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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM HOWDEN PARK CENTRE, LIVINGSTON 

Background 
 
Howden Park Centre (HPC) is one of 20 venues managed by West Lothian Leisure, 
which is a charitable trust providing sport, leisure and culture services throughout West 
Lothian. HPC is a community arts and entertainment venue with a 300-person capacity 
community theatre. In our theatre and ancillary spaces, we run a programme of live 
music, comedy, dance, theatre, exhibitions, classes conferences, community 
programmes and more. Over the past eight years the venue has also produced its own 
pantomime which has seen audiences and income grow year on year. Income from 
the pantomime, accounts for almost a fifth of total earned income. 

As well as large scale events, in partnership with many organisations across West 
Lothian, there has been a raft of Arts Development and Arts Education projects. This 
has seen the venue engage with schools, children and young people excluded from 
mainstream education, adults with mental health issues, 60+ networks and other 
community groups. 

We employ 9 permanent staff and around 20 temporary events staff. Turnover is c. 
£719k. We cover c.80% of our costs from ticket sales and room hire, with the 
remainder made up from funding support from West Lothian Council (WLC) - however, 
this has reduced significantly in recent years and is set to decrease further over the 
next two years. 

Current state of play 
 
When we closed our doors on 20 March 2020, our programme was frozen and earned 
income collapsed to zero. Exciting plans to develop a more diverse, varied and 
challenging theatre programme are on hold. 

All staff with the exception of our programme manager are currently furloughed and 
the venue has been effectively mothballed. Currently the venue is closed until the end 
of August 2020, but in line with the theatre industry in Scotland, we expect it to be 
longer than this. 

Despite being mothballed, the venue will be designated as a community hub from the 
15 June until at least the 7 August 2020 to provide education and activities for the 
children of key workers. Despite incurring staff and utilities costs, we are pleased to be 
able to put the venue to good use to support this community effort to 
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support key workers in West Lothian. This also underlines our value to the local 
community. 

WLC has advanced its management fee payments to alleviate cash flow issues and 
rescheduled some of the debt of our parent organisation (WLL) for the current financial 
year – but there is no additional funding. The government Coronovirus Job Retention 
Scheme has been a huge help with mitigating employee costs and a lifeline for the 
venue. We are concerned that the amount we can claim from the scheme will start to 
reduce from August despite the fact we will remain closed and have zero earned 
income. 

We will benefit from some relatively small business rate savings on our licensed bar 
but as we are a charity, we do not pay NNDR so government financial support linked 
to providing rate relief support does not help us. Likewise, due to the size of the venue, 
rateable value parameters for business support packages mean we are unable to 
apply. 

Ongoing overheads still have to be paid which are considerable, including a proportion 
of core team salaries, utilities, head office support costs, licence fees, maintenance 
and pantomime production costs. 

Our view is that the business support schemes announced are either inadequate or 
have conditions attached which we cannot meet - in addition they do not reflect the 
unique business model and governance structure of the theatres sector. 
 
Consequently, many theatres and particularly those set up as charitable trusts fall 
through the cracks. It appears we miss out because we are not frontline enough, WLL 
as a multi-venue charity is not small enough and because we have some limited 
reserves – our financial situation is not critical enough. In addition, as a charity we do 
not pay business rates, so property relief support does not apply to us. Given our 
current financial uncertainty, Covid-19 business loans schemes are not a viable option. 

The current prognosis is that restrictive social distancing measures in place beyond 31 
October could lead to the theatre being mothballed for an indefinite period with 
implications for jobs and the cultural infrastructure in West Lothian. 

Recovery 
 
We concur with industry view that theatre performances are simply not viable with 
social distancing measures in place. It is likely that we will be unable to re-open until 
social distancing measures are discretionary or have been removed altogether. 

Industry research about customer intentions to return to theatres is concerning – 
notably: 

 
• more than 40% of people would not consider buying tickets again for at least 4 

month; 
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• Just 19% say they will return to venues as soon as they reopen; 
• Just 17% said they were actively booking tickets for future events. 

We have considered live streaming of events during lockdown, but cost and quality 
issues make this difficult to execute, plus we are not confident that streamed theatre 
content can compete against other on-line and TV content which is readily available. 
We are also considering other use of space within the theatre and outdoors and 
developing our community engagement programme, but this has to be at no cost to 
the organisation otherwise it just exacerbates current financial difficulties. 

Being able to stage our annual pantomime at or near to full capacity is key to a 
successful recovery. Our hope is that this will still be able to go ahead - we have 
delayed a decision until 31 August. Delaying a decision will result in production costs 
outlay, but this is so important to our business model that we would rather delay a 
decision in the hope we can stage it, than cancel early and miss out on an important 
revenue stream. 

Support measures required 
 
This pandemic has shone a light on how fragile the cultural sector in Scotland is. 
Reductions in public funding over a sustained period of time means that theatres are 
particularly vulnerable to closure if earned income dries up. For theatres that are part 
of a charitable trust, reserves can only last so long before difficult decisions have to be 
taken. The risk is that without further support, Scotland could lose a vast swathe of its 
performing arts, built infrastructure and for what’s left, programming will be safe and 
predictable. 

Our call to action would be for the Scottish Government to recognise the unique 
importance of theatres to the communities they serve and the dire financial situation 
they are facing which could take 12-24 months to recover from. We would call for: 
 

• Ring-fenced, unconditional financial support for the theatre sector and or sport, 
leisure and culture trusts until venues can re-open without social distance 
measures; 

• Lobby UK government to ensure 80% staff costs under furlough remains in 
place for the theatre sector until we can re-open – with no tapering off as 
planned. A one-size fits all approach for ending furlough is short-sighted and 
could lead to redundancies in the theatre sector if not addressed; 

• Lobby and influence the insurance industry to ensure claims for business 
interruption are met in full, particularly where there is a Notifiable Human 
Conditions clause. Having paid premiums for many years, in good faith, it is 
incomprehensible that our insurance company is refusing to pay, on the pretext 
that these policies were not designed for occurrences of this kind; 

• Launch a national inquiry into the funding of the arts and cultural sector with a 
view to ensuring financial resilience is built into the industry for future years. 


