CHEESE AND GRAIN: responses to Frome Town Council’s Q and A

In response to letters it has received from concerned residents the council has drawn up a list of questions and answers for councillors to use in their replies. These have also been published on the council’s website and in the local press. Trustees’ comments on these responses may be read below.

What is the rationale for discussing whether to have a new Service Level Agreement between the Cheese and Grain and Frome Town Council?
	Frome Town Council
	Cheese and Grain

	FTC has invested nearly £1m in the Cheese and Grain over the past 10 years and this illustrates its commitment to the building and the service it provides the community.


	The Cheese and Grain charity has received a total of £280,000 in grant from the council over the past eight years. This sum has enabled the building to provide affordable hall hire to local groups and residents over the eight year period at a total cost of about £10 per head of the population of Frome. The balance of this expenditure is the repayments on loans taken out by the council to improve its asset, before the charity was set up. These repayments are an ongoing legal liability for the council regardless of how the building is run.

	While the C&G is and remains a popular venue, since the Trust was established, FTC has seen little material improvement to the building and the “offer” it makes to the community. We accept that this is primarily due to lack of income. 
	The Cheese and Grain has continued to expand its activities throughout the period and its more rapid expansion is constrained by a lack of capital, not income.



	While the C&G does now have a Business Plan, FTC is concerned that it is dependant on a £35000 pa grant from FTC to create a surplus. The Trust has no track record securing external funding other than from FTC. We are also concerned that projected income over the next four years is constant except for planned income from a converted Mezzanine floor which in turn is dependant upon securing external funding.
	The Cheese and Grain has received over £40,000 in grants, donations and volunteer services over the last seven years, all of which has been invested in improved facilities and equipment, eg PA, furniture, curtains, new Box Office and website. The Business Plan projection showed a steady increase in income over the next five years, in addition to a significant increase when the mezzanine is brought into use.



	FTC believes that the Cheese and Grain is not able to become financially self-sufficient.


	Trustees were not aware until August 2010 that the council expected it to become totally self-sufficient over the next three years. The Cheese and Grain has charitable aims, which, by definition, mean that its primary activities are not for profit. The council’s grant funds the provision of hall hire at less than commercial cost to local groups and residents. Many charities rely on grants to fund all or part of what they do.

A small number of performance events run by commercial promoters do create a surplus (around £15,000 pa) which is also used to subsidise local use.

The development of the mezzanine would lead towards self sufficiency over time, though increasing the level of use.

	FTC has to decide on 22 December whether the risk of investing further annual payments of £35000 pa is too great or whether that and more money could be invested in the Cheese and Grain directly to better effect.


	Payments to the Cheese and Grain to assist it in meeting its charitable objectives do not present a ‘risk’. They are a commitment but a defined one. The risk is that the council’s revenue costs on running the Cheese and Grain are undefined and likely to be significantly higher than the current fixed grant level. The council would be liable for additional costs such as business rates from which the charity is exempt, the return of costs of external repair, loss of volunteer input, higher cost service contracts due to loss of goodwill from current providers and loss of access to grant aid.


Why does the Town Council want to take over the Cheese and Grain?
	Frome Town Council
	Cheese and Grain

	FTC did not set out to take over the Cheese and Grain. It has offered to do so in order to sustain the building if the Trustees decide they can no longer operate without FTC’s annual grant. And the Trustees have indicated that they cannot.


	The funding is provided to enable charitable objects to be met.  Without the funding the Cheese and Grain will be unable to deliver those objects as it does now. Discussions therefore need to begin with establishing what the building does and then look at appropriate funding. Trustees have repeatedly sought the opportunity for a full discussion.

	FTC’s objective would be to retain and develop the building for the community as a whole. 


	This is not the same as continuing the activities of the Cheese and Grain. This could mean other things. Does this mean a municipalisation of the building – a town hall?

	FTC believes that if it did take over the building then it would have access to the funding required to develop the Cheese and Grain in ways that the Trust has not managed to do.


	Although the Cheese and Grain made an initial bid in 2007 when the longer lease was first promised, it was not in a position to move forward with significant applications until a long lease was secured in May 2010. Now, it is precluded from applying due to the threat of withdrawal of revenue support. The council has access to loan finance which may provide more immediate funding but is more costly.

	If the Trust closes or asks FTC to take over, then FTC will consult, draft a business plan, secure funding and implement it. This plan is likely to retain some current services. This may take a year or more to implement and in the meantime, FTC would continue current services. It has no intention of closing the Cheese & Grain.
	This means that the current activities will be ended in a year or so and beyond that continued operations of the Cheese and Grain are uncertain.




Why hasn’t a Business Plan be produced already?

	Frome Town Council
	Cheese and Grain

	Drafting a Business Plan for the Cheese and Grain now or in the recent past would not have been the correct way forward as we have no indication from the Trust that they want us to take over.


	A contingency plan with indicative costings certainly could have been produced and could form the basis of consultations and constructive discussions with the trustees. The Cheese and Grain trustees have no information of the council’s intentions and are being asked to agree to transfer the newly granted lease on this basis.


What is the timetable?
	Frome Town Council
	Cheese and Grain

	FTC meets on 22 December to decide whether to agree a new Service Level Agreement with the Cheese and Grain from 1 April 2011. If it decides not to, it will also then decide whether to take on the running of the C&G if requested to do so by the Trustees.
	This is wholly premature, in the absence of information and of negotiations.




Has FTC followed correct procedures so far?
	Frome Town Council
	Cheese and Grain

	Yes, the Chairman of the Policy and Finance Committee was asked on 15th June 2010 to negotiate with the Cheese and Grain over a possible new SLA (2010/49/P&F). She did this. The Policy and Finance Committee minute of 19 October agreed 

 “that Frome Town Council should take on the running of the Cheese & Grain with a view to refurbishing it along the lines that the Cheese & Grain Trustees envisage, as well as including our own offices, and to ensure the Cheese & Grain continues to operate and develop to benefit the people of Frome.” (2010/117/P&F)

This minute was approved as normal at the following meeting (4 in favour, 1 against) as a true record.
	Trustees have made the council’s Interim Chief Executive aware of their concerns about the council’s failure to follow the terms of the current Service Level Agreement, including the failure to conduct the agreed annual reviews.

	Due to the significance of the Cheese and Grain for the Town, it was discussed at Full Council on 24 November where the Chairman proposed to hold an extra ordinary meeting to discuss the matter further. 
	

	This meeting will be held on 22 December at 7.00pm at Rook Lane Chapel. Members of the public are welcome to attend and to address the Council.
	Be there!
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