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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Blaenau Gwent has a population of approximately 69,500, and the majority of residents 
live in the five key towns of Abertillery, Brynmawr, Ebbw Vale, Nantyglo Blaina and 
Tredegar. It is an area of significant deprivation and has many associated challenges in 
relation to health and well being, economic development and the fear of crime. As an 
example: 
 
� 70% of residents live in the top 30% of deprived communities nationally. 
� 31% of adults over 16 smoke. 
� Only 35% eat at least 5 portions of fruit and vegetables per day. 
� 58% of adults are overweight or obese. 
� Only 26% meet current physical activity guidelines. 
 
In order to meet the above challenges BGCBC Leisure Services has identified the 
following strategic aims, including: 
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Conclusions and recommendations 
 
The key conclusions from the review of the service can be identified as follows: 
 
� There is a need to increase the animation of the service to give residents a reason to 

use it. 
� There is a need to review the current scope and pricing structure of the Life 

membership. 
� There is a need to develop a well programmed and animated service which gives 

local residents a reason to come out of their homes and into the facilities…and 
become physically active. 

� The advantages of externalising the service are minimal given the dual use nature of 
the facilities and the lack of critical mass. 

� There is a need to market the benefits of the service and not just the features. 
� There is a need to use management information more effectively. 
� There is a need to maximise the use of facilities, especially throughout the school 

day. 
� There is no opportunity to rationalise the facilities stock (e.g. Nantyglo SC), as this 

would impact on the residents most in need of the service. 
� There is a need to deliver a replacement for Ebbw Vale SC. 
� There is a need to decide on the future provision of indoor bowls in Blaenau Gwent. 
� There is a need to challenge the appropriateness of the catering offer at each facility. 
� The Council should be mindful of the need to invest in Nantyglo LC in the next 7 to 

10 years. 
� The potential exists to improve the fitness offer at Tredegar SC in order to improve 

usage and income. 
� The potential exists to re-organise activity areas at Ebbw Vale SC in order to 

increase income and reduce costs prior to it being replaced. 
 
In line with the above, the key recommendations for the review can be identified as 
follows: 
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� To develop a wider range of programmes and initiatives at facilities in order to 

demonstrate value for money for residents. 

� To re-evaluate the pricing policy for its Life card membership in a format which: 

� Seeks to generate additional income from the Internal membership package, 
especially from partners.  

� Focuses discretionary payments at those most in need. 

� Provides clearer parameters and benefits for the External Life membership 

package. 

� To re-align the Life membership package to ensure that individual use of courts is 
included within the membership as opposed to the hire of a court by the member.  

� To ensure that the service rigorously chases up ‘no shows’ on classes and court 
hires by Life card members. 

� Ensure that the Council receives value from its resources, especially where they are 
used by “commercial” clubs which generate a profit from the cheap hire of facilities. 

� Where the Council investigates its VAT position, and does receive a rebate based on 
how it should treat specific income sources – this rebate should be ring-fenced in 
order to action some of the key recommendations within this report; specifically those 
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which are associated with increasing income in order to reduce the subsidy liability 
(i.e. invest to save). 
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� To develop a wider range of programmes and initiatives at facilities in order to attract 

users to them, as opposed to hiring spaces within facilities.  
� Ensure that pricing is not a barrier to use for the most disadvantaged residents in 

Blaenau Gwent. 
� Enter negotiations with the Education Department and respective head teachers with 

the objective of: 

� Transferring responsibility for the daytime programming of the swimming pools to 
the Leisure Services team so that an increased range of programmes can be 
developed. 

� Identifying opportunities to access specific activity areas (e.g. sports halls) at key 
times throughout the day when they are not in use. 

� Develop a marketing approach which identifies the benefits of sport and physical 
activity and the opportunities to participate. This could include using the “Life” brand 
as follows and ceasing the use of all other brands: 
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� Marketing activity should be driven by increasing penetration rates of the service (Life 
membership categories) within the community and incorporate specific targets for the 
most disadvantaged communities. The Council should consider the potential 
advantages of buying in specific marketing expertise from the private sector to 
support the drive and development of its marketing. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This is the draft report by Knight, Kavanagh & Page (KKP) following the completion of the 
consultation and research into the review of Sport and Recreation Services at Blaenau 
Gwent County Borough Council (BGCBC). The report presents our initial findings and 
identifies the future challenges for the service moving forward. 
 
The stated purpose of the study is to undertake a headline investigation into the current 
stock of facilities controlled the County Borough Council and to generate recommendations 
that could be implemented to achieve better long term results, specifically in terms of: 
 
� Future value for money. 
� Increased levels of participation in sport and physical activity. 
� A clear picture of the opportunities for rationalisation, refurbishment, development 

and investment in suitable provision in order to meet need. 
 
The approach undertaken to meet the requirements of the Council’s brief was as follows: 
 
� Detailed face to face consultation with key officers within the Council. 
� Site visits to all of the Council’s leisure facilities. 
� 
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The following map identifies the residential location of all the members (by type). It 
identifies the draw of the facilities; especially among casual users. 
 

 
The spread of the three main membership category types is identified within the following 
map. What is clear is the distance employees travel to work for the Council and the 
significant number who choose to be members of the Life scheme. 
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Further analysis of the membership data identifies the following key results: 
 
� Almost 12% of Blaenau Gwent residents are casual members of the service. 
� The Council’s penetration rate for fitness members is approximately 2.6%; while 

nationally 12% of the UK population are now registered members of a health and 
fitness club or publicly-owned fitness facility. 

� Comparing membership rates for each facility based on the catchment population 
within a one mile radius of each venue, the following penetration rates are evident: 

 
 Casual External Full Internal Swim 

Facility Catchment % % % % % 

Catchment  
pop 

Abertillery SC  17.7 0.4 1.6 3.2 0.1 5,497 

Ebbw Vale SC & 
Glencoed SH 21.0 0.4 1.3 2.4 0.0 13,322 

Nantyglo SC  17.1 0.5 1.5 2.4 0.0 6,787 

Tredegar SC  21.4 0.4 1.0 2.2 0.0 5,236 

TOTAL 19.6 0.4 1.4 2.5 0.1 30,842 

 
In summary, the service has significant potential to increase market penetration within the 
local community and improve its overall trading position. However, it must also be 
recognised that in order to achieve this, the quality of the offer must be improved. 
Furthermore, by re-aligning its pricing policy for the Life Membership scheme, the Council 
has the opportunity to increase income; however, such a move would be likely to affect 
Council staff members more than other residents. 
 
Years 6 and 9 strata survey 
 
The Council recently commissioned a years 6 and 9 survey of all pupils to assess their 
sport, physical activity and cultural participation trends. The key results for the sports and 
physical activity element of this study can be identified as follows: 
 
� 
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As identified above, the condition of Abertillery Bowls centre has deteriorated to the point 
where it is not economically viable to repair and refurbish. The Council has no other 
option but to dispose of the asset. 
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Not only would the reach of the service drop to below 50% of the population being able to 
access the service within a 20 minute walk of their house, but the reduction in the service 
reach would hit the most deprived communities. That is, the profile BGCBC identifies that 
70% of the population are from the top 30% of deprived communities nationally; the 
current facility infrastructure provides 41% of this community with access to a facility 
within a 20 minute walk from their house; whereas if the Council decides to close 
Nantyglo SC then only 32% of this community will be served. 
 
Therefore, if the Council decides to close Nantyglo SC there is a question over its ability 
to deliver on its corporate objectives in relation to improving health, increasing 
participation in sport and physical activity, lifelong learning and using physical activity as a 
diversionary activity within some of the most deprived communities in the area. 
 
!�����������	���"����
 
No investment currently required. 
 
In summary, BGCBC is starting from the point where it currently has two facilities which are 
currently beyond reasonable repair and do not merit further investment - as they stand (i.e. 
Ebbw Vale and the Indoor Bowls) and it has identified a solution for one of these. 
Therefore, practical and political consideration will have to be given to the provision of 
indoor bowls within the area and a suitable solution identified for this. 
 
The Council also has three other core sports facilities all of which require varying degrees 
of investment. The two facilities which will absorb the majority of this investment are 
Nantyglo and Tredegar. Some consultees have challenged the potential future of Nantyglo. 
This is a realistic challenge given the potential closure of the school and redevelopment of 
the site; however, the facility serves the most deprived catchment of any of the County 
Borough’s facilities, covering the key communities facing the most acute health, well-being, 
social exclusion and economic challenges. 
 
Therefore, at present there does not appear to be any key rationale for rationalising 
facilities stock in BGCBC, other than the indoor bowls facility, where there may be a 
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KEY ISSUES 
 
The following sections highlight some of the key issues that have come to light throughout 
the research for the study.  
 
Management information 
 
� Management of the service is neither properly informed, nor underpinned by the use 

of quality management information. 
� There is an inconsistent approach to recording information on users. This is 

highlighted by the number of members for whom incomplete postcodes are available. 
This has meant that even current membership cannot be accurately mapped. 

� By not being particular about the information collected from members, the service is 
missing a range of marketing and sales opportunities even within its core customer 
base. 

� The current management information system (Torex) is not being used to its 



BLAENAU GWENT COUNTY BOROUGH COUNCIL 
REVIEW OF SPORT AND RECREATION SERVICES 
 
 

July 2009 3-019-0809 Final report: Knight Kavanagh & Page 12 

 

Pricing 
 
� The current pricing policy adopted by the Council should be challenged in order to 

improve the financial position of the facilities. The key areas in which this applies are: 

� The perception that the Council is giving away income. 
� The inclusion of court areas within the membership – especially the full court 

cost, even though other players may not be full paying members. 
� The cost of “internal” membership which is half the price of the public scheme. 
� The cost of additional members (i.e. couples, families) relative to that of the 

“internal” membership which are half the cost charged to Council employees 
(and therefore one quarter of the fee charged for the public scheme). This, at 
least partially, explains the high take-up of “internal” memberships compared to 
public memberships. 

� The lack of sanctions for members who book facilities, but who do not turn up to 
use them. 

� The lack of “commercial” pricing, especially for those ‘clubs’ which are operated 
as businesses and where the ‘owner/coach’ is making clear profit from the cheap 
use of facilities. 
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FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 
 
The financial performance of BGCBC’s sports facilities is based on a combination of 
factors including: 
 
� The quality and range of activity areas available across each sports centre. 
� The range of programmes on offer at the facilities. 
� Awareness of each facility and what it has to offer the local community. 
� The appropriateness of activity/facility pricing. 
� The local communities’ propensity to participate in sport and physical activity. 
 
Based upon our background research, analysis of the Council operation and the views 
and opinions of a wide range of consultees it is clear that the Council faces a major 
challenge in reducing the financial burden of the service on its rate payers. A key 
challenge is the fact that the majority of stock was built in the 1970s and 80s and is now 
facing major challenges with regard to replacement and ongoing refurbishment. 
Furthermore, facilities built in this era were designed as such that they would be social as 
well as sporting environments. Therefore, a key trend was that significant space was 
given to bar and café areas; these were often located on the first floor, overseeing activity 
areas.  
 
This trend of continuing to offer a wide range of catering and bar facilities in leisure 
centres has continued in Blaenau Gwent while many other local authorities have 
rationalised provision, finding an alternative use for the space or simply streamlining the 
service to save money. In some circumstances the authority is behind the times in 
considering this approach, but it should also be noted that customers have expected this 
level of social provision given that many other sports and social facilities in the area have 
declined along with local industry (e.g. mining and steel industry welfare clubs). There is a 
need for GBCBC to take such ‘social issues’ and options into account in the future. 
 
Given the above, it would appear that the Council has gone through a process of 
streamlining its operational staff at facilities; many now operate at what are minimum 
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� In order to contextualise the above, the proportion of the total income that the 
Education recharge contributes at each facility is as follows:  

� Ebbw Vale SC – circa 25% 
� Nantyglo SC – circa 48% 
� Abertillery SC – circa 54% 
� Tredegar SC – circa 50% 
� Glyncoed Sports Hall – circa – 55% 

� A key factor in Ebbw Vale’s financial performance is the contribution that the Life 
card membership makes to its overall income (i.e. circa 42%) compared to the other 
facilities which are operating at between 23% and 29%. 

� Although the proportion of total income from the bar, café and vending is 
c
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Conclusion 
 



BLAENAU GWENT COUNTY BOROUGH COUNCIL 
REVIEW OF SPORT AND RECREATION SERVICES 
 
 

July 2009 3-019-0809 Final report: Knight Kavanagh & Page 17 

 

 
����	�����������	�	����������������	���	����
������������
��������������
����
 
� The SCW facilities planning model for BGCBC identifies that although there is more 

capacity for swimming pools than demand, the model still identifies key areas of 
unmet demand. This is due to the distribution of pools related to the population and 
that not all demand can be satisfied. Therefore, there is no significant over provision 
and justification for rationalising facilities. Furthermore, if either of the core facilities 
were to be rationalised it would result in key Communities First wards not having 
access to a sport and leisure facility. As an example, if BGCBC was to close 
Nantyglo SC it would result in 50% of the population having access to a sports facility 
within a 20 minute walk time of their house as opposed to the current 61%. 
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Recommendations 
 
In line with the above conclusions the following recommendations are identified for 
consideration by the Council. Where appropriate we have provided examples of good 
practice and possible directions of travel to support the implementation of these 
recommendations. 
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� To develop a wider range of programmes and initiatives at facilities in order to 

demonstrate value for money for residents. 
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