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Since its acquisition by the Town Council the building has been used variously by numerous 
community groups for hosting coffee mornings and other regular meetings, as a theatre for use by 
the Downham Market and District Amateur Dramatic Society (DADS), as a Cinema operated by the 
Town Council, as a conference centre, for dances and music events - in short it is used as a 
community asset as was originally proposed, but in this respect it is competing with a number of 
other buildings in the Town.  
 
Over the years some new money has been introduced to refurbish the toilets, install a lift, improve 
the kitchen, install drapes, upgrade the Assembly Room, acquire a wedding licence and introduce a 
“moveable” bar in the hope of attracting new customers. However this has all been done piecemeal 
without any real strategy to back it up with the result that the building is rarely full and the income 
has never been sufficient to meet the costs of maintaining, repairing and staffing it. The deficit being 
met by the ratepayers as part of the precept raised by the Council. 
 

 Where are we now? 
 
Whilst it is recognised that buildings such as the Town Hall will rarely show a “profit” a number of 
problems have beset the Town Hall:  
 

1. It has proved difficult to “manage” with the maintenance staff being based there but their 
“manager” being situated in the Council Offices. 

 
2. There is no permanent member of staff on duty so occasional visitors would not find a “sales 

person” on duty and, whilst a member of the maintenance staff might show them round 
many opportunities will be lost. 

 
3. The building does not easily “lend” itself to multiple usage – the Grand hall seats c200, the 

Market (Clock) Room around 50 and the Assembly Room 60. The Balcony room is rarely used 
as it overlooks the Grand Hall so would be noisy and is also used for storage. So small groups 
can end up taking up large areas and the time taken, particularly in the Grand Hall, of putting 
chairs up and taking them down is excessive and expensive 

 
4. The building is expensive to heat and the storage areas are badly sited and, in some cases, 

really very poor quality. 
 

5. Although monies have been set aside for a possible refurbishment of the roof (a survey is 
being carried out in the near future) no monies have been set aside for general 
improvements. 

 
6. Some services, particularly electrical, need to be reviewed as the results of years of “make 

good and mend” have left a system which few, except those who have been around for a 
long time,  understand and which is in need of attention. 

 
7. A potential “lettable” area, No 6, is isolated from the main part of the Town Hall, by a very 

untidy storage area and also contains gas and electrical cupboards which limit its usage. 



 
8. Although the Assembly Room is finished to quite a high quality other rooms are of poorer 

quality and could well do with some money being spent on to raise their standard. 
 

9. The kitchen, whilst adequate, cannot really be considered to be of “restaurant” quality and 
connecting areas will need money spent on them to bring them up to an acceptable 
standard. 

 
10. The moveable bar (run by a third party) is cumbersome and, because of the time required 

for cask “beer” to settle, often has to be set up in some time in advance, which can further 
inhibit lettings. A permanent Bar is needed, preferably with a Council Official being the 
Licence Holder, and with a lockable “shutter” to the Grand Hall and/or the Entrance Hall. 

 
11. There is no direct access from the kitchen to the Grand Hall and a “hatchway” would be 

desirable 
 

What to do 
 
The Town Council is at a crossroads, it firmly believes that the Town Hall should remain at the heart 
of the community as a usable building offering a service to all but it is wishes to significantly reduce 
if not eliminate altogether, the annual cost to ratepayers. It has considered the following options. 
 
It could: 
 

1. Continue, as it has done in the past, to limit expenditure and yet try and build usage of the 
Town Hall as a simple Community Centre to such a level as will meet the annual running 
costs. 

 
Does not meet objective of substantially reducing annual shortfall. 

 
2. Carry out a refurbishment of the Market Square (Clock) Room, improve the Kitchen, install a 

Bar, refurbish and relocate the various storage areas with a view to improving the hiring 
prospects of the building and increase the rental income. 

 
              Does not meet objective of substantially reducing annual shortfall. 
 

3. Recruit a marketing person to be based at the Town Hall 
 

Although improving income any saving would be offset by the high cost of new staff. 
 

4. Relocate the Town Council staff, who presently occupy a building in Paradise Road, to the 
Town Hall which would increase the on-going occupancy of the Town Hall, potentially realise 
some income by letting the existing Council offices to third parties as rental space, possibly 
as “Start-Up” Units or managed office space which could be used to offset the lost income in 
the Town Hall. 

 
Reduces, shortfall and improves Town Council image. 

 
5. Carry out a major refurbishment programme designed to change the use of the Town Hall 

into a Community Arts Centre (theatre, cinema, dance hall, art displays etc. café, bar). Whilst 
this might have some detrimental effect on the day-to-day usage by community groups this 



effect should be fairly insignificant as the majority of the “Art” usage would be in the 
evenings and the majority of the incidental community use is during the daytime. 

 
New venture, high profile and has worked in other local Towns and should be a major 
boost to businesses in the town. 
 

6. With the assistance of a developer redevelop the Town Hall as either flats or a restaurant, or 
possibly a combination of the two.  

 
Eliminates shortfall but total loss of community asset. 

  
7. Sell the Town Hall. 

 
Eliminates shortfall but total loss of community asset. 
 

 
 Proposed Strategy 
 
Having considered all the options the Town Council feel that option C5 above gives the 
best chance of meeting the Town Council’s objectives and it is therefore proposed: 
  

That the Town Hall is developed into a Community Arts Centre for the benefit of the 
residents of Downham Market and surrounding areas. 

 
 

How will this be achieved: 
 
Appoint a Working Party under the Chairmanship of the current Mayor to develop a 
strategic plan. An initial budget of £5,000 should be made available to facilitate the 
obtaining of preliminary professional advice. The working party should be tasked with 
reporting back on a monthly basis and with producing it’s interim findings before the 
summer break. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Appendix 

Summary of pros and cons of various options 

1. It can continue, as it has done before, to limit expenditure and yet try and build usage of the 
Town Hall as a simple Community Centre to such as level as will meet the annual running 
costs. 

 
Advantages – little increase is current day-to-day expenditure 

 
Disadvantages – experience suggests no real prospect of any significant reduction in income 
losses with a real risk that, over time, considerable additional expenditure will be required to 
simply maintain the status quo. 
 

2. It can carry out a refurbishment of the Market Square (Clock) Room, improve the Kitchen, 
install a Bar, refurbish and relocate the various storage areas with a view to improving the 
lettability of the building and increase the rental income. 

 
              Advantages – limited expenditure (say £50k); will show some improvement in lettablity. 

 
Disadvantages – reliance on the existing clientele so although rental income likely to 
increase it is unlikely to significantly reduce annual losses.  

 
3. Recruit a marketing person to be based at the Town Hall 

 
Advantages – increase in marketability of Town Hal, better control over maintenance staff; 
could be combined with C1 or C2 above. 
 
Disadvantages - cost (c£30k p.a.) with little prospect of full recovery. 

 
4. It could relocate the Town Council staff, who presently occupy a building in Paradise Road, 

to the Town Hall which would increase the on-going occupancy of the Town Hall, potentially 
realise some income by letting the existing Council offices to third parties as rental space, 
possibly as “Start-Up” Units or managed office space which could be used to offset the lost 
income in the Town Hall. 

 
Advantages – would locate Council Staff in a more prominent location; would be seen by 
ratepayers as a better use of the precept; would improve control over the maintenance 
staff; if surplus monies raised by letting existing Council offices this could be used to defray 
the Town Hall costs; limited expenditure (say £50k). The space to be occupied could either 
be the area above No 6 (recently vacated by the RBL) and the associated storage areas 
nearby or the Balcony – in both instances the Assembly room may be needed as the Council 
Chamber. 
 
Disadvantages – would probably remove the ability to let the Assembly Room  and either the 
Balcony Room or the current storage space above No 6 and No 6 itself; would require 
expenditure on existing offices for them to be lettable (say £50k); if resident member of staff 



required to “manage” serviced offices likely cost would eat up income so no “surplus” 
available to defray Town Hall costs; uncertain rental market in Downham Market. 

 
5. It could carry out a major refurbishment programme designed to change the use of the 

Town Hall into a Community Arts Centre (theatre, cinema, dance hall, art displays etc. café, 
bar). Whilst this might have some detrimental effect on the day-to-day usage by community 
groups this effect should be fairly insignificant as the majority of the “Art” usage would be in 
the evenings and the majority of the incidental community use is during the daytime. 

 
Advantages – currently residents wishing to “see a show” have to travel to King’s Lynn, 
Cambridge or Norwich which is both expensive and inconvenient so the availability of 
regular entertainment in Downham Market could well be a real boom; would bring together 
a lot of activities that already occur in Downham Market, create a lively, welcoming 
atmosphere in the centre of town. It would incorporate the Cinema, DADS productions and 
our current regular users with little or no disruption; increased use of cinema would enable 
more popular films many times per week; music performances would be more easily 
accommodated with modern sound/lighting equipment; café could be utilised as a 
Community Café to offer help to those less “well off”, particularly school children who miss 
out on free school meals during the holidays; rooms not in use could be used for Art/craft 
exhibitions; rebranding of the Town Hall could provide much needed publicity; improved 
publicity, particularly Social Media (see below). 
 
Disadvantages – cost, including complete kitchen refurbishment and permanent bar, 

probably in excess of £100k (although grants are available); disruption, although this could 

be phased to minimise loss of usage; will require staff, for box office/kitchen/bar, but these 

will be part time and covered by income; new furniture will be required to replace damaged 

tables (the old ones donated to other Community Groups who can make use of them, rather 

than simply throwing them away); A full time member of staff would be necessary to run the 

Town Hall as a Community Arts Centre. They would work closely with a new Community Arts 

Centre group of Councillors.  We would recommend applying for grants as there are some 

available for projects of this nature. Grants are available for staff salaries; an online booking 

facility is required but one is already being commissioned anyway; new signage would be 

required; improved marketing via social media would be essential – to be managed by the 

new member of staff. Running the centre 

6 With the assistance of a developer redevelop the Town Hall as either flats or a restaurant, or 
possibly a combination of the two.  

 
 Advantages – no cost to the Town Council, eliminates annual shortfall, may provide some 

income. 
 
 Disadvantages – does not meet Town Council’s stated needs  

  
7 Sell the Town Hall. 
 
 Advantages – no cost to the Town Council, eliminates annual shortfall, may provide some 

capital. 
 
 Disadvantages – does not meet Town Council’s stated needs  

 
 



 
 

 
 


