not develop further.

Whilst the first two years of Vienna Festival Ballet returning proved successful for the hirer, the last production in November 2008 was run at a near loss, possibly due to recessionary fears.

We would like to thank all your staff that were involved with our Gala Concert … we have received a lot of positive comments … the success of the evening was aided by the professionalism of your staff on duty … it was thanks to your staff that the concert ran without any problems, no small feat … the lighting and sound systems met all our requirements.
Community hirer, 2009

6.2.2 Potential growth markets

a) Community Theatre (fundraising events)

The venue is being used by local fundraisers for theatre events / showcases / ‘Evenings with…’ style events. These types of hires are becoming more regular since the introduction of the advance box office service. The venue also provides marketing advice and a media list to help hirers with their own promotion of events.

b) Ethnic Weddings

Watersmeet continues to be a good sized venue for ethnic wedding ceremonies and there is the potential to develop further with the venue now licensed for Civil Ceremonies, as couples now have the option to hold both the civil service and religious ceremony in the same venue on the same day. A dedicated leaflet on ethnic weddings at Watersmeet is being distributed to Asian community groups, specialist wedding shops and caterers and mandap providers in Hertfordshire and Middlesex.

c) Graduation Ceremonies

Schools in Middlesex and Hertfordshire and PTA’s will receive direct mail in 2010 with details of the facilities available for graduation ceremonies, retreat days etc and this service is also being promoted on the hire webpage of the Council’s website.

d) Civil Ceremonies, Partnerships & Barmitzvahs

A dedicated leaflet with the facilities and packages available was distributed in 2009, together with a dedicated display in the venue all year round. Target markets include people marrying for a second time, gay and lesbian partnerships and those on a low budget. Distribution includes community centres, libraries, wedding shops, local caterers and florists. The proposed change to the annual maintenance period from August to January should help serve this market (two potential bookings for civil ceremonies in August 2009 were lost). It will be essential that the room used for Civil Ceremonies is kept well decorated, so as to retain licensed status. 

A major campaign to encourage further barmitzvah bookings is planned for 2010.

e) Summer Schools

With the success of ‘High School Musical’ at the venue in 2009, Watersmeet could offer a similar experience to young residents during the school holidays and generate extra income. HSM was organised with children paying to join a theatre school. Parents and friends then bought tickets for the production so generating more income for the hirer. The popularity of the title along with the expensive ticket prices for the West End production meant the general public also booked for this production.   Watersmeet would not be in a position to generate a box office income of £30k as with this production but the venue could provide a professional summer theatre school with the aim of encouraging young people to get involved with the arts, reduce anti-social behaviour and provide a community based theatre activity for all the community to support. Officers are in discussion with Leisure Development colleagues about the potential for such projects.

f) Asian Theatre

The venue is frequently hired for these theatre events. Although establishing the venue for either theatre or ethnic weddings relies on word of mouth recommendations within the Asian community, Asian production companies will be targeted directly in 2010.

6.2.3 Other markets

a) Youth Theatre 

Whilst the venue has been approached with a view to hosting a regular youth theatre, the cost of the venue has proved too expensive. The standby rate has not proved popular as organisers need definite dates and booking whole term times has proved difficult as weekends remain popular with other hirers and get booked as much as two years in advance.

b) Corporate Hires

Whilst Watersmeet has been hired by locally based national companies, such as Comet, Nissan, Renault and Kier Southern, some of this business has been lost recently as firms make cuts and use their own in-house facilities for staff events and product launches. Research with regular bookers will inform what special offers or discounting might retain this potentially lucrative business until economic conditions improve. 

c) Not For Profit hires

Mencap and the Council for Voluntary Services have become regular hirers of the venue for meetings, training and fundraising events. 

d) Craft Fairs

These proved popular in the past and with the new staffing structure the venue now has the personnel to be able to organise an event such as this on a trial basis, and keep the income generated from stall fees to cover costs. There would also be secondary income from catering. Organisers of niche fairs should be approached to see if they would organise an event directly or in association with the venue. There may also be a market for ethnic craft and wedding fairs, which should be investigated.

e) Private Hires

The venue operates a policy of no under 21 parties, but it was recently hired for a school ball and receives regular requests for costs on children’s parties. In the main, the hourly rate and minimum four hour hire period, along with a lack of catering facilities has put parents off, while church halls and other community centres provided more suitable and cheaper options.

Bigger occasions, such as Christenings, wedding receptions and funeral wakes provide a small percentage of income.

7. Resources, Options & Targets

Para 3.3 above demonstrates that the Watersmeet community hire and pantomime operations have managed to achieve steady and apparently sustainable growth, with trading surpluses and managed costs leading to a reduction in the net direct cost of the service to the Council. This is a considerable achievement, given the competitive markets in which it operates, and the squeeze placed on discretionary spending in all its markets as a result of the current recession. 

The Council’s strategic plan has set out budgets for the next three years, and net budgets for Watersmeet have already provided the Council with efficiency savings. Given the current financial climate, and the venue’s recent success, it is the view of officers that the Council has a choice to make as Watersmeet enters its next business planning cycle:
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Figure 4 – Watersmeet actual and budgeted direct costs 2006-13 

	
	2006/07
	2007/08
	2008/09
	2009/10
	2010/11
	2011/12
	2012/13

	
	£
	£
	£
	£
	£
	£
	£

	Actual
	101,521
	94,935
	83,591
	68,094
	
	
	

	Budget
	
	
	
	
	85,050
	85,260
	84,760


Table 4 - Watersmeet actual and budgeted direct costs 2006-13 

	Cost Centre
	
	2010/11 Budget
	2011/12 Budget
	2012/13 Budget

	
	
	£
	£
	£

	1455
	Watersmeet-General (Hires)                      
	
	

	
	Staff
	105,760
	108,950
	111,540

	
	Premises                      
	60,610
	60,280
	60,280

	
	Supplies & Other costs          
	21,030
	21,030
	21,030

	
	less Income
	(135,680)
	(137,670)
	(139,670)

	
	Sub Total 1455 (Hires)
	51,720
	52,590
	53,180

	
	
	
	
	

	1456
	Watersmeet-Entertainments (Pantomime)               
	
	

	
	Staff                     
	57,210
	59,350
	61,160

	
	Premises                      
	8,900
	8,900
	8,900

	
	Supplies & Other costs          
	127,720
	127,720
	127,720

	
	less Income
	(160,500)
	(163,300)
	(166,200)

	
	Sub Total 1456 (Pantomime)
	33,330
	32,670
	31,580

	
	
	
	
	

	
	Combined Net Total
	85,050
	85,260
	84,760


Table 5 – Watersmeet summary budgets 2010 -2013  

Given the variance of £16,956 between the actual net cost of £68,094 in 2009/10, and the budgeted net cost of £85,050 in 2010/11, it is the view of officers that the Council has a choice between the following options:

Option A – Status Quo

Leave budgets unchanged

Watersmeet is competing for business in highly volatile markets, both for hire and pantomime business. For example, when Renault were forced to cancel a series of three planned staff events, the venue immediately lost over £10,000 in hire income. The variance between the 2009/10 actual result and the 2010/11 budget may appear large, but it represents less than 5% of the venue’s annual turnover. It may therefore be felt prudent to leave current budgets unchanged, in order to provide a contingency against adverse trading conditions.

Option B – Cost Saving

Reduce net budgets by £15,000

Given the Council’s current financial situation, it may be felt that budgets should be reduced in line with the venue’s recent performance. A net cut of £15,000 (e.g. by increasing the hire income target) would obviously increase the risk that future financial targets might fail to be met.

Option C – Investment

Leave net budgets unchanged but invest £8,500 p.a. in community activity

Net budgets could remain unchanged, but with £8,500 each year being allocated to a community activity heading, leaving around £8,500 as an operational contingency (see Option A above). This would allow the venue to actively develop events in line with the Council’s objectives for community safety and sustainability, through free or discounted rents, or promotion or other support. Activities might involve events for young people or other priority groups, together with colleagues in Leisure Development or external partners. 

Officers are recommending that a choice is now made as to which of these three options the Council wishes to pursue for the forthcoming business planning cycle.

Notwithstanding the issues listed above, some further growth should be anticipated in occupancy rates over the lifetime of this plan, independently of which of the options listed above is chosen. The following occupancy targets are therefore proposed:

	
	Actual
	Target
	Target
	Target

	
	sessions
	sessions
	sessions
	sessions

	
	09/10
	10/11
	11/12
	12/13

	Not for profit hires
	189
	200
	210
	230

	Commercial / private hires
	85
	100
	110
	120

	Total occupancy (sessions)
	274
	300
	320
	350


Table 5 – Watersmeet occupancy targets 2010 -13

It is also proposed that the targets for occupancy by not for profit hires should become a local performance indicator for the service, in addition to customer satisfaction data which is currently collected. The Council has recently adopted a common customer satisfaction target of 90%. Watersmeet should expect to continue to exceed this target.

On behalf of the Committee I would like to thank you for all your help and extreme patience with the organizing of our (event) last Saturday. It was greatly appreciated…

Community Hirer, 2009

8. Action Summary

· A choice is now made between the three budgetary options listed above. Officers will then detail the operational impact of the preferred option.

· Watersmeet is to continue to provide a high quality community hire and pantomime service to a growing number of customers, within the net budget provision currently established.

· Not for profit occupancy and customer satisfaction targets are to be achieved.

· Market positioning and marketing campaigns are to be reviewed and refreshed in key markets, including

	
	Amateur theatre
	Asian theatre

	
	Dance schools
	Summer schools

	
	Community theatre
	Craft etc fairs

	
	Cultural and other ceremonies
	Leisure development programmes

	
	Graduation events
	


· Tender the pantomime production contract so as to ensure best value

SW/PM 3/6/10

� Hire occupancy rates at Watersmeet are counted by dividing each day into two sessions (afternoon and evening). Excluding pantomime, maintenance and setup time, the venue’s maximum operational capacity is assumed to be 456 sessions per year.


� Net direct costs exclude internal recharges, capital charges and depreciation. Watersmeet costs are allocated to two revenue budget costs centres: 1455 Watersmeet General (hire operations) and 1456 Watersmeet Entertainment (pantomime operations)
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