WEST PARK CENTRE a LEEDS COMMUNITY ASSET  TOO VALUABLE TO SELL

REPORT on the FUTURE of WEST PARK CENTRE
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THE SALE OF THE WEST PARK CENTRE WOULD ROB LEEDS OF AN UNIQUE RESOURCE WHICH SUPPORTS AND HELPS DEVELOP THE MUSICAL REPUTATION OF THE CITY OF LEEDS

THE LOSS OF THE WEST PARK CENTRE WOULD SERIOUSLY AFFECT THE ARTS AND EDUCATIONAL CAPABILITIES OF THE CITY OF LEEDS

THE LOSS OF THE WEST PARK CENTRE WOULD SERIOUSLY AFFECT THE INNER NORTH WEST LOCAL COMMUNITY, AN AREA WHICH IS POORLY SERVED IN TERMS OF COMMUNITY RESOURCES.

ANY SALE OF THE WEST PARK CENTRE AND SUBSEQUENT COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT WOULD AFFECT WEST PARK FIELDS AND RESULT IN A SERIOUS LOSS IN THE GREEN ENVIRONMENT OF NORTH WEST LEEDS.

THE SALE IS BEING PROPOSED WITHOUT ANY CONSULTATION WITH THE MANY ORGANISATIONS WHICH RELY ON THE WEST PARK FACILITIES. NO DETAILED CONSIDERATION HAS BEEN GIVEN TO THE POTENTIAL FOR DEVELOPING THE ARTS, YOUTH AND RECREATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES OF THE CENTRE.

THE WEST PARK CENTRE IS A CITY-WIDE COMMUNITY CENTRE, AND OFFERS UNIQUE FACILITIES NOT OTHERWISE AVAILABLE IN LEEDS. IT SERVES THE CITY TO AN EXTENT UNMATCHED BY OTHER COMMUNITY CENTRES. IT IS THE ONLY MAJOR ARTS CENTRE OF ITS KIND IN THE CITY. THE ROLE IT PROVIDES FOR THE CITY IS PRICELESS.

THE WEST PARK CENTRE MUST BE REMOVED FROM THE ASSET DISPOSAL LIST, AND EVERY EFFORT BE DIRECTED TO ENSURING ITS LONG-TERM POSITION AND ROLE WITHIN THE LIFE OF THE CITY OF LEEDS.

MUSIC and the WEST PARK CENTRE

West Park Centre was the temporary “home” for Opera North until comparatively recently, indeed, Opera North STILL uses the Centre for rehearsals. The Northern Ballet Theatre is also based at West Park until its new facilities are completed on the Quarry Hill site (approximately 2010/2011).

These, however, only represent a small part of the role of the Centre within the music tradition of Leeds. Other music groups using the Centre include Leeds Symphony Orchestra, Leeds Festival Chorus, West Riding Opera, Free Range Choir, the School of Rock and Pop, the Yamsen Choir and Leeds Late Starter String Group.

It is also estimated that there are about 20 Leeds Youth Music Groups who regularly use the facilities at West Park on a weekly basis for rehearsal and shows.

Often there are several groups using the facilities at one time and on many evenings / weekends the Centre resounds with sound of music and the chatter of young voices. The Centre is a hive of activity and deserves support, not closure..

The hall facilities at the Centre are unique in terms of their acoustic quality and their size, accounting in part for their popularity and usage. The Centre has the largest rehearsal hall in Leeds, apart from the Town hall.

The location of the West Park Centre, adjacent to the Ring Road, with good access to the Kirkstall routes and extensive bus connections all add to the appeal and use of the Centre.

It is no exaggeration to say that closure of the West Park Centre will inevitably lead to a decline in the opportunity for music amongst the youth of the city. A city which prides itself on being the home to Opera North, the Northern ballet and prestigious musical events such as the Leeds Piano competition should support the facilities provided by the West Park Centre. 

The West Park Centre IS PART of the City’s proud music tradition and deserves to be developed and enhanced, not sold.

ARTS & EDUCATION and the WEST PARK CENTRE

The West Park Centre was formerly the old West Park Girls School. Since the closure of the school, WPC has served as a “spare school resource” to cover for other school’s temporary closures. It has also been used as the base for various Education Leeds teams, namely:

 ARTFORMS (Arts and Music Service) which hosts the 20 Leeds Youth Music Groups, music development days and incorporates YAMSEN (charity for music for people with special educational needs) and the Gordon Parry Centre (centre of specialism for music for SEN)

Gypsy Roma Traveler Achievement service

The Attendance Strategy Team

The Leeds NUT is also permanently based at WPC.

Community Arts organizations, also based at the Centre include:

Irish Arts Foundation

Theatre Company Blah Blah Blah

The Paper Birds Theatre Company

Music Arc

Other regular or Ad hoc users of the WPC include:

Child protection training / teacher training teams from Education Leeds

Contra Dancing

Scottish Country Dancers

Leeds Ballroom Dance Group

Other regular users of the Centre include:

Leeds NHS Stop Smoking service

Gamblers Anonymous

Area Management Boards

West Park Centre is also the regular home of the Leeds Reformed Baptist Church each Sunday. The Centre is occupied for almost the complete day with a congregation of approximately 500 worshippers of all ages.

The Northern Ballet Theatre has recently approached one of the local residents’ associations with a view to making its work and services better known to local residents. This is aimed at developing dance classes for both young and older residents of West Park, and of course Leeds as a whole.

Much, much more could be done to enhance the Arts and Educational work of the West Park Centre. The departure of Northern Ballet Theatre should be seen as the opportunity to invest in the Centre and develop the range of activities.

The COMMUNITY and the WEST PARK CENTRE

Community activity at the Centre includes:

Girls Youth Club Group (Youth Service)

Housing association meetings

Meetings by local residents groups (including those contributing to this report)

This area of Leeds is seeing unprecedented changes and threats at present.  There has been a loss of amenities with shops closing on Butcher Hill -  the Butcher’s Shop, Greengrocer’s Shop, Frozen Food Shop and Leeds & Holbeck Building Society.

The Butcher Hill Fields, a well-used community resource, is under threat from a company called Powerleague who want to “tarmac” over this lovely green space, turning it into a profit-only 5-a-side football complex, dramatically affecting the life of local residents.  

There are rumours that the local Pub, The Dalesman, is closing down.  Two other nearby pubs (Hark to Rover and Dutton’s Arms) have closed/are closing down.

Police and local associations recognize the importance of local amenities in maintaining / raising the quality of life within a community, closure of the Centre would take away another point of local identity and remove the possibility of new ventures being established based around the Centre.

Currently the West Park Centre is underused as a community resource. The space released by Northern Ballet Theatre would offer the potential for local enterprises to be established. There would also then be the possibility of extending Youth service work and developing the work of the Neighbourhood Network scheme (STEP) in providing a community focus for the elderly. 

The potential for assisting other Inner North West local communities at the West Park Centre can be seen in the following submission from the Kirkstall Crusaders Junior Football club:

“I am writing on behalf of Kirkstall Crusaders Junior Football Club.   We currently have over 100 members registered aged between 6 and 15.  We are affiliated to The Garforth League, The West Riding Girls League and The County Football Association.  We are a Charter Standard Club.

We provide the children with training opportunities, kits, training equipment,  and fully qualified coaches to at least a Level One  standard.  We play in two different leagues.  We have a girl’s football team, three boys teams and two mixed sex teams.  We also have many more children who come to training, but for a variety of reasons, are not in a team.

Most of our funds come from subs and registration fees although several of  

our families cannot afford either but they are still allowed to join.  Some of our running costs are met through sponsorship, which is  very much appreciated, though, we still have to fund raise.  In the past our various  fund raising activities have included a sponsored penalty shoot out, bag packing  at local supermarkets, a carol concert for the elderly and a few discos, parties  and raffles etc.

We are looking into using the West Park playing fields as a base, as  a large group of our children attend local schools there and live on the nearby estates.  There is enough space to provide our teams with a pitch each of varying sizes, from mini-soccer to open-age.  Some of our previous players have come back and helped younger teams train and we have paid for them to do their Level 1 coaches course.  We want this to happen more and more to keep them interested in football and possibly make a career out of it.

We find it very difficult to get all the teams together to foster the "footballing" community we would like, as every team has to train/play and meet in different places.  The club would go from strength to strength if we could become more organized and have a central place we can build from, similar  to what the local Milford Club has done for junior rugby in the area.

West Park playing fields and West Park Centre would be ideal for us to build stronger links to local schools and communities and have somewhere for the local children  to feel that they belong.  In the longer term I believe we could forge  

links with other agencies and sports clubs to widen the range of leisure activities so more children could have more opportunities.”

The sports facilities on West Park Fields are already partly in use by Community Groups but it is clear that there is a greater demand by groups such as Kirkstall Crusaders.

West Park Centre represents an invaluable local amenity, capable of serving the local Inner North West communities to a much greater extent than is currently the case; it simply requires the will and vision to push this forward.

The Council recognizes the importance of sustainable communities in its strategic objectives for 2008-2011. In stopping the sale of the West Park Centre the representatives on the Inner North West Area Committee are in a position to halt the destruction of this local Community.  

WEST PARK FIELDS and the WEST PARK CENTRE

The West Park Centre, formerly the old West Park Girls School, is built on land donated by the Beckett family - Lord Grimethorpe - the family still having living relatives. The terms of the original conveyance of the West Park Centre site from Baron Grimthorpe to the Leeds Corporation in 1947 – (part of the ‘blue area’ on the associated plan) are as follows:

‘no buildings shall be erected on any part of the area coloured blue on the said plan except for educational purposes and any electricity transformer station’.

This covenant, restricting any development of this land for education uses ought to provide a safeguard for the Centre, BUT ..  A developer might argue the case for exactly what is meant by “educational”, stopping the range of current activities at the Centre whilst technically still remaining within the terms of the covenant. 

There are also “elements” of protection relating to the West Park fields, for instance the land running down from the West Park Centre towards St. Chad’s Primary School is classed as ‘Protected Playing Pitch’ on Leeds City Council’s UDP. HOWEVER, it seems that this has not deterred a housing developer raising the possibility of taking over both the site of the Centre and the “Protected playing pitchs” for development as an extra care village of approximately 250 apartments / dwellings.

It is clear that the inclusion of the Centre on the Asset Disposal list would precipitate the sale of the Centre any time between NOW and 2010 / 2011. Further, given the desire to achieve the best sale price, it is CERTAIN that selling the Centre would have negative implications for West Park Fields and consequently lose invaluable green space in Leeds.

COUNCIL STRATEGY and the WEST PARK CENTRE

The Leeds Strategic Plan 2008 to 2011 sets out the strategic outcomes – the real changes Leeds want to see in people’s lives and the city by 2011, and improvement priorities – the key areas where it wants to focus efforts over the next three years.  

Stopping the sale of the West Park Centre would assist in meeting the key areas:-:

To enable more people to become involved in sport and culture by providing better quality and wider ranging activities and facilities

To improve the quality of life through mixed neighbourhoods offering good housing options and better access to services and activities. 

The Centre does require investment in its fabric; the current position reflects many years of lack of investment whilst also being a credit to the work of its maintenance staff. BUT even with this situation the vibrancy and usage of the Centre proves the need and relevance of the Centre to Leeds. 

THE FUTURE of WEST PARK CENTRE

The West Park Centre does require investment in its basic services and structure, but DOES offer the potential for becoming a thriving, self-funding invaluable community resource. In addition to the halls, dance studios, sports facilities, meeting and conference facilities the Centre also has office accommodation. All these facilities would contribute to the Centre’s sustainability.

Already West Park Centre is extremely well used by a mixture of young people and adults providing a vibrant music, arts, education and community resource. Even without further support and development there are approximately 2,000 people per week coming through the doors of the West Park Centre. Compare this footfall of 2,000 with that of say Kirkstall Abbey museum and one might argue for replacing West Park Centre by Kirkstall Abbey museum on the Asset disposal list !

The loss of this valuable Community Centre would be a disaster and reverberations from its loss would be felt City Wide. With foresight and will, West Park Centre could become a flagship Centre of Arts, Education and Community in Leeds - continuing to bring enormous benefits to the Inner North West Area and to Leeds as a whole.

Keeping the Centre on the “For Sale” list without any formal assessment by the Council, nor consultation with the local community and current users, could at best be described as Council Vandalism. The Centre and the surrounding fields were gifted to the people of Leeds for recreation and education; the City of Leeds should honour this valuable resource. Moor Grange Action Group, Spen Hill Residents’ Association, West Park Residents’ Association, West Park Fields Action Group are totally opposed to the sale of West Park Centre by Leeds City Council and we call upon the Councillors on the Inner North West Area Committee to block the sale of the West Park Centre.

