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TOWN HALL TO PASS TO COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP THROUGH ASSET TRANSFER

Issued Tues Dec 8th

A Pennine community in west Yorkshire is to become one of the first in the country to take direct responsibility for running its own Town Hall building in a pioneering asset transfer arrangement approved yesterday by the local council.
Calderdale council has agreed to a proposal for Hebden Bridge Town Hall to transfer into the hands of a community-run charitable trust, specially established for the purpose.  Under the terms agreed, Hebden Bridge Community Association will acquire a forty-year leasehold of the Town Hall building from the council.  Calderdale will remain as one of the building’s users and will become a tenant of the Association.

Hebden Bridge Town Hall, originally owned by the former urban district council, passed into Calderdale’s control following 1974 local government reorganisation.  As with civic buildings in other similar-sized towns, its long-term function has been unclear and several services formerly based there have in recent years been withdrawn.  The proposal for asset transfer of ownership emerged from community concerns that the Town Hall, a landmark listed building in the town centre,  could be at risk of being sold off.

Andrew Bibby, one of the trustees, said:  “This is the culmination of more than two years’ detailed discussions with Calderdale, and of plenty of hard work by many in our community, all unpaid.  We have gone through a detailed business planning process to demonstrate that the Town Hall will be sustainable financially in the long-term under community control. 

“What we’re doing here is exploring a new way in which the idea of public ownership can be made to work.  Our concept of public ownership is broader that that of national or local state control.  We’re looking back to earlier nineteenth century models of mutuality and common interest, as well as forward towards new workable twenty-first century models. At the core has to be the principles of proper accountability to the community and democratic control.”

The concept of asset transfer of public buildings into community control was advocated in the 2006 report Making Assets Work, issued by a panel led by local government chief executive Barry Quirk.  The Quirk review’s recommendations have been endorsed by the government, whilst the idea of community leadership in delivering local services also features in current Conservative thinking on localism.

In order to try to meet its commitment to accountability and democracy, Hebden Bridge Community Association has been established as a very broadly based membership organisation which both individuals and organisations in the town are encouraged to join.  The Association currently has over 470 members from a total population of about five thousand and has the ultimate target of attracting a thousand members.   The ten current trustees of the charity were chosen by members in October in a contested election.

In the short-term, the Association is planning to bring a current empty hall back into use and to renovate existing poorly-used meeting space.  At the same time an ambitious £4m project is under way which would see a set of new buildings constructed on currently vacant land next to the Town Hall, to provide both a small enterprise centre and new community facilities. 

Cllr Ian Cooper, Calderdale portfolio holder for safer and stronger communities said:

“This is a great project and I am happy that we have had the chance to be involved in a scheme which will give local people more influence and a greater sense of identity.  Once up and running, the hub will help to strengthen community cohesion and develop business opportunities. As a Council we want to preserve the borough’s heritage and develop local business and talent. This scheme will help us to do just that”.

The asset transfer has attracted cross-party support.   Lib Dem ward councillor Janet Battye, an Association trustee,  said:   “This is an enormously exciting development which I believe will secure the future of the Town Hall for the very long-term.  What we’re seeing today is the same community pride which was there when the Town Hall was first put up in 1897.”

Hebden Bridge Community Association trustees warn, however, that a successful asset transfer requires considerable levels of commitment and skill from within a community. “This is not something to approach lightly.  Any community considering this approach needs to ensure that they will be receiving an asset and not a  liability.  And we’d be concerned if councils too readily passed across public buildings or services to groups who didn’t have mechanisms to be accountable to all within their community,” says Andrew Bibby.
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