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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Executive Summary 
 
Harlow Council has engaged Clover Theatre Management and Theatre Projects Consultants to carry out a Futures 
Evaluation of Harlow Playhouse. Built in 1971, Harlow Playhouse has been owned and managed by Harlow Council 
since 1996.  

 
Harlow Playhouse presents a year-long programme of popular touring productions, own commissioned work and 
pantomime as well as providing a regular platform for a number of amateur and community organisations. Harlow 
Council continues to fund the Playhouse from its discretionary services fund which comes to the end of its current 
funding cycle in 2019.  

 
Harlow Council is committed to continuing to provide Harlow Playhouse as a service for Harlow but wishes to ensure 
the best decisions are taken when looking at the future financial sustainability of the Playhouse. This report 
evaluates the current build and operation of Harlow Playhouse and offers options to inform long term strategy and 
budget planning. 
 
The overriding question posed by the commission asks if Harlow Playhouse Theatre can self-sustain without subsidy 
from 2019. Whether the theatre continues to be operated by the Council or outsourced to a third party operator, 
there will be a cost to be met by the Council which will be determined by the anticipated level of services that will 
be provided by the theatre, and by whom. Cost obligation for the building and/or land will remain unless wholly sold 
for use as a theatre or for alternative use. Theatres are owned wholly in central London and in a few larger cities 
where size can guarantee sufficient income through popular long-run productions (for example, Lion King or Charlie 
and the Chocolate Factory) and to significant, regular audiences. An example of such operators are Ambassador 
Theatre Group and Really Useful Group). This option for the Playhouse is highly unlikely. Therefore there will be a 
continued subsidy required to continue to operate Harlow Playhouse should it remain as a theatre. If the subsidy is 
ceased or significantly reduced, the Playhouse will close.  
 
However, we suggest routes through which the Playhouse can explore different methods of governance (for 
example, outsourcing the majority of costs and therefore financial risk to an external party) and develop the 
operation towards a more financially sustainable future by seeking new revenue and funding streams.  No one single 
approach will provide the venue with a solution, for example, catering is unlikely to generate significant revenue 
(and could compromise usage of existing spaces), but small changes across the operation and programme could add 
value and promote income. Much depends upon clarifying what the expectations are post 2019.  
 
The subsidy which allows the Playhouse to operate and programme activities may well be reduced if new methods 
are successful, but the building requires an immediate commitment to upgrade and refurbishment. Large changes to 
format and building layout have been suggested in 2 previous studies commissioned by Harlow Council, but have 
been discounted on grounds of cost. Nevertheless, the Playhouse is approaching fifty years of age, the default 
estimated useful life of a building. The structure is sound, but the fabric and infrastructure have suffered from a lack 
of maintenance. Other upgrades on grounds of health and safety, sustainability and accessibility are necessary or 
desirable. This demands an immediate and sustained financial commitment.  
 
Theatre is about people and passion. The Playhouse, staff, users and audience have plenty of passion and are great 
advocates of the building and its work. As a Harlow Council resource this can sit at odds with a more measured 
approach to the provision and administration of other services. However, the Playhouse can be pointed to as a key 
provider of many aspirations in the Harlow Corporate Plan notably wellbeing, social inclusion and successful children 
and young people. 
 
Harlow Playhouse adds value to the business life of the town. As Harlow Enterprise Zone seeks to attract new 
business, particularly as a home of innovation, employers need staff with varied skills and a broad range of interests. 
The theatre offers the Arts component of STEAM; Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics. STEAM, 
a successor to STEM, acknowledges that purely science and tech based education lacks balance and that the Arts in 
education and broader life experience adds to the development of well rounded, creative individuals at all levels of 
the workforce. Developing collaborations, Harlow Playhouse can contribute to the delivery of Arts experience 
particularly in the key 16-24 bracket, with a focus on graduate skills pathways. In addition, the London Stansted 
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Cambridge Consortium identify quality of life and 'Liveability' as essential to attracting business and workforce to 
this growth corridor. The Playhouse is referenced in the consortium's literature. These factors support Harlow's 
urban regeneration as part of the Harlow Corporate Plan and are further acknowledged by the recent report A 
brighter future for our towns and cities, published by the Commission for Underperforming Towns and Cities.  
 
As this Report will demonstrate, The Playhouse delivers a wide ranging, quality programme which is well supported 
by local and visiting audiences and its use as a hired venue for local groups is crucial. This provision is not provided 
elsewhere in Harlow or the neighbouring areas and its loss would be critical to the town’s cultural, economic and 
social wellbeing. As such there is interest by commercial theatre operators to take on the management of the 
Playhouse. Should cost be the prime directive for the Council, outsourcing the Playhouse’s entire operation to an 
external theatre operator will enable the annual cost of the Playhouse to be agreed and known by the Council over a 
set period of time, usually 15 – 25 years, and for a quality theatre to sustain for Harlow communities. The cost would 
be determined through negotiation between the Council and the operator and based on the level of commercial and 
non-commercial activity. The asset (build) will continue to be the Council’s responsibility and therefore a long-term 
building investment plan will form part of this process. This report includes benchmark information from HQ 
Theatres and Parkwood Theatres (part of Parkwood Leisure) who operate theatres for local authorities across the 
country.1 We encourage the Council to explore future options with both these companies. HQ Theatres are also 
producers and promoters and include catering and hospitality within their services which particularly fits the 
Playhouse’s hybrid of current and potential activity and as such we strongly encourage the Council to explore this 
option. Outsourcing to a theatre specialist such as HQ Theatres means minimal involvement by the Council. 
Management and operation is further is discussed in Section 7.2. Cost options are given in Section 10. 
 
We suggest Harlow Council and Harlow Playhouse Theatre work together to agree a vision for the theatre after 2019 
with clear aims and objectives as to where the theatre sits within Harlow’s cultural offer, and to produce an 
accompanying business plan to inform and realise future ambition. Collaboration between partners and 
stakeholders will be essential and may require coming out of the comfort zone to explore available options. 
 
As part of this work, we further suggest that Harlow develops a coordinated building masterplan supported by a 
programme to invest in the theatre building over the next ten years and beyond, phasing the works in manageable 
chunks to minimise disruption and enabling priorities to be implemented accordingly. 

 

1.2 Scope of Evaluation study 
 

Two previous consultations by external consultants have been commissioned by Harlow Council. A Theatre 
Development Consultancy was undertaken by Ancer Spa in October 2010. This study sets out findings from a 
programme of research to determine the business case for a new 1200 – 1500 theatre in Harlow to replace the 
existing Playhouse. A second study undertaken by Charcoalblue Theatre Consultants looked at the feasibility of 
incorporating The Square music venue into the existing Playhouse. The study also considers options for increasing 
the auditorium capacity of the existing Playhouse from 411 to 520 and 700.  

 
Options would require considerable capital investment to meet required costs (circa £30 million and £10 million 
respectively) and for this reason and after consideration Harlow Council have made the decision not to take the 
options forward. 

 
This report focuses on the current Playhouse and does not attempt to re-do research and consultation previously 
undertaken by Ancer Spa or Charcoalblue, however some references have been made to data collected relevant to 
this report. 

 

1.3 Approach and Methodology 
 
Timescales to gather information and produce the report have been tight – 6 weeks from implementation to final 
report issue, which has included the Easter break affecting consultees’ availability. March/April is also one of the 

                                                           
1 The information provided by HQ Theatres and Parkwood Theatres is commercially sensitive and has been removed 

from this version. 
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busiest periods for theatres operationally, including Harlow Playhouse, coupled with end of year and brochure 
production. 

 
Because many organisations are managing their end of year and accounts have not been signed off, unless stated, 
financial figures refer to the financial period 2013/14. The Playhouse’s programme information for 2014/15 has 
been made available and is reflected in this report where appropriate.  
 
Supplementary note: This report has been updated for September 2015 to include the Harlow Playhouse 2014/15 
financial outturn which have now been approved by the Council.  
 
This report is produced prior to a general election which will doubtless influence future arts provision and funding 
decisions on a national level. 

 
In order to place the Playhouse contextually, we have placed the focus of this report on looking at comparable 
theatres locally and nationally.  

 
Consultation with current users (regular hirers) or audiences has not been carried out. 

 
Attention has also not been given to current operational policies, procedures or working methods but which may 
have a bearing on ground level efficiency. 

 
We have made every effort not to use theatre jargon and management buzz words, however a definition of terms is 
provided at the end of this report where use of some technical references could not be avoided. 
 
Using this report. We have gathered key points from each section into a culminating summary which then form the 
basis of our conclusions at the end of the document. 

 

2. Benchmarking  
 

Note: Some of the financial information contained in this report relating to organisations outside the Council is 
commercially sensitive, therefore some benchmark data has been removed to enable this edition of the Report to 
be issued to selected external parties.  

 
We have identified 11 neighbouring venues with a seating capacity of between 200 and 600 and within a 40 minute 
drive time from Harlow. We have not included Market Theatre Hitchin (72 capacity), Corbell Theatre School 
Loughton (125 capacity) or the Barn Theatre Welwyn (140 capacity). 

 
Harlow Council has a number of benchmark partners with whom they regularly engage on policy issues.  
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2.1    Neighbouring theatres 
 

We have identified 11 neighbouring venues with a seating capacity of between 200 and 600 and within a 40 minute 
drive time from Harlow. We have not included Market Theatre Hitchin (72 capacity), Corbell Theatre School Loughton 
(125 capacity) or the Barn Theatre Welwyn (140 capacity). 
 
Table 2 shows the 11 identified neighbouring theatres and their distance from Harlow. 

 Miles from 

Harlow 

Drive time 

average2 

(Minutes) 

Train to Harlow Station 

average3 

Kenneth More 19.9 30  1hr 12  

Towngate 27.7 40  2 hrs 

Queens Hornchurch 23.9 37 1hr 50  

Hertford Theatre 9.7 18  Bus 30 minute 

Broadway, Barking 20.1 31  1hr 35  

Theatre Royal Stratford East 23.7 38  1hr 5  

Civic Theatre Chelmsford 19.7 37  Bus 1 Hr 

Wyllyotts Potters Bar 23.2 34  1h 20  

Gordon Craig Stevenage 20.4 34  Bus and train 1hr 20 

Broxbourne Civic Hall 6.7 18  Bus 46 minutes 

Rhodes Arts Complex, 
Bishops Stortford 

8.3 21  Bus 40 minutes 

Harlow 0 0 20 walk from Harlow 
Town station 

 

Table 2 Distance to neighbouring theatres from Harlow 

Table 2 shows Hertford Theatre, Broxbourne Civic Hall and Rhodes Arts Complex to be the closest neighbouring 
theatres to Harlow at less than 10 miles away. Basildon Towngate is the furthest at 27.7 miles, and Queens 
Hornchurch, Theatre Royal Stratford and Wyllyotts Potters Bar at just over 23 miles away. The map in Figure 1 below 
shows the distance of the neighbouring theatres from Harlow. 
 

 

 

                    (Map source: The Audience Agency) 

                                                           
2 Google maps venue to venue by postcode. 
3 Underground or over ground national rail. 
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Figure 1 Location of neighbouring venues to Harlow within a 40 minute drive time. 
 

2.2    Non-neighbouring theatres  
 

Some of the information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

  



 

8 
 

3. Current position and context 
 

3.1   Harlow Overview 
 
Harlow is situated in the county of Essex on the Hertfordshire border. Predominantly a ‘new’ town, Harlow has a 
current population of 82,200, estimated to rise to 89,720 by 2021.4 According to the 2011 Census, the highest range 
of residents were aged between 30 – 59 years equating to 33,900, of which 25 – 44 years represents the highest. 
Harlow shows a high population of young people aged from 0 – 15 years compared with the national average. 
 
The majority of Harlow’s population is white representing 89.1% (72,999), the second highest ethnic group is Asian 
or Asian British representing 4.6% (3,733). Black African, Caribbean or Black British represent 3.8% (3,090). Females 
(51.58%) slightly outnumber males (48.42%). 

 
Data from the Annual Population Survey showed that Harlow has a slightly higher rate of economically active (those 
in work or available for work) populous (78.8%) than the national average (76.7%), however the rate of persons in 
employment (68.8%) was slightly lower than the national average (70.5%).5 

 
Harlow is served by 2 over ground railway stations, Harlow Town and Harlow Mill. The nearest, Harlow Town is a 20 
minute walk to the town centre that requires some navigation across busy main roads. Harlow Town is on the direct 
route from London Liverpool Street to Stansted airport. By road Harlow is positioned off the M11 via Cambridge 
with easy access to the M25 and London and the South East and West and the A11 to South Essex and East Anglia. 

 
The frequency and journey time from Harlow Town station to London Liverpool Street station benefits commuters 
resident in Harlow who work in Greater London and the surrounding area, however also provides easy access for 
residents to travel into London for theatre and leisure activities. 
 
Harlow has been governed by a Labour administration since 2012, although Harlow is represented by a Conservative 
MP at time of writing.  
 

Harlow Playhouse – context within the Council’s documented corporate priorities 
 
We have looked at current Council documentation to gauge where Harlow Playhouse sits within the Council’s 
corporate framework. 

 
Harlow Council’s Corporate Plan 2014/15 – 2016/17 states its corporate mission statement as follows: 
 
‘An urban and green new town mixing high-quality, varied housing types for all incomes, owners and tenants’ 
 
We suggest Harlow Playhouse contributes towards the Five Priorities in the following ways: 
 

 Housing - A desirable place to live….comprehensive range of community events and facilities 

 Regeneration and a thriving economy 

 High quality cultural and sporting events for residents and visitors….local pride in Harlow 

 Wellbeing and social inclusion 

 Successful children and young people 

 Access to a range of activities contributing to their communities and realising talent and potential 
 
The most recent Budget Consultation undertaken by the Council in 2014 surveyed 1,029 Harlow residents in order 
to help inform priorities on saving £5.3million on discretionary and statutory services over the next 5 years until 
2019 

  

                                                           
4 2011 Census of England and Wales. 
5 Office for National Statistics Annual Population Survey October 2011 – September 2012. 
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Summary of findings – 2014 Budget Consultation 

 

Discretionary services Statutory services 

High priority High priority 

1. Parks, playgrounds and green spaces 
2. Regeneration of the town 
3. (Reducing) anti-social behaviour 

1. Road and pavement repairs 
2. Street cleaning 
3. Housing need 

Low priority Low priority 

1. Harlow Youth Council 
2. Sports and Leisure 
3. Harlow Playhouse 
4. Paddling Pools 
5. (Grants to the) voluntary and charity sector 

1. Local Council Tax Support 
2. Planning 
3. Licensing 
4. Revenues and Benefits Administration 

 
Table 3 2014 Budget consultation Summary of Findings 
 
The results show that Harlow Playhouse is considered a low priority for Harlow by the 1,029 sample surveyed. We 
are not clear in what context the Playhouse was placed in the information presented to the sample, i.e. as a venue 
to see popular shows or a community resource for local groups and organisations. 
 
Note: It is not known how the priorities for Harlow residents compares with national data for similar towns. 
 
It appears that there is disparity across the Council’s members as to where the Playhouse currently sits within 
Harlow’s priorities.  

 

3.2  Arts and Culture provision in Harlow 
 

Harlow hosts a range of live performance and creative arts spaces across the town: 

 

 Harlow Playhouse is the only professional performing arts venue in Harlow.  

 The privately managed Square music venue has provided a space for live music in its 250 capacity venue since 2008, 
however its future is uncertain.  

 The Victoria Hall Theatre is a community theatre located in old Harlow. The hall was converted into a theatre in 
1995 and is mainly used by community groups for live performance.  Run by volunteers, the 120 capacity theatre is 
also available for hire and presents a ranging programme of drama, music and comedy across the year.  

 St John’s ARC (Arts and Recreation Centre), also located in old Harlow is the resident home of Harlow Chorus and 
Harlow Symphony Orchestra. The ARC presents a varied programme of activities and events including concerts, 
exhibitions and workshops. 

 The Gibberd Gallery, run by Harlow Arts Trust, is based in Civic Centre.  

 The Gibberd Garden is the garden of architect and master planner of Harlow new town Sir Frederick Gibberd which 
has been preserved and is now open to the public.  

 Parndon Mill – ‘a hub of creativity’ – is situated in the North West Corner of Harlow. The converted mill is home to a 
range of independent creative artists who hire a space at the Mill. They include painters, printmakers, sculptors, 
crafts people, designers, architects and glass blowers. 
 
The Gibberd Gallery (Harlow Arts Trust), The Gibberd Garden and Victoria Hall Theatre are all independent 
registered charities. The Gallery is part funded by Arts Council England’s Royal Opera House Bridge scheme. 

 
St John’s ARC, The Victoria Hall Theatre, The Gibberd Gallery, The Gibberd Garden and Parndon Mill are all members 
of the Harlow Cultural Venues Forum. 

 
Funding for Harlow Playhouse is met from Harlow Council’s Discretionary Services Fund which also funds other 
discretionary services that includes Harlow Art Society, Harlow Museum (managed by Science Alive), Pets Corner 
and the Gibbert Gallery (located in the Civic Centre).  
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Funding from the Discretionary Services Fund has been committed from April 2015 for a further 3 years to Science 
Alive (to provide museum services) totalling £195,000, Harlow Art Trust for the Gibberd Gallery totalling £45,000, 
with a further £21,000 to enable weekend opening for the Gallery. 
 
Budget has been identified to enable Harlow Playhouse, Pets Corner and the Paddling Pools to continue to be 
directly funded until 2019. 
 
Harlow’s leisure centre Leisure Zone, operated by Harlow District Sports Trust, is occasionally used as a space for live 
performance and Science Alive events. The City of London Sinfonia performed concerts at Leisure Zone as part of 
Orchestra Live’s First Time Live programme. Harlow Council grant funded Harlow District Sports Trust £338,363 for 
2013/14. We do not know if this is an ongoing arrangement. 
 

Harlow Council’s Discretionary Services Fund commitments 2015/16 – 2018/19 

 

 2015/16  2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 Total 

Pet’s Corner 184,000 188,000 192,000 196,000 760,000 

Paddling Pools 65,000 66,000 67,000 69,000 267,000 

Harlow 

Playhouse 

832,200     

 

Table 4 Discretionary Fund commitments 2015 - 2019 
 
Note: Playhouse -Includes recharges and depreciation and income (i.e. subsidy) 

 
The Local Strategic Partnership Harlow 2020 Vision refers to work carried out during 2007 to 2008 to support 
funding opportunities to enhance Arts & Cultural Facilities Project. The document refers to Harlow Arts Council 
being reformed to become the umbrella organisation for Community Arts in Harlow, and the newly formed 
community group Harlow Cultural Venues in a coordinated way.6 The Harlow Regeneration & Social Inclusion 
Strategy 2010 – 2015 makes minimal reference to culture, however no reference is made to Harlow Playhouse 
(instead proposing a new theatre in Harlow Town Centre North as part of developing a Cultural Hub for Harlow).  
 
The Active People Survey carried out by Arts Council England analysed data from a 3-year period of research 
undertaken from 2008 to 2010 that measured levels of arts engagement by 354 local authorities across England. The 
survey concluded that Harlow was 46th from the bottom of the 354 authorities included placing the town within the 
lowest 20% of engagement. 
 

3.3  Cultural and Economic value of Harlow Playhouse 
 

Enriching Harlow - The Cultural Value of Harlow Playhouse Theatre  

In February 2015 the University of Warwick Commission on the Future of Cultural Value launched the report 
Enriching Britain: Culture, Creativity and Growth. It is an impressive piece of work that attempts to see ‘how Britain 
can secure greater value from its cultural and creative assets’. The commissioners are high profile, senior figures in 
the world of arts and culture, chaired by Vikki Heywood who is chair of the RSA and former Executive Director of the 
RSC.  

The report seeks to move away from an obsession with expressing cultural value in financial terms and towards a 
greater appreciation of the broader benefits of culture. There are five goals and accompanying recommendations 
within the report which cover key areas of economic growth, access for all, education and localism. These goals 
make for a useful way to assess the cultural offer of an organisation, acting as check list by which to review cultural 
and social sustainability.  

Below, we look at the current and planned activities in Harlow Playhouse, examine how well it meets these goals, 
consider opportunities for development and ask how Harlow Council can help. 

                                                           
6 Harlow 2020 Partnership Harlow 2020 Vision Key achievements 2007 – 2008. 
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Goal 1: A Cultural and Creative Ecosystem generating stronger cultural wellbeing and economic growth 
and opportunity for all citizens and communities.  

The Playhouse contributes to this aim at several levels. Locally, there are few professional practitioners to engage 
with, but they have already established a relationship with renowned spray can artist Dave ‘Gnasher’ Nash, who was 
commissioned to create the murals on the loading dock doors.  

They also provide space for several dance and drama academies. These organisations provide a vital service, often 
scoffed at for the quality of performance which is to miss their point; they are the most basic building blocks of 
participation in the performing arts in the UK. Some participants never take their interest further, some find it the 
route into a career in the arts, but all benefit from the esteem building nature of group arts work. A side benefit is to 
bring a constantly changing group of parents into the theatre for end of term performances, parents who might not 
visit otherwise. These companies, of course, employ professionals in a variety of capacities to teach and provide 
administrative support. 

On a broader platform, the Playhouse participates in Arts Council England's (ACE) supported House programme, 
involved in the commissioning and presentation of new work within a group of theatres in South East and Eastern 
England. Harlow Playhouse forms part of the steering group and will shortly embark on a related Greenhouse 
project, supported by Esme Fairbairn, including a producer residency. This project will work to increase the link 
between Harlow Playhouse and Hertford Theatre. Far from being a competitor, Hertford, together with other 
venues in the House scheme are potential collaborators for Harlow Playhouse, which has better facilities for 
rehearsal and production, making it well placed to be the originating venue for new shows. 

These small efforts generate economic growth locally, raise the profile of the venue within the industry and in the 
local area. 

How Harlow Council can help 

An approach of joined-up policy making that keeps the Playhouse in mind as the Council develops other strands of 
work in areas of culture and wellbeing, even if they are not obvious at first glance. For example, how could the 
Playhouse facilitate schemes aimed at older residents, even those with dementia? 

By innovating for growth and giving the Playhouse the opportunity, in terms of governance and financing, to do so 
too. This may involve risks not all of which will pay off, but some ideas implemented at Harlow Playhouse already 
look like they will be picked up by other venues.  

Goal 2: Production and consumption of culture and creativity should be enjoyed by the whole 
population and deliver the entitlement of all to a rich cultural and expressive life.  

Harlow Playhouse has extended opportunities to many groups, including people with disabilities through the 
inclusive performing arts company, Razed Roof. They hold regular workshops in the studio spaces at Harlow 
Playhouse, which adds to the life of the venue during the day and ensures that people with physical and learning 
disabilities are a normal part of the fabric of the building. 

The Harlow Foyer at Occasio House, provides accommodation and access to local services for homeless young 
people up to twenty-five years of age, many of whom have multiple needs including substance abuse, risk of 
offending or re-offending and have very poor job prospects. The Playhouse have a series of workshops planned with 
the young people around the issue of housing, Generation Rent. Similarly, the Playhouse has been working with 
immigrants to provide workshops that help them express their experience of coming to the UK and Harlow. 

How Harlow Council can help 

By helping the Playhouse build participation and appreciation that a measure of its success in this area is not 
financial, but based on a really diverse base of core participants.  

By celebrating the everyday arts and cultural participation that happens in the Playhouse and is making culture 
personal for people from all backgrounds. 

Goal 3: A world-class creative and cultural education for all to ensure the wellbeing and creativity of 
the population as well as the future success of the Cultural and Creative Industries Ecosystem.  

In addition to the dance and drama schools, the Playhouse has been working with school students on the Prom 
Night Project, a piece of adventure theatre based on ideas from the group. As they workshop and discuss this 
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modern rite of passage, the door is opened on topics like bullying, sex, drugs and alcohol, in an unstructured way 
that is less confrontational than if it were set up just to examine those issues.  

There are, of course, always opportunities to develop the education offer through the main house programme. This 
extends from really basic attendance at the Christmas or Easter Pantomime, or through more targeted offerings like 
Ministry of Science Live, or events associated with the Schools' Curriculum.  

Much has been written about the importance of STEM subjects in education; Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Maths and how these subjects are essential to the future of the economy. This perpetuates CP Snow's Two Cultures 
idea from the post war era; Arts v Science. However, there is a shift in emphasis in many countries, but led chiefly by 
the US, towards STEAM, which introduces Arts subjects into the mix. Strong arguments are presented by groups like 
STEM to STEAM to demonstrate how a cultural education is essential to producing the balanced workforce needed 
for a prosperous future in the UK. 

How Harlow Council can help 

By consolidating cultural and creative education and using the Playhouse as central to education offers across the 
council area, not matter what the focus may be. By addressing children’s creative aspirations and using the 
Playhouse and its creative programmes to help develop a broader range of arts and culture participation for children 
and young people. 

Harlow has a growing number of technology small business start-ups. By using the STEAM approach, the Playhouse 
can be at the centre of the way these companies network and interact. There is also the opportunity for 
underpinning graduate and skills pathways for young arts professionals, supporting cultural entrepreneurship 
among graduates by providing access to space for meetings, workshops and performance. 

Goal 4: A thriving digital cultural sphere that is open and available to all.  

This is a newer idea, but clearly relevant. This approach reaches a young audience who, as native users of the 
technology, live in a virtual world where the likes of twenty-four year old video blogger PewDiePie has more than 31 
million subscribers and over 6 billion views of his Vlogs since joining YouTube in April 2010. Teen and pre-teen 
audiences are big followers of Stampy who posts daily videos of gameplay in Minecraft and other popular 
gameworlds to an audience of nearly 4 million subscribers. This is a market and medium that theatre cannot afford 
to ignore whether we approve of it or not.   

Public engagement with live theatre through social media has been experimented with in numerous shows in recent 
years. Several venues have created a more open policy on smartphone and tablet use in the auditorium, for 
example, Kings Place in London. Big Telly Theatre Company in Northern Ireland asked the audiences to use their 
mobile phones to access QR codes that led them between set piece performances.  

Harlow Playhouse TV is one way in which the theatre is engaging with the digital sphere. They have a good social 
media presence, though this can always be increased if sufficient staff resources are available to do it.  

How Harlow Council can help 

By subscribing to the broader idea of creating a digital public space and accelerating digital R&D. This creates 
opportunities for collaboration between the Playhouse and local enterprise. 

Goal 5: A vibrant creative life at local and regional levels that reflects and enriches community expressions of 
identity, creativity and culture across the UK.  

The work with Dave ‘Gnasher’ Nash on the dock doors celebrates local people and local identity. In fact much of the 
work reflected above and planned for development over the coming years, is rooted in Harlow and questions of 
changing identity and community in the area. It also reflects Harlow's position within Essex, England, Europe and the 
world. Many of the activities in the previous four goals are also rooted in Harlow and the sense of identity and place. 

Harlow Playhouse is playing its part in the urban regeneration of Harlow town centre. Programming regularly 
includes events in the streets surrounding the theatre. Forthcoming events include the Hunt and Darton pop up café 
on the Broadwalk (3rd – 27th June) and the Eccentric Walking Tour of Harlow by Funny Peculiar Theatre Company 
(24th – 26th September). 
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How Harlow Council can help 

By supporting financially and fostering local creative growth.  

Harlow Playhouse Theatre is performing well as a centre within its community and is demonstrating cultural and 
social sustainability in ways that are above that being achieved by many of the benchmarks venues, with less 
funding and fewer resources.  

The work of Harlow Playhouse contributes towards the Harlow Corporate Plan and can be pointed to as a significant 
provider of the following: 

 A comprehensive range of community events and facilities 

 High quality cultural and sporting events for residents and visitors….local pride in Harlow 

 Wellbeing and social inclusion 

 Successful children and young people 

 Access to a range of activities contributing to their communities and realising talent and potential 
 
The following statement was made by the newly appointed Chief Executive of Arts Council England, Darren Henley 
as part of his inaugural speech at the Ferens Arts Gallery in Hull: 
 

‘We also need the support of our friends in local government. They remain the largest investors in art and 
culture. They support venues, libraries and museums. The everyday resources of a community’s shared life. 
If local authority funding is widely withdrawn, there will be little our limited funds can achieve. And no net 
gain to our increased investment of Lottery money outside London. It will be in vain. We understand that 
Local Authorities have to make tough decisions. But we know how much they value the role that culture 
brings to their communities. When local authorities stand by the arts, we will stand by them. And one firm 
commitment attracts another. That is how confidence is built, and investment is attracted. Where I’m 
standing today is a great example of that.’7 

 

Economic Value of Culture 

Attributing a financial value to culture and the arts has become an obsession of recent governments. While we 
maintain that this can be misleading and is a distraction from the true and intrinsic value of culture to the wellbeing 
and quality of life of society, there is some useful national data available. The Department of Culture, Media and 
Sport Creative Industries Economic Estimates looks at the Creative Industries and all those working in and producing 
product for cultural consumption and the Creative Economy, which includes other occupations which provide 
related services to the Creative Industries or as an offshoot. The estimates look at, among other things, employment 
in these areas, gross value added (GVA) and exports of services to other states.  

The 2014 estimates show employment in the Creative Economy responsible for 1 in 12 of UK jobs and the Creative 
Industries employing nearly 6% of the national workforce. Both sectors were shown to be outgrowing other parts of 
the UK economy. The GVA for the Creative Industries alone was over £71 billion, more than 5% of the economy. 
Similarly, the Creative Industries generated over £15 billion in exports. Again, both of these sectors outperform most 
other sectors in the Blue Book of national accounting analysis. 

The Performing Arts represents a core component of the Creative Economy and Creative Industries. However, much 
of the benefit of this element of the sectors remains hidden, its contribution to be found in the broader benefits 
noted elsewhere in this report for example: 

 Providing the Arts component of STEAM training and education (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and 
Mathematics) 

 Adding quality of life attraction to prospective incoming business as part of a rounded local provision 

 Provision of services for the wellbeing of local communities 

 Creating informal public gathering places 

 Attracting visitor numbers and visitor spend 

 Focal points for urban regeneration 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/jobs-and-conferences/conferences/darren-henley-speaking-hull-may-2015/ 
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3.4  Theatre industry context 
 

Research undertaken by Arts Council England has concluded that theatres contribute hugely to our national and 
local economies. Theatres help local communities to thrive, they attract employers to an area and create flourishing 
night-time economies in local town centres. Money spent in the theatre is then matched by further spending on 
transport systems and in local shops, restaurants and bars. 
 
Theatres fall in to 3 main functioning categories – Receiving, (or Presenting), Producing houses or a hybrid of both. 
The funding and operational need is largely dictated by the functioning model. 

 
Receiving or Presenting house - Shows and events are brought to the Theatre having already been produced 
(‘made’) elsewhere. These shows and events are usually produced to tour to a number of similar Theatres nationally 
or internationally. The Theatre procures the show ‘fully packaged’ and has no involvement in title, cast, set, music, 
design or marketing. A financial agreement (‘deal’) is agreed between the Theatre and external Producer that sets 
out who provides what investment and resource in order to present the show at any given theatre. 

 
Producing house - shows and events are funded and produced (‘made or created’) within the Theatre’s own 
operation, resources and in-house company. Depending on the Theatre’s resource infrastructure some functions are 
carried out in house and some may be procured externally by the Theatre’s artistic team. For example, set 
construction, sound and lighting design, casting and scripts may be brought in from other sources. Home produced 
shows may then be toured to other suitable theatres. 

Hybrid – Theatre receive shows but may produce or commission some productions within their own operation and 
resources, for example the annual pantomime. 

 
Harlow Playhouse is mainly a receiving house, however verges on being a hybrid in that is receives shows but co-
produces its own pantomime and other productions throughout the year. 
 
The last 20 years has seen many changes in the way theatres and performance spaces are funded and operated.  

 
Local authorities have been the strong hold of arts funding for decades, providing grants to independent 
organisations and running their own facilities. Much of local authority budget provision comes from national 
government which has resulted in drastic cuts at local level which may be impacted again following the general 
election. At the same time demand for statutory services such as social care and children’s services continues to 
grow. 
   
As such, many local authorities are looking at options in how their discretionary services are provided, whether 
retaining direct in house operation or exploring alternative ways in which services can continue to be delivered and 
sustained.  

 

3.5  Harlow Playhouse overview 
 

Harlow Playhouse is a small to middle-scale mainly receiving (or presenting/touring) house. Harlow Playhouse 
presents a mixed, year-long programme of professional touring productions, amateur and community events and 
some in house commissioned work, including the pantomime. As well as the main auditorium that houses a 411 
fixed seated capacity on 1 tier, the Playhouse also hosts a Studio Theatre with a capacity of 120 and 2 further studios 
for dance and drama, and a workshop space.  Box office services are provided on the ground floor foyer. A generous 
bar and gallery space is located on the first floor with additional gallery space on the third floor. 
 
Harlow Playhouse is solely funded by Harlow Council. Some Arts Council funding has been achieved for bespoke 
artistic projects and is likely to develop. The Playhouse is home to 5 resident performing arts groups as well as other 
community organisations that use the venue across the year. 
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Harlow Overview Summary 
 

 The Playhouse is a considerable asset to Harlow which, if brought into discussions about the 
regeneration of the town centre, could form the centrepiece of a Harlow Cultural Quarter. The 
Playhouse Square area shows potential for visual art installation, sculpture being the most obvious 
choice in Harlow.  

 Harlow has an active cultural scene with a number of organisations engaging in a range of creative 
disciplines across a variety of venues. Many operate autonomously and are funded and managed 
through a variety of different ways. 

 Harlow Council currently does not have a dedicated Arts or Cultural Strategy that informs long term 
cultural goals and objectives for the town and where current provision fit within the town and Council’s 
future priorities. 

 Clearly some work has been carried out by the Council on developing Harlow’s cultural landscape 
which appears to have included commitment from groups and individuals. This may have become 
fragmented as other Council priorities have arisen.  

 The value of Harlow Playhouse as a cultural tool to drive urban regeneration, wellbeing and economic 
growth is key to developing Harlow. 

 A holistic review of the Council’s role in where it wants to support and facilitate culture up to 2019 will 
we suggest aid where the Playhouse is best placed within Harlow’s cultural provision as a whole. 

 

 

3.6  Build 
 

3.6.1 Introduction and the site 
 

When Harlow Playhouse Theatre was opened in 1971, it was sited in an open aspect location on Playhouse Square 
adjacent to St Paul's Church. At this time the combination of the sleek lines of the Playhouse, with its glazed facade, 
and the modernist brick and copper of the church, would have been a pleasing sight; the human scaled proportions 
of the buildings and the open air of the square offering a sense of focus for the town centre . Unfortunately the 
addition of the Harvey Centre, in the late 1970s, has both dwarfed and isolated the Playhouse, leaving it on the 
fringes of a new town centre that is at odds with Frederick Gibberd's master plan for the area. 

Exterior 

The exterior of the Playhouse is dilapidated in parts, as covered in the condition 
survey, but work is underway to rectify some of the most significant items, such 
as glazing. Beneath the canopy of the first floor concourse, the external wall is 
fitted with poster cabinets. Replacement with digital signage screens would add 
great flexibility to the range and type of advertising that can be accommodated. 
This, however, is costly, and will not provide sufficient benefit to warrant change 
at this time. 
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The south side of the playhouse has two get-in door shutters and shuttered fire exit doors. The 
addition of murals of Rik Mayall and Charles Kao, (the first a son of the town, the latter having 
pioneered optical fibre while with STL in Harlow) add life to this wall.  

The main get-in and stage door to the rear are in a reasonably sized service yard, though space 
is taken up with storage containers in which items of scenery and scenic cloths are stored. This 
is not good use of the space and the conditions for storage of scenery are far from ideal. There 
are plans afoot to move storage into the building which would be preferable.  The addition of 
the Harvey Centre has ensured that it is no longer 
possible to reverse a 15m articulated trailer into the 
service yard; the largest vehicle that can be 
accommodated is 7.5T rigid body. The height of the 

get-in to the scene dock is excessive at approximately 1.75m above grade. 
A fixed ramp, with wheelchair lift to one side, has been added requiring 
equipment and scenery to be offloaded to the ground and wheeled or 
carried up the ramp. 15m trailers are required to offload and load through 
the Rik Mayall shutter via a rolling platform. This necessitates a dog leg turn which some longer items cannot 
negotiate. The process is well managed by the team but would be simpler, safer and faster with a dock leveller at 
the scene dock and the ability to reverse a 15m trailer into the yard.  

Parking is a problem as space in the service yard is in demand from visiting companies and the tech department are 
often called away from their duties to open or close the gate. The stage door is one of a number of access problems 
faced by the building as there are multiple steps to negotiate on the way in. It is also an operational issue as it is not 
permanently manned or fitted with access control so visiting companies regularly report issues getting into the 
building.  

Foyers 

The lower foyer and box office is accessed via three doors and a weather lobby, with a ramp from the south to ease 
access. It is sufficiently big to provide for circulation while visitors pick up tickets or orientate themselves, but the 
lower foyer feels cramped and contained and fails to clearly communicate the direction of travel to the visitor. This 
is largely due to the addition of the lift which, although providing much needed access, hide the staircase and takes 
away the light that would have been provided from above via the stairwell.  The box office and information desk are 
well located, obvious and of ample size.   

One successful feature of the lower foyer, though a little hidden to one side of the lift, is the Harlow Playhouse TV 
screen. This is one of a number of simple and appropriate innovations implemented by the team in recent years. 
HPTV can be embedded in email, provided on the website and can be streamed to other locations where the council 
have access to digital signage.   

First Floor Foyer and Bar 

One striking feature about Harlow Playhouse, which is noticeable when making the journey to the first floor, is the 
quantity and quality of artworks on display. There are a number of pieces which sets the Playhouse firmly in the 
context of Harlow as a Sculpture Town. The photography print displays on show in the glazed concourse to the front 
of the building add greatly to this. The bar area is not generous in scale, but when the concourse along the front of 
the building is included there is enough space for a full house from the main house. As the bar is located on one side 
of the auditorium it results in uneven serving patterns and a long journey for those seated on auditorium right. 
Similarly the toilets are located at auditorium left so the same problem persists. Operationally, the Playhouse staff 
manage this well. 

If the Playhouse lacks large single foyer and circulation space, it makes up for this by having a number of them and 
uses them well for a variety of activities. The glazed, first floor concourse is a warm and welcoming space, and while 
not suitable for rehearsals, it makes for a good area for drinks receptions and corporate entertainment as it can be 
separated off from the bar, at least when the main theatre is not in performance. 
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Second Floor Foyer Gallery 

The second floor foyer, noted on the drawings as a gallery, adjacent 
to the studio theatre, is another useful space. As a foyer, it has little 
to offer other than circulation space; however it is heavily used for 
rehearsal and after school classes and is fitted with dance mirrors 
across the west wall. The second floor concourse is less useful than 
the floor below, though the glazing makes it a pleasant circulation 
space.  

 

 

Main Theatre Auditorium  

The theatre is generally accepted to be of an unusual design. The 
design attempted to create a hybrid format that combined an end-on 
format on a single rake, with a Guthrie style three-quarter thrust 
established by removing seats from row A to row F and filling in to 
create a flat floor. The design fails to execute either successfully, with 
a disconnection between the side seating and the rest of the house. 
Typically, a thrust stage would be raised above the front rows of 
seating rather than flat as it is in this case. The seating rakes steeply 
as a result of trying to resolve the sightline to the front of the thrust. 
As a result, if the side seating banks are excluded, about half of the 
audience is below the performers’ eye line and about half above. 

This makes the arrangement acceptable for drama, but also quite good for dance. 

The original scheme provided for seating on an upper tier above the control room. This is a poor seating position, 
which would have felt very precarious and disconnected from the rest of the room. Fortunately this has long since 
been put to use as an auditorium sound mix position for which, 
unfortunately, it is equally unsuited.  

Wheelchair user access to the auditorium is limited to the 
central cross-aisle with the wheelchair user positions rather 
exposed. The Playhouse have found creative solutions to this by 
creating side slip seating positions which some wheelchair users 
prefer and book in advance.  

3.6.2 Potential for format change 
 

The 2014 report by consultants Charcoalblue presented a 
number of ideas for reorganising the theatre auditorium, increasing seating capacity and adding flexibility. Notably, 
they proposed flattening the auditorium and adding an upper level. Their proposals make good use of the available 
footprint, maximising the seat count but maintaining existing floor plates and improving access. We would be in 
broad agreement with this approach, however, the increase in seat count to around 700 still fails to move the 
Playhouse into the realm of the truly commercial receiving venue and consequently there is no compelling argument 
for pursuing it. We understand that the recommendations of the Charcoalblue report, and the earlier Ancer Spa 
report into a 1500 seat replacement for the Playhouse, have been dismissed on financial grounds. 

Any thoughts on format change and adaptability of the main theatre that we have would involve considerable 
capital expenditure and extensive closure of the venue. Therefore we do not consider it beneficial to pursue any 
format change ideas at this time, but rather to focus on a rolling programme of maintenance and upgrade to the 
existing auditorium and to the other spaces around the building.  

One possibility, not explored to our knowledge, is use for orchestral music. The theatre is not a high quality acoustic 
space for live classical music; however, with the addition of a simple concert shell to reflect sound into the room, it 
may be possible to create a reasonable sound. This would require some input from an acoustician to assess the 
room and design the parameters for the shell. There already exists a recital hall at St John’s ARC in old Harlow which 
regularly programmes chamber music and soloist recitals. It is not a suitable venue for orchestral work, whereas the 
Playhouse has good volume above the auditorium which is helpful for small orchestras and larger ensembles 
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3.6.3 Stage and Technical 
 

Stage, wings and Scene Dock 

The stage at Harlow Playhouse is large and well-proportioned with reasonable wing space, a substantial scene dock 
at upstage and an acceptable grid height. In general the technical provision and facilities are aging and substandard 
and are now long overdue for upgrade. Some changes have occurred, piecemeal, but the basic infrastructure and 
fabric of the facilities struggle to keep going. This is most noticeable in the stage floor which is in very poor condition 
with the structural members noticeable and causing a ridge and furrow effect across the floor, the deepest being 
approximately 30mm dip. This is at best unhelpful but dangerous at worst. For a space that is well suited for dance 
the floor is no longer fit for purpose. Tall scenery trucks (scenic elements on wheels), common in large touring 
shows, are difficult to move and do not sit correctly. Working at height when rigging and focussing from Tallescopes, 
mobile elevating work platforms (cherry pickers) or rolling towers has an increased risk. Replacement of the floor is 
currently scheduled for 2016 and should be considered a priority. The SL loading door, known as the Rik Mayall 
loading door, is not operating on the hydraulic pump and has to be manually deployed. This should be addressed as 
a priority. 

Sub stage and orchestra pit 

There is a substantial sub stage space with a good amount of 
usable storage- and technical work space. There is a central trap 
room for a stage trap of approximately 1.2m x 1.2m which is 
rarely used, but should be maintained when the floor is relayed. 
It would be worth re-organising the sub stage area to allow for a 
more effective use of the trap, and others could perhaps be 
added. 

The orchestra pit has a usable area of around 36m2 which should 
accommodate at least 28 players at a generous rate of 1.3m2 per 
person. However, it is hampered at the auditorium side by the 
concrete slab that forms the base of the seating which is at 

approximately 1.1mm above pit floor level. This limits the ease with which players can be accommodated and the 
pit would be improved if this could be removed. This is a major undertaking and we suggest it is not a priority. 

Other spaces demonstrate that Harlow Playhouse is well provided with storage space of various sizes. These include 
use of under seat storage for lighting equipment, which although not 
easily accessible, is a useful space. All spaces are well kept and tidy 
indicating good technical management.  

Fly floors, grid and over stage rigging 

The fly floor and loading gallery are of typical design and function well. 
The 32 double purchase counterweight sets in the system are generally 
serviceable but has suffered from a lack of routine maintenance. 
Consequently many elements need servicing and replacing including, 
steel wire ropes and terminations, hauling lines, brakes and pulley sheaves. A rigging report has been carried out by 
Rigging Services which details the defects. There may be other defects not addressed in the report. One single-
counterweight bar is listed as currently condemned and not in use. 

It is essential that this equipment is maintained and inspected regularly with an annual inspection and test regime 
by rigging specialists, with good record keeping in line with the Lifting Operations and Lifting Equipment Regulations 
1998 (LOLER). A full overhaul of the flying system will ensure many years of trouble free operation. The fly floors, 
loading gallery and grid are kept tidy, clear and well maintained by the team, indicative of good technical 
management.  

At grid level, the smoke vents have been locked shut due leakage in high wind and rain. This must be rectified. The 
smoke extract system should be capable of maintaining the means of escape provisions from the venue tenable for 
a period of time sufficient to allow for complete evacuation of the area. Without the smoke vents in operation, 
there is no guarantee that the smoke layer and associated high temperatures will be maintained at a sufficient 
height. This may invalidate the licensing conditions and affect the building insurance. As the Playhouse is a council 
venue it would seem prudent to consult the Licensing Team. 
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Front of house lighting bridges and perches 

There are a series of lighting bridges or gantries above the auditorium for the rigging of lighting, sound and other 
equipment. These are serviceable, though at least one is currently condemned and out of use, though it is not clear 
on what grounds. The 48.3mm lighting bar on the bridges forms part of the handrail system, but there is no 
intermediate bar as currently required for new builds, leaving an excessive opening between kick plate and lighting 
rail. This may not be a significant problem in reality, but we suggest a risk assessment is carried out in house to see if 
further mitigation is required by either use of work positioning or fall arrest equipment for operatives or the 
addition of rails or grills to the openings. 

The lighting positions themselves are generally useful, though there are the remnants of two follow spot positions 
on the back of one of the rear bridges which appear to afford no real view of the stage and consequently are not 
used. 

The front truss and advance bar positions closest to the stage are not flexible at present. The truss rigging is bridled 
using an unrated chain, as mentioned in the rigging report. Replacement of this is not a difficult task, but an upgrade 
to the rigging and flying of this truss would make operations easier and more adaptable. The addition of electric 
chain hoists, as opposed to the current manual hall units, would be an advantage. 

The side perches or lighting slots in the auditorium are a very present architectural feature that rather dominates 
the room. Unfortunately the lighting position is too far in board to give a useful line to the stage. The Playhouse 
have plans to soften the look of the slots with fold out panels providing access to a lighting bar rigged farther into 
the auditorium.  

Sound mix position 

A very poor fixed sound position at the rear of the seating above the control room is in a bass pocket that makes live 
mixing meaningless. A temporary position is created in front of the control, off centre to SR, using a piece of 2.4 x 
1.2m steel deck on legs over the seating. This is perfectly serviceable but possibly removes more seating from sale 
than necessary.  

A purpose designed temporary position in this location is a good idea, but it might be better served with a cable pass 
in the wall from the control room so items of equipment and patch can be kept out of the auditorium, making 
transition between positions easier. Such a position could minimise the number of seats removed from sales and 
also have more pleasing appearance than the current one. 

Control Room 

The control room is configured more as a projection room with small windows. The central section has windows for 
the 35mm projectors that used to occupy the central space. This section could well be employed to house a digital 
video projector which, ideally, would be boxed in to reduce the noise (though this would also necessitate cooling 
and/or extract). An HD video projector of at least 20K Lumens would be needed to create an acceptably bright large 
image from that distance of throw. There is currently no usable projector on the tech spec, at least not one that 
could be used in the main house. 

The control room has lobbied access from one side, which is a benefit, given the glazing to the front of the building. 
The structural columns in the control room are unhelpful but not a major hindrance.  The remaining 35mm 
equipment will be removed from the control room in due course leaving space at the SR side for other use. With a 
little screening, this could be used by for audio description if this is a service the Playhouse wish to offer. 

Dimmer and Amp rooms 

The dimmers are housed in an open cage in the sub stage area at stage left. This is not an ideal location as it is open 
to dust and dirt and would benefit from being enclosed. A new dimmer installation, depending on quantity and type, 
may require the area to have cooling and/or extract. Such an installation would also provide operational gain; take 
less space and add technical features that are a common part of modern practice, but are currently not in place. 

The sound amplifiers and other sound equipment are in an enclosed room in the same area. It could accommodate 

additional racks for digital I/O devices and switches. 
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Electrical Installation 

The electrical installation for the theatre technical systems has 
reached the end of its useful life and is no longer fit for 
purpose. The main incoming supplies and some of the 
distribution board locations are still valid, but the distribution 
of circuits, containment and wiring and type of electrical 
outlets have been surpassed. Containment for different 
services is not well separated or segregated if sharing 
containment, resulting in crosstalk between electrical and 
sound and data services. Many lengths of trunking are missing 
lids. Many circuits are not working; there are no schematics or 
circuit schedules available and circuits in the field are not 
labelled with the distribution board and breaker of origin, all of 

which make for an installation which is difficult to use in operation and potentially dangerous. There is no apparent 
isolated 'clean earth' or technical mains, which increases the likelihood of cross talk into the sound installation; an 
earth hum is clearly audible on some loudspeakers.  

The Playhouse has made changes on a piecemeal basis as best they can, but the effectiveness of the changes they 
made is compromised by the poor and degrading installation. The electrical installation for theatre systems should 
be redesigned from the intake and should incorporate a clean earth mains supply dedicated to the sound 
installations. Outlets for temporary supplies should be moved to stage level and provided in new company switches 
distribution boards for lighting and sound. These can have on board metering if desired to assist with contra 
charging. Any new installation should consider an increased neutral conductor in the supply to cope with the 
increased number of switch mode power supplies in modern theatre. 

It is essential that a new electrical system for theatre systems incorporate an isolated 'clean earth mains' sound 
power installation in separate containment - at least 500mm from other services - and with internal segregation 
between LV and sensitive cable infrastructure like microphones and data. 

Production Lighting  

The lighting installation is aging and suffers from the same problems as the 
electrical installation. The Light Processor Paradim dimmers remain 
serviceable for the time being, but are elderly and becoming less useful as 
lighting moves away from tungsten fixtures towards more switch-mode 
power supplies in LED and discharge luminaires. At 120 ways, the provision 
is low for a venue of this scale, many circuits are not functioning and a large 
number have been installed with highly impractical plastic outlets some of 
which are switched leading to problems when they are accidentally switched 
off. The 15A outlets used are still acceptable though some may not be up to 

current spec, however, 16A CEE-17 outlet in black, is now industry standard in the UK.  

A new lighting power installation is needed, but there are several options for the design of this. At one extreme 

there could be no installed radial dimmer or non-dim circuits but rather a system based on hard power supplies and 
distributed dimming- and switching units rigged where needed; on the other, an installation of radial circuits that 
provide either dimming or switching from a smart module. The installation would likely form a combination of the 
two approaches. 

The existing lighting desk, the ETC Ion, is an appropriate console for the venue, though given the number of moving 
lights used, a larger control surface would be a benefit. The non-dim control circuits, however, should be replaced as 
part of an integrated design for the work light and houselights control. 

The Playhouse has a good, serviceable stock of generic and automated luminaires. The venue should continue to 
update and replace stock with newer fixture representative of the changes and expectations of the touring circuit. 
The follow spots are not sufficiently bright and should be replaced. Many alternatives are now available, including a 
variety of LED fixtures. 
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Worklight and houselight 

The house light system was replaced a number of years ago with LED RGB fixtures. These use red, green and blue 
emitters to produce a composite white through additive colour mixing. These luminaires are cheaper to run and to 
maintain than tungsten fittings, but do come with a number of issues. Unless a diffuser is fitted the appearance from 
below is of looking into a bowl of multi-coloured sweets, notably Skittles; the ability of the fixture to produce a good 
quality white light is limited and the product can appear muddy and make reading or close work difficult even if the 
light level is high. This ability is measured using a Colour Rendering Index and a Colour Quality Score. As house light 
levels for audience are often kept quite low, this can lead to issues in reading a theatre programme. Typically we 
would expect to see a good quality white LED source used, with a range of brightness sufficient to provide high light 
levels for cleaners and general day work and a lower level for audience. The current fixtures do, however, result in 
the colourful carpet and the auditorium seats looking vibrant, but in the long run we suggest replacing with a more 
modern LED fixture, providing high quality white light, perhaps with the option of colour-mixing as it may be useful 
and does not necessarily increase cost. 

Day worklight over the stage and on the fly floors and bridges would benefit from replacement. These lights are 
often switched on for many hours during the day. The stage floods are tungsten halogen fixtures which are 
expensive to run compared to discharge sources, fluorescents or LEDs and have a shorter lamp life resulting in 
frequent replacement. Light levels in the wings and in the scene dock are lower than anticipated and high bay 
fixtures would improve the working light greatly.  

Blue worklight and local task light is very poor with limited provision around the space. Task lighting at flyfloor level 
is particularly lacking and critical to ensure fly men can hit their deads quickly and accurately on live cues. 

Worklight control is also lacking and is based on a grid switch panel at prompt corner downstage right. A new 
integrated control system for houselight, worklight and non-dim circuits would be a considerable advantage to day 
to day operation, with installed master control panels at prompt corner and control room and local outstations. An 
LED based blue worklight and tasklight system would improve show conditions considerably.  

Sound, Comms and AV  

The installed d&b sound system is of excellent quality and the new Yamaha QL 5 mixing console is good fit for in 
house and visiting productions. The sound infrastructure, as with production lighting and electrical installation, let 
the system down. There is a need for an upgrade to the installation to provide new audio tie lines, loudspeaker tie 
lines and a dedicated data network. Audio tie lines should be installed with both genders available at each end of 
the line so they can be used as send or return. The substage sound rack position 
remains a reasonable location for amplifiers, switches and patches. It is necessary 
to ensure good connections between stage and auditorium mix position, though it 
will always be necessary to run cables for some visiting productions. 

AV provision is limited and a new installation would benefit greatly from video tie 
lines capable of carrying high bandwidth 4K signals. This no longer requires 
expensive fibre optic but can be achieved with HD-SDI cable and specific BNC 
connectors which are also backwards compatible with lower definition services. 

Extending sound and AV networks to other areas of the building would make it 
simpler to provide services for events in those spaces without having to use 
separate equipment. 

No assisted listening devices seemed to be provided. 

Paging and show relay 

The audio paging and show relay system for back of house announcements is rudimentary, noisy and unreliable. 
Some spaces, including toilets, are not included in the show relay. Paging to front of house is not fully integrated 
into the system. Video show relay, including infra red vision, exists to the prompt corner but is not currently 
distributed beyond this to, for example latecomers TV. This system appears to be SD only. 

A new system installation will be needed. A digital intercom and paging over Ethernet requires a simple 
infrastructure based on Cat 5e network cabling and some local power supplies. Systems are expandable simply and 
can incorporate cue light if desired. 

An HD camera with remote pan-tilt-zoom-focus is ideal for video show relay. If configured as part of a broader 
system this can be used to record and stream video and audio content. 
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Back of House spaces 

The horizontal and vertical circulation in the back stage areas is very pinched. Wide corridors are typically 
recommended to ease flow for groups of performers heading to and from the stage and to accommodate items of 
touring equipment such as empty laundry skips and wardrobe. The corridors in Harlow are exceptionally tight, but to 
make any attempt to change these would involve major redesign of the building. It is worth though to investigate if 
any spaces can be modified in a simple way; the lower ground floor wardrobe area is one example, where a 

Dressing Rooms 

The dressing rooms look tired and worn and would benefit from an upgrade. Dressing room lighting, in particular 
mirror lighting, should be replaced as they are poor quality with many not working and those that are prone to 
getting excessively hot. Good low voltage or LED alternatives are available which have acceptable light and colour 
for performers applying stage makeup.  

Workshop and Paint Frame 

 

This space is currently let out to a small scenery contractor, but 
not at a significant rent. The presence of a paint frame is a great 
advantage as these are highly sought after and there are few 
outside London, so there is a potential market for lettings. The 
paint frame needs attention to get it working and we would 
suggest a stage engineering contractor such as MRL Systems, 
iStudioProjects or similar be approached to assess and cost the 
repairs.  

 

3.6.4 Other spaces 
 

Studio Theatre 

This is a good space, compromised slightly by the intrusion of 
entrance lobbies into the corners of the space. The lobbies are 
not sound light locks as there is only a single set of doors to each. 
This creates odd pockets in which the seating typically sits on 
three sides. Nevertheless, it is a well-proportioned space which, 
with the windows to the north of the room making it pleasant for 
rehearsal. It is also a good space for small scale drama. The floor 
is polished hardwood which is too reflective for some uses. A roll 
out black dance floor would make for a useful addition to the 
room's inventory. Technical provision in the room is adequate 
though it will benefit from ongoing upgrade.  

Dance Studio 

This space has been created in the area under the main house seating and was previously a cafe/bar. It is not a good 
space for dance but it is used heavily for the purpose. The chief problem with the space at present is the floor, the 
surface of which is breaking up in parts. This needs to be rectified. 

Function Room Studio 

This room was previously a restaurant but is used for drama workshops. There are four structural columns in the 
middle of the floor which limits the room’s usability. 

3.6.5 Condition Report 
 

The recent condition survey conducted by Pellings LLP details many specific issues of dilapidation and damage 
around the building and offers some thoughts on the costs required to rectify them. We have not attempted to 
reassess these but have added detail based on our experience and scope in the area of specialist theatre systems.  
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We offer a series of suggestions based on items highlighted in the report above. All require thorough consideration 
and coordinated design. The piecemeal alterations of the past have succeeded in keeping the building operational, 
but it is now imperative that substantial elements of infrastructure are addressed in the coming years. 

Of the suggestions in the Pellings Report, we believe that the mechanical ventilation system and associated building 
management systems are the most important and likely to provide an improvement in performer and audience 
comfort, acoustic performance and operational efficiency. 

3.6.6 Priority of works 
 

We suggest the following as a priority for works mentioned above: 

 Reinstate smoke vent operation 

 Refurbish, test and commission counterweight flying and FoH rigging systems 

 Risk assess hazards inherent in front of house bridges and consider what measures are appropriate to 
mitigate the risk 

 Repair and reinstate paint frame to full operation 

 Replace stage floor from supporting steelwork  

 Design new electrical, production lighting and sound and communications electrical, data and signal cable 
infrastructure, including  an isolated 'clean earth mains' technical earth for sound - consider ways of 
phasing the implementation of these works 

 Upgrade dimming, switching and/or distributed dimming equipment 

3.6.7 Access 
 

Access for customers and users with disabilities is reasonably good, in spite of the challenges of a 3 storey building, 
however the auditorium does present some challenges for wheelchair users as indicated in Section 3.6.1 (Build, 
Main Theatre Auditorium). Some areas of the auditorium are more conducive for induction loop users. The 
Playhouse promotes relaxed performances for customers with learning difficulties and operates a carer dependency 
scheme. 
 
The access section of the condition survey identified £1.3 million of upgrades to the building to ensure compliance 
and improve access. There are other ways of promoting access that do not require such immediate expense, many 
of which are adopted by the Playhouse already, but are worth reviewing. This is about embracing diversity, adopting 
an attitude of inclusivity and an assumption that all work should be accessible to everyone. These include the 
following suggestions: 
 

 Disability Awareness and Equality Training - Service and inclusivity are improved where all management, 
admin and technical staff and at least 60% of front of house and box office staff have had disability 
awareness training updated every three years. 

 Information Provision - Event information is made available in a number of formats including large print, 
audio, Braille and easyread. The website demonstrates a commitment to access and the organisation seeks 
to promote and enhance accessibility. 

 Programme - Present the work of disabled people as part of the professional and community programme. 
Provide touch tours, signed and audio described performances and provide audio tours and touch exhibits 
for visual arts provision. 

 Interpersonal Communication - The box office, reception and front of house staff have access to a range of 
methods of or tools to aid communication, including use of electronic aids. 

 Employment - Demonstrate an openness to equal opportunities of employment. Monitor staff and ensure 
support is given to those who ask for it and available to those who may need it. Acknowledge that theatre 
work can be rewarding but can be stressful and mental health issues are not uncommon among workers. 

 Policy - Ensure clear policies exist for employees and volunteers about expected behaviour in relation to 
equality and diversity. Ensure policies extend to freelance and casual staff. Review the policy with regular 
impact assessment reports internally and periodically from external assessors. 

 Consultation and Feedback -Take regular steps to seek input from audience, employees and volunteers and 
ensure this information is reviewed at governance/policy making levels in the organisation. 

 Audience Development - Collect and analyse data on disabled persons' attendance. Create an audience 
development plan that includes disabled people. 
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Build Summary  
 

 Harlow Playhouse is in a reasonable condition befitting its age, and is generally fit for purpose for 
current levels of activity, however investment planning needs to be considered for long term need and 
funding. 

 A priority of works is proposed which we suggest can improve audience comfort and operational 
efficiency. 

 The stage size enables productions, i.e. musicals and drama, to be presented in Harlow that generally 
only larger venues with increased seating capacities can accommodate. 

 The building’s equipment requires upgrade and investment in some areas. 

 Access provision is reasonable, however some improvements may be addressed with minimal expense, 
with long term provision reviewed as part of the Playhouse’s future investment planning. 

 

 

 

3.7 Programme & Artistic Policy 
 

A theatre’s Programme and Artistic Policy is integral to the Theatre’s Mission Statement and Strategic Aims and 
Objectives. The Programme and Artistic Policy sets out the Theatre’s policy on programme content and the basis on 
which shows and events are procured. 

Harlow Playhouse’s events programme is made up of a mix of sourced professional events (promotions) and hired 
events (mainly amateur and community events). The professional (promotions) programme represents 78% of total 
performances. 

3.7.1 Mix 
 

During 2014/15, Harlow Playhouse presented 229 ticketed performances across the year, equating to 178 
professional performances (promotions) and 51 hired performances, which included amateur and community 
groups.  

 

3.7.2 Promotions 
 

By promotions, we mean events that have been sought and procured according to a financial arrangement, or ‘deal’. 
All theatre’s promotions programming involves financial risk and requires skill and knowledge to undertake 
successfully in order that the quality, range, diversity as well as commercial viability of the programmes can be 
achieved. The ‘deal’ sets out how the box office income is divided between the parties and what expenditure is 
agreed. Usually, only income from ticket sales and associated fees and charges (i.e. royalties) are included in the 
deal arrangement although consideration may be made for associated income potential. For example, the theatre 
may be prepared to negotiate a less favourable deal to secure a show or event on the basis that catering or bar 
income will be higher for the type or show and audience.  

The deal is agreed between the theatre and the producer or promoter according to the financial risk posed to each 
party for a given show. A touring comedian may have minimal production and staff cost, therefore a deal is usually 
easily reached. A large-scale musical, theatre drama, orchestra or spectacle is hugely expensive and resource heavy 
and warrants a more complex deal arrangement. 

Deals are usually based on the following models or hybrid arrangement: 

Guarantee or fixed fee 

The theatre agrees to pay the Producer a minimum sum for presenting the show regardless of whether this is met 
by ticket sales. This deal is highly risky for the theatre if ticket sales do not perform as expected, however the 
investment cost for some shows means that some Producers will not agree a deal without a guaranteed fee. Any 
balance of income may be retained by either producer or venue or split between parties. 
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Box office split 

The parties agree to split the box office receipts in percentage shares from the ‘full box office pot’ (gross ticket 
revenue). For example, 20% of all box office receipts to be retained by the theatre and 80% to be paid to the 
producer. It is usual for the producer to receive the largest amount from the box office on the basis of margins of 
investment and expenditure, i.e. the Producers costs are higher. A split may vary from 5% to 50% depending on the 
production levels of the show and the investment incurred by each party, however somewhere between 80/20 and 
60/40 is typical. A split deal shares the risk in terms of end gain and both parties tend to input more, particularly in 
marketing, in order to maximise their share and minimise their risk. This model tends to be more suitable if risk to 
both parties can be more easily assessed or known. 

Calls 

The parties agree that the box office receipts will be divided so that one party is paid all of the box office receipts up 
to an agreed level. This is known as a ‘first call’. For example, the producer receives a first call on all box office 
receipts from the run of the production up to an agreed figure. After the first call to one party, all of the box office 
receipts up to an agreed level may be paid to the other party; this is known as the ‘second call’. As many calls as 
appropriate may be agreed. On a call deal basis, if a call target is not met (i.e. expected box office income falls 
short), the theatre or producer only pays what is in the box office pot. This deal is a lower risk to the theatre as 
income is allotted as it is received and given over only if funds have been achieved at the box office. 

Some events are acquired as part of national tours, for example Steeleye Span, Elkie Brooks, Joe McElderry and The 
Basil Brush Show. Tours can vary in length from a few dates to weeks or months which can have a bearing on the 
number of venues able to secure dates.  
 

Harlow Playhouse procures its promotions programme using a range of deal methods as described above. Deals are 

bespoke and negotiated according to the cost of production and income / expenditure implications for each party. 

We are not able to disclose deal arrangements for other venues, however the financial arrangements secured by the 

General Manager for the Playhouse are appropriate and, as we have found in many cases, more favourable than 

other venues. 

 

The professional programme is summarised by performance type in Table 6 below: 

 

Professional performances (promotions) by type 2014/15 

 

Performance type Number of performances  

Pantomime 48 

Tributes 29 

Drama / Theatre 20 

Music 19 

Musical 15 

Other 14 

Comedy 12 

Children / Family 10 

Live at the Playhouse 4 

Opera / Choral 3 

Ballet 3 

Dance 1 

 178 

 
Table 6 Number of performances by type. 
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Figure 3 Number of performances by performance type. 

Notes on programme type classification 

Other includes Circus, magic, ventriloquism, mediums, spoken word and singalongs 
Drama includes House, new writings 
Music all one-nighters (except Joe Longthorne). Includes a number of popular ‘named’ touring artists including 
Suggs, The Fureys, Beverley Craven and Steeleye Span 
Tributes all one-nighters (accept The Elvis Years) 
Opera – Tenors Unlimited, Blake, Herts & Soul Community Choir from Bishop’s Stortford 
Ballet – Ballet Black, Russian State Ballet and Opera House  
Live at the Playhouse in the Studio (except 1) 
Comedy – all one-nighters 
Children and family shows – some include matinee as well as evening performances 
 
The programme is very varied and provides a mix of performances across all genres. The Playhouse’s production 
capabilities in terms of stage proportions and scene docking enable the Playhouse to stage larger productions such 
as musicals, ballet and opera that generally small sized venues are not able to accommodate. Nevertheless, the 
programme punches above its weight in the range and quality of performances it is sourcing across all genres.  
We have only analysed the 2014/15 programme but a study of previous brochures supplied by the Playhouse 
indicates a consistency of programming over the last 2/3 years.  

 
44,386 people (tickets sold) attended the 178 professional performances (promotions) during 2014/15 achieving 
£617,650 gross income achieved through the box office. Of the 178 performances, 116 performances achieved 200 
or more tickets sold (i.e. just over 50% houses) representing 65.17%. A breakdown by performance type is shown 
below: 

Pantomime 48 

Tributes 24 

Musicals 14 

Music 10 

Comedy 6 

Children 5 

Other 4 

Opera / Choral 2 

Dance 1 

Ballet 1 

Live at the Playhouse  1 

 116 

15, 8%

20, 11%

19, 11%

1, 0%

3, 2%

3, 2%
12, 7%

29, 16%10, 6%

48, 27%

4, 2%
14, 8%

Performance Types 2014/15

Musical

Drama/Theatre

Music

Dance

Opera/Choral

Ballet

Comedy

Tributes

Children/Family

Pantomime
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Note: If more than one performance per show then average per performance used. For example, Copacabana 
achieved 1,075 sales across 4 performances, equating to 268.75 average tickets sold per performance. 
 
Drama is generally achieving lower sales by comparison which is reflective of theatres nationally. However, an initial 
study of audience postcodes for drama events from a sample during 2014/15 suggests that drama is also attracting 
new customers to the Playhouse (to be tested).  
 
Two of the dramas presented during 2014/15 were commissioned as part of ACE’s ‘House’ programme which 
supports venues by underwriting quality and diverse theatre across East and Eastern England aiming to build 
audiences and repertoire. Harlow Playhouse is one of 10 theatres that make up the steering group for House.  
 
The Playhouse is a perfect venue for drama and, with the exception of the Hertford Theatre, is the only fit for 
purpose space within a 30 mile drive time able to present it. The Playhouse’s Autumn 2015 and Spring 2016 seasons 
includes presentations of ‘known’ theatre titles including London Classic Theatre’s production of Waiting for Godot 
and Mike Kenny’s adaptation of The Railway Children, both of which will doubtless contribute to continuing to build 
audiences for theatre and drama. 
 
Figure 4 below shows the breakdown of performances during 2014/15 in terms of number of performances by 
number of days or length of run: 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4 Performances 2014/15. 

 

3.7.3 Hires – live performance 
 

Harlow Playhouse’s live programme included 51 performances by organisations who hired the Playhouse during 
2014/15. 

In a hire arrangement, the promoter or organisation pays the theatre for the hire of the venue and staff for the 
duration of the run. This model typically consists of a base charge for a minimum level of provision with extra 
charges for longer hours, more staff or additional equipment or services. All income achieved though ticket sales is 
retained by the hirer (minus costs deducted according to the hire fee and arrangement of other resources or 
facilities). 

One-nighters
48%

2,3,4 nighters of 
same show

19%

Pantomime
27%

Other long run
6%

Performances

One-nighters

2,3,4 nighters of same
show

Pantomime

Other long run
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 The hired programme for 2014/15 is summarised by organisation and number of performances in Table 8 below: 

 

 

 

 

Hirer Name Event  Performances 

 
Space 

Rare Youth Theatre Les Miserables 4 
Main 

  Bugsy Malone 4 Main 

Harlow Ballet Snow White 4 
Main 

  A Classical Ballet Gala 2 
Studio 

Theatre 

Razed Roof The Flood 2 
Studio 

Theatre 

Hip Hop Pop Forever Jackson 1 
Main 

Nicola's School of Dance Nicola's School of Dance 2 
Main 

Wrestleforce Goldrush 1 
Main 

Spotlight Theatre Company The Magic of Musicals 2 
Main 

Phoenix Theatre Arts Showcase 2014 2 
Main 

Epping Forest Arts eNgage 2014 1 
Main 

Buckhurst Hill & Woodford 
School of Dancing Buckhurst Hill & Woodford School of Dancing 3 

Main 

Highams School of Dancing Highams School of Dancing 2014 2 
Main 

Variations Dance Studio Legend 2 
Main 

Burnt Mill Academy Bugsy Malone 2 
Main 

Jenny Myhill School of 
Dance Evening of Dance 2014 4 

Main 

Royal British Legion Festival of Remembrance 1 
Main 

Kevin Adams Academy 6th Anniversary Show 2 
Main 

Redbridge Classical Dance 
Studio Redbridge Classical Dance Studio 6 

Main 

Theatre Train Theatre Train 2014 2 
Studio 

Theatre 

Jack Petchey Foundation Arts Awards 2014 1 
Main 

    51 
 

 
Table 8 Hired live events 2014/15. 

 

 Note: Pink shading denoted resident performing arts groups. 
  

All hirers in Table 8 are amateur community groups, except Hip Hop Pop and WrestleForce. 

During the 2014/15 11,485 tickets sold for hired ticketed events (and 1,505 sold by organisations within their 
membership) equating to 12,990 total attendance grossing £166,351 through the box office and achieving a £18,922 
surplus. A £67,424 surplus on ticketed hires was achieved during 2013/14.8 

 
Total income achieved by the Playhouse in 2013/14 is shown in Figure 5 below. The figure clearly shows the 

 importance of the promotions programme to the Playhouse in terms of activity and income generated at 49%, with 
 a significant contribution from hired events and other rentals and ancillary income.  
 

                                                           
8 For hired events, income is ‘owned’ by the hirer and is therefore paid back to them after commissions and fees have been 
retained by the Playhouse by way of a ‘surplus’. 
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 Figure 5 Income 2013/14. 

 

 

 
 
 Figure 6 Income 2014/15. 

 

 
 Total income for 2013/14 was £1,049,583; Total income for 2014/15 was £1,118,563, an increase of £68,980 (7%). 

The comparison in Table 9 below shows that 2014/15 showed an increase in box office income (tickets sold) for the 

professional programme of events and ancillary sales (mainly due to an increase in bar take, possibly as a result of 

increased audiences, but slight decrease in box office income for hired events. 

 

A summary of income and expenditure is shown in Section 10 – Cost options. 

  

Promotions, 
£512,379, 49%

Hired events, 
£189,547, 18%

Rentals theatre, 
£76,002, 7%

Rentals rooms, 
£46,807, 4%

Fees, £51,656, 5%

Ancillary, 
£143,527, 14%

Grants, £29,665, 
3%

Harlow Playhouse Income 2013/14

Promotions

Hired events

Rentals theatre

Rentals rooms

Fees

Ancillary

Grants

Promotions, 
£617,573, 55%

Hired events, 
£166,351, 15%

Rentals theatre, 
£73,388, 7%

Rentals rooms, 
£46,590, 4%

Fees, £47,086, 4%

Ancillary, 
£140,387, 13%

Grants, £27,188, 
2%

Harlow Playhouse Income 2014/15

Promotions

Hired events

Rentals theatre

Rentals rooms

Fees

Ancillary

Grants
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Income source Contribution to total 
income 2013/14 

Contribution to total 
income 2014/15 

Promotions (professional 
programme box office income) 

49% 55% 

Hired events box office income 18% 15% 

Ancillary9 14% 13% 

Theatre rentals 7% 7% 

Rooms rentals 4% 4% 

Fees10 5% 4% 

Grants 3% 2% 

 
 Table 9 Income comparisons 2013/14 and 2014/15. 

 
We look at rentals and ancillary income further in this report in Section 3.11. 

 

3.7.4 Amateur and community usage 
 

Harlow Playhouse works with 6 resident performing arts groups who regularly perform at the Playhouse.  
 
Performing arts groups 
 
Harlow Ballet School managed by Harlow Ballet Association. Harlow Ballet School hold classes at the Playhouse 
afternoons and evenings Monday – Friday and mornings and afternoons on Saturday. Students perform one major 
production a year in the Playhouse main auditorium. 

 
Razed Roof is a performing arts organisation for people with and without disabilities and learning difficulties of all 
ages. The group, which includes around 40 participants, performs in a variety of venues with an aim to build 
confidence and social skills through performance. The group meets in the Playhouse Drama Studio every Thursday. 
During 2014/15 Razed Roof performed The Flood in the Playhouse Studio Theatre. 
 
Rare Productions Youth Theatre Group is the UK’s largest amateur musical theatre company that produces quality 
children’s productions. The Group takes children from the local area and gives them the opportunity to perform real 
shows on real stages with professional costumes, sets, sounds and lights. Les Miserables May 2014 at the Playhouse.  
 
Hip Hop Pop. Harlow based dance school 3 other bases across Hertfordshire and courses held in numerous schools 
across Hertfordshire. Classes are held in the Drama Studio on Monday and Tuesday evenings. The Group presented 
a showcase concert in May 2014 at the Playhouse, Forever Jackson – celebrating the music of Michael Jackson – 
which they will present again at the Playhouse in September 2015. 

 

The Pauline Quirke Academy of Performing Arts provides tuition for young people aged 4 – 18 years. Sunday 

afternoons (2 sessions). The Academy also provides young people for the Playhouse pantomime cast. 

 

Set Blue Scenery. Based in the Harlow Playhouse workshop providing services in scenery construction and set 

making, including some productions home grown or produced at the Playhouse prior to tour or presentation 

elsewhere.  

 

Community Groups 

 

The Mumpreneurs Networking Club for business Mums and female entrepreneurs. Meetings every second Tuesday 

or the month at 10am. Newfrontier God Central Church Harlow hold regular meetings (Life Groups) at the Playhouse 

on Sunday and mid-week meetings. 

                                                           
9 Includes Bar, vending machines/refreshments, ice creams and merchandise. 
10 Includes Booking fees and postage fee. 
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Other local groups are shown in Table 6. 

 

3.7.5 Commissioned, in house work 
 
Playhouse participates in Arts Council England's (ACE) supported House programme, involved in the commissioning 
and presentation of new work within a group of theatres in South East and Eastern England. Harlow Playhouse 
forms part of the steering group and will shortly embark on a related Greenhouse project in partnership with 
Hertford Theatre, supported by Esme Fairbairn and including a producer residency based at the Playhouse. This 
project will further serve to position Harlow Playhouse as a key driver for theatre production in the South East 
region which is being recognised by ACE (See Grants, section 3.11.4).  

Far from being a competitor, Hertford, together with other venues in the House scheme are potential collaborators 
for Harlow Playhouse, which has better facilities for rehearsal and production, making it well placed to be an 
originating venue for new productions.  

The Playhouse General Manager is also working with the Harlow Playhouse Charitable Trust as a fundraiser and 
grant enabler for specific productions. The charitable status and independence from the Council means that the 
Trust is able to benefit from various tax relief and gift aid benefits. Future productions presented by the Playhouse 
and Playhouse Charitable Trust include a musical adaptation of C.S.Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe 
during the Autumn 2015 season. 

2015/16 will see the Playhouse commission and co-produce their own pantomime (See Pantomime, section 3.7.6 
below).  

The Playhouse’s production capabilities, extent of ‘break out’ performance and rehearsal spaces, on site workshop 
facilities together with in-house expertise places the Playhouse in a strong position to develop the Playhouse 
programme for Harlow and regional audiences. 

 

3.7.6 Pantomime 
 
Pantomime is generally the most important element of most theatre’s programme in terms of audience numbers 

and income through ticketing and front of house sales (ice creams, merchandise). 

 

Pantomime for professional theatres tends to be presented in line with the theatre’s programme policy, i.e. received 

or produced in house, or a hybrid model that includes some provision of resource from external sources (i.e. 

Director, casting, set).  

 
Harlow Playhouse pantomime 

 

Harlow Playhouse received its pantomime 2014/15, however for 2015/16 is planning to produce the pantomime 

(Snow White & the Seven Dwarfs) in house through a hybrid arrangement.  

 

In 2014/15, The Playhouse presented 48 performances, welcomed 18,260 paid attendances (tickets sold) averaging 

380.4 tickets sold per performance achieving 93% capacity across the run with a gross box office of £270,387.  

The information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from this 

version. 
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Programme & Artistic Policy Summary 
 

 The Playhouse is a receiving house in that it procures and presents a range of professional and 
community events across the calendar year in 2 main seasons. 

 The spacious stage house and additional 3 studio spaces and workshop enables the Playhouse to punch 
well above its weight in terms of the range and quality of live performance presented across the 
spaces.  

 The General Manager is further maximising the space’s unique selling points to develop exciting 
programming through partnerships with external partners and funders which has the potential to drive 
Harlow as a serious producing and commissioning hub for the South East. 

 Pantomime is essential to the Playhouse’s annual programme and overall income contribution which 
has an opportunity to increase during 2015/16 through an in-house commissioning and bespoke 
partnership arrangement. 

 The professional programme represents the largest source of income to the Playhouse, contributing 

55% of total income in 2014/15. 

 

 

3.8  The Audience 
 
The total tickets sold for all Playhouse events during 2014/15 was 55,871 (promotions and hired events) equating to 
59% house capacity.  

 
33% of customers were from Harlow and 67% from outside Harlow. 

 

Paid attendances 2014/15 

 

Table 13 shows the paid audience attendance (tickets sold) for the professional (promotions) programme and hire 

live events 

 

 No of 

performances 

 Tickets 

sold  

 Gross 

Box 

Office 

 

Professional programme 

(Promotions) 

178 78% 44,386 79% 617,573 79% 

Hires (live performance)11 51 22% 11,485 21% 166,351 21% 

 229  55,871  £783,924  

 

Table 13 Audience attendance 2014/15 

 

The figures above do not include attendances for classes, workshops and other events that take place in the Drama 

and Dance Theatres (See Rentals, Section 3.11.2). 

 

Average house capacity 2014/15 

 

 Professional (promotions) Hires 

Total paid attendances 44,386 11,485 

Number of performances 178 51 

Gross capacity12 61% 55% 

                                                           
11 1,505 additional tickets issued to organisations to issue to its members. Does not include users of the Playhouse who 
attend classes and other private hired events (see Rentals, Section 3.11.2). 
12 Promotions gross capacity 73,158; Hires gross capacity 20,961. 
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Table 14 Average house capacity 2014/15 

 

The capacity achieved for the professional (promotions) programme is slightly higher than the average 60% achieved 

by venues nationally.13 

  

 
  
 Figure 7 Chelmsford post code area map, showing location of CM17, CM18, CM19 and CM20. 

 

The Playhouse’s Communications & Sales Manager utilises information supplied from The Audience Agency to 

inform audience trends and where Harlow customers are coming from. 

 

Using some of the information received from the Playhouse, we looked at audience profile across a sample of 

Harlow events looking specifically at postcodes CM17, CM18, CM19 and CM 20 which denote the immediate 

catchment for the Playhouse, and which are most likely to fit the Harlow Council postcode boundary.  

 

We have selected a sample of events that show a range of performance type. The number and % of paid 

attendances from the 4 postcode areas for a sample of events is shown below: 

 

Sample from 2015 Playhouse promotions programme (see Table 7) 

Steeleye Span 106 of 293 = 36% 

 Pasha Kovalev 213 of 402 = 53% 

Henning When 147 of 395 = 37% 

The Billy Joel Songbook 34 of 74 = 46% 

Soul Legends 228 of 338 = 67% 

Waterloo 170 of 364 = 47% 

Elkie Brooks 152 of 353 = 43% 

Reduced Shakespeare Company 40 of 135 = 30% 

                                                           
13 Data collected by UK Theatre from 195 venues across the UK. 
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Milkshake Live! 239 of 771 (2 performances) = 31% 

 

Other promotions 

Bleak House 45 of 119 = 38% 

Russian State Ballet & Opera House / Swan Lake 178 of 403 = 44% 

Live at the Playhouse (November 2014) 218 of 401 = 54% 

 

Pantomime 

Cinderella 8,124 of 18,237 = 45% 

 

Community hires 

Harlow Ballet Association – A Classical Ballet Gala (Studio Theatre) 190 of 240 = 79% 

 

 
  

Figure 8 Attendance from CM17 – CM20 by performance type. 

 

Initial observations 

 

 High attendance from Bishop’s Stortford area CM22/23/24 

 Customers are travelling from far afield for some events (i.e. Milkshake Live!) despite the event 

being presented at a nearer venue (i.e. Milkshake Live!), suggesting that customers choose to 

make the journey to see the show at Harlow rather than their local venue 

 Customers are travelling from as far as Stevenage, Chelmsford and Enfield for events or artists 

where Harlow Playhouse is the nearest (or only) venue within reasonable travel distance. 

 On the basis that all the 11 neighbouring venues present a pantomime, 55% of attendances from 

outside CM17 – CM20 postcode suggests that customers prefer to travel to see Harlow’s 

pantomime rather than attend a nearer venue (or attend Harlow’s pantomime as well as their 

local pantomime)  

 

Catchment area and available market 

 

Time has not permitted us to interrogate the data further to look in more detail at neighbouring venue crossover of 
audiences, or where audiences outside CM17, CM18, CM19 and CM20 are coming from and for what events. 
 
A distinction between postcodes that fall within Harlow’s council boundary will aid in defining Harlow (tax paying) 
resident customers and external visitors. 
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The Playhouse is achieving healthy audiences for most events. The fact that 67% of audiences are coming from 
outside Harlow demonstrates a will to travel to Harlow, the theatre and the events and shows being presented. The 
theatre is attracting customers from other towns and regions because they want to see the shows that Harlow is 
putting on. Those customers are inevitably spending on other Harlow services such as travel, restaurants, bars and 
shopping.  
 
All successful theatres rely on local residents as well as visiting customers to attend their theatres which forms the 
basis of effective audience development to generate maximum income and develop the profile of the theatre and 
locality. There is no professional theatre in the country, to our knowledge, that does not promote and rely on 
drawing custom from outside the town or region. However the extent of draw will depend on the available 
populous, other provision within the area as well as access (location, transport). Understanding the market, which 
will be different in each case, is vital to the process of identifying existing and potential audiences. 
 
Some local authorities have looked at ways of ‘rewarding’ local (tax paying) residents by considering discounts and 
other financial benefits. This invariable results in costing the theatre more on the basis that all box office income is 
integral to the deal (financial basis) by which a show is procured, meaning the theatre would end up subsidising any 
reductions incurred. Most theatres engage with their local residents through volunteer schemes and Friends 
schemes or other benefits that do not financially or contractually compromise the theatre, but offer perceived 
added value. 
 
We suggest that further investment is made to assess the current market and profile the Playhouse’s current and 
potential audience. This requires specialist knowledge and software to collect and analise the data. Many theatres 
engage external expertise to undertake this work, working alongside the theatre’s marketing team. 
 
We are able to recommend expertise and other theatres who have undertaken this work. Further information is 
available from UK Theatre (of which the Playhouse General Manager is a member) and the Arts Marketing 
Association. It is possible that funding may be available for this work from ACE (Grants for the Arts) which the 
Playhouse Manager is already exploring. 
 
Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 
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3.8.1 Marketing 
 

The Playhouse utilises a range of marketing tools appropriate to the range of events and audiences. Usual for most 
theatres, the seasonal brochure represents the highest level of investment in the Playhouse’s marketing. The 
brochure, currently produced twice a year, is mailed out to 5,000 customers, target dropped to 30,000 households, 
as well as made available through 5,000 distribution outlets. 
 
Actual cost of marketing for the Playhouse 2013/14 was £66,361, which equated to 5% of total expenditure for the 
Playhouse (£1,454,083 not including recharges). A crude average across all 178 promotions indicates £372.81 per 
performance is spent on marketing. Actual cost for 2014/15 was £63,016, which equated to 4% of total expenditure 
(£1,442,773 not including recharges). Many events are achieving higher than average sales, however, we suggest 
that further investment in marketing may return higher yields for events that require more focused marketing, i.e. 
drama. 

 
Information collected from customers at point of sale indicates that the brochure achieves the highest levels of sales 
at 43.14%, followed by word of mouth, printed flyers and the Playhouse website. Newspaper advertising remains 
high as well as email and social media.  

 
The Playhouse works with The Audience Agency to inform data catchment and audience profile data. The Audience 
Agency is a national Arts Council England funded organisation that works with arts organisations to provide 
audience data information. 
 
Design and print (including the seasonal brochure) is carried out by the Council’s internal communications section. It 
is not clear from which central recharge this service is met. Although both parties manage this arrangement well, 
enabling the Playhouse to source externally would likely reduce the Playhouse’s costs and enable greater efficiency 
of design control and timescales. 
 
Harlow Playhouse uses Patron Base as its ticketing provider. Patron Base provides for a number of performance 
venues across the UK with whom the Playhouse liaise.  
 
Provision of marketing expertise and resource for the majority of the Playhouse’s events is integral to the 
contractual agreement between professional promoters/producer and the venue and, to a lesser degree, hirers, and 
is therefore is integral to the theatre’s ability to deliver the professional programme, as well as providing invaluable 
support for other users of the Playhouse maintaining the theatre’s profile and positioning generally. 
 
The Playhouse currently has one full time marketing post which is low compared to the benchmark venues where 
average full time equivalent marketing resource averages at 3.25 persons.  

 

3.8.2 Pricing 
 

Ticket prices for Harlow Playhouse events range from £10.50 (per family ticket) to £32 (Russian State Ballet & Opera 
House).14 Average top price ticket price is £18.64. This is closely matched to the 2014 mid-scale mainly receiving 
venues of £18.02, mid-scale mainly producing venues of £15.37 and small-scale venues of £13.25.  

 
We suggest the Harlow average price is reflective of the ‘punch above the weigh’ programming (i.e. ballet, popular 
artists) rather than because the pricing is structured too high. The national average (all bands) is £23.91.15 

 
Harlow charge a £1 booking fee per ticket (capped at £20 transaction) which is shortly to increase to £1.50 per ticket 
(with no cap except schools performances). 
 
The benchmark venues charge a booking fee per ticket of between 50p and £1.50 (with the exception of some 
performances such as film or children’s shows). 
 
Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

                                                           
14 Includes concessions and package prices i.e. Basil Brush family of 4 ticket is £10.50 per person. 
15 UK Theatre 2014/15 audience data. 
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Audience and Marketing Summary 
 

 The Playhouse is achieving high ticket sales for the majority of its professional and community 
programme suggesting that the Playhouse is providing audiences with what they want to see and at 
affordable prices. 

 Marketing output is high, but available staff and budget resource is low for current levels of activity. 
Further staff resource for the Playhouse will reduce the risk of sales for the current programme not 
being maximised and enable growth in audience development and community partnerships to be 
realised, particularly in the development of produced and commissioned work. 

 Further expertise is suggested to work with the Communications & Sales Manager and the theatre’s 
box office CRM system in mapping current audiences and crossover of events with neighbouring 
venues. This will inform where audiences are coming from, and identify pockets of under-engagement 

 Pricing levels appear appropriate and in line with national standards to attract customers yet maximise 
income where possible through popular more sellable events and careful price banding to enable all 
events to be as accessible as possible. 

 
Note: During this commission we were informed that the current Communication & Sales Manager post-holder 
is leaving. This poses a serious risk to the organisation on which we advise further in Section 7.5 (Organisation 
Development). 
 

 

 

3.9  Operations 
 

Security 
 
We have not included reviewing health & safety arrangements for the Playhouse as part of this Evaluation, although 
due consideration will need to be made to ensure resource and budget continues to be available in line with the 
theatre’s health & safety policy and risk assessments. However, we have been asked to comment on security 
arrangements for the Playhouse in regard to budget need.  
 
A need to provide professional security cover at some times has been identified as a result of incidents resulting 
from customers, youths or migrants entering the premises off the street or from the green space opposite the 
theatre. The Playhouse management currently engages security presence from an external security company. This is 
generally one officer posted in the front of house areas of the theatre for show or non-show times where there may 
be risks to the staff or public. This may include events where the nature of the show can also be associated with 
lively behaviour sometimes accentuated by alcohol consumption, however these incidents are the result of the few 
rather the many and we do not suggest curtailing the availability of alcohol for this reason (other than ensuring 
compliance with the theatre’s Premises License) on the basis that income potential and the customer enjoyment 
experience could be compromised.  

 
The company provide officers who are suitably attired to reflect a theatre environment and customer focused, 
however are trained (and regulated by the Security Industry Association) to defuse and deal with situations of 
conflict or aggression if required. Members of the Playhouse front of house teams and volunteers are not trained to 
this degree and should not be expected to put themselves at risk should a situation occur. 
 
Engaging security officers from an external company is usual for many theatres and in some cases is a requirement 
of their Premises Licenses (which includes provision of the Licensing Act 2003), and is encouraged by the police to 
take pressure off their resource during particularly weekend evenings. The Playhouse has a legal obligation to 
ensure public safety and wellbeing. We suggest that the current arrangement is appropriate for the Playhouse 
operation and is the most cost-effective way of managing risk and ensuring patron comfort and enjoyment.  
 

3.9.1 Customer and user experience 
 

It has not been possible during the timescales for this report to carry out user and customer feedback. Research 

carried out by Ancer Spa concluded the following summary feedback from their consultation with users: 
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Positive: 

 Good quality, fit for purpose equipment 

 Spacious stage and back of house areas 

 Helpful and knowledgeable staff 

 

Negative: 

 Car Parking expensive, no evening rate for theatre goers 

 Lack of in-house catering and breakout areas for visiting groups (especially children who have to be chaperoned off 

site to nearby food outlets) 

 Studios stuffy with no windows 

 Dressing room capacity for larger groups 

 

Our research can conclude that the points observed by users above (undertaken during 2010) remain valid and have 
been further acknowledged and referenced within various sections this report.  
Harlow town carparks do not currently offer reductions for customers of Harlow Playhouse which is of particular 
concern and a real barrier to encourage users and customers. Customer and users are required to pay the applicable 
tariff in local car parks when visiting the Playhouse, which includes evenings when most theatres are able to arrange 
a theatre rate. Many councils encourage and facilitate evening packages with car park providers on the basis that it 
promotes easy access for all social and leisure activities taking place in the town or city. 
 
We looked at car parking arrangements for a sample of the benchmark venues. Many have arrangement with local 
car park providers that offer theatre customers a discounted rate, or free parking, between 6pm and 11pm. 
 
The Playhouse management have endeavoured to negotiate an arrangement with carpark providers that benefits 
both parties through increasing usage as yet unsuccessfully, however it is hoped the new cinema and restaurant 
development in the Harvey Centre may facilitate a reopening of this dialogue. Providing evening rates will 
encourage more evening custom that would benefit the town’s evening trade as a whole, therefore we suggest 
reviewing car parking is a council-wide priority.  

 

3.9.2 Central contracts 
 

The Playhouse is included in a number of corporate contracts or central procurement arrangements that have an 
impact on the Playhouse’s operating cost centre (Premises and Supplies) as well as inclusion in central recharges 
levied annually. The Playhouse management does not have control over most of the recharges levied, which we 
appreciate is usual practice within Council frameworks. 
 
However some contracts, due to some suppliers requiring to serve across many council services, are not able to 
offer the bespoke skills or timeframes that meet a theatre’s complex needs, in particular Kier who are responsible 
for maintaining the theatre build. 
 
Central procurement and recharges contribute significantly to the Playhouse’s overall cost and are integral to how 
much the Playhouse will cost in the future up to and after 2019, therefore we suggest it is vital that all costs, 
including central recharges, are considered as part of this work. 

  
Operations Summary 
 

 We have not been able to review all areas of operation during the timescales permitted for this 
study, however some areas already identified from 2 previous consultations remain valid and we 
suggest are included in future planning options. 

 Inflexible car parking cost for Playhouse users and customers is deterring audiences and poses a risk 
in building further footfall through the Playhouse, and probably other services and businesses in 
Harlow, which we suggest is considered as a council-wide priority. 

 We suggest that corporate contracts in which the Playhouse is included are reviewed for efficiency 
and which may identify cost savings. 

 The current practice of engaging professional security cover when required is appropriate and we 
suggest necessary to ensure compliance, customer safety and wellbeing. 
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3.10 Management and staffing 
 
Harlow Playhouse is managed as a cost centre within the Council’s Community Wellbeing portfolio. Community 
Wellbeing is one of 5 portfolios within the Council’s current administration, the others being Housing, Place, 
Governance and Finance.  
 
As a service (cost centre) the Harlow Playhouse Manager has 4 layers of hierarchy above him in the chain of decision 
making and consultation, not including the portfolio holder, leader of the council and other Council members 
(councilors), that ultimately form the democratic decision making process for the Playhouse. Theatres are 
operationally and financially risky and operate outside the usual council framework both corporately and in working 
arrangements i.e. opening times (evenings and weekends) when most central services do not (management, IT, HR). 
On the one hand local authority run theatres are required to provide a service for communities, and on the other 
hand they are needing to operate commercially in order to maximise income to ensure subsidy is kept to a 
minimum. This can prove challenging for both parties when council lead initiatives may not always be conducive to 
the theatre’s operations (may increase cost or hinder operations or income) which can result in the theatre being 
perceived as negative or pulling away from the Council. 

 
From what we have seen, the expertise of the General Manager and senior staff team is evident in the 
programming, marketing and technical delivery of the Playhouse. The General Manager has the autonomy to 
manage and programme the venue which is essential for a performance venue in securing a strong programme and 
managing operational risk. The Council has experienced periods of unsettlement as a result of changes to past 
managers of the Playhouse, however, recent changes in the Playhouse’s leadership at Council’s senior management 
level is proving positive for Playhouse and Council relationships in building trust and knowledge in theatre needs and 
practices. 

 
The Harlow Playhouse staff team consists of 15 full time equivalent staff that includes 11 full time officer. Staffing 
for theatres operated by local authorities are generally lower due to statutory support services provided by the 
Council which for independent venues are provided in house or through a management arrangement, for example, 
payroll, IT, maintenance and facilities management. This arrangement is not always conducive to either party and 
we are suggesting that arrangements are reviewed as part of this evaluation work leading up to 2019. 
 
Total expenditure of staffing for Harlow Playhouse (including on costs) 2013/14 was £427,092 which represented 
29% of total operating expenditure of £1,454,083 (not including recharges and capital depreciation). Expenditure for 
2014/15 was £444,169 (including on costs) which represented 31% of total operating expenditure of £1,442,773 
(not including recharges and capital depreciation).  
 
The paid team is supplemented by 50 volunteer ushers. Many theatres are relying on voluntary support in front of 
house and operational roles to reduce costs, particularly those directly related to shows and events. 
 
Harlow Playhouse is reasonably robust in key roles, however is lacking in marketing support to develop audiences, 
community programmes and community engagement. 
 
Training is held centrally with a budget allocated in central recharges from which the Manager applies for external 
funding and professional memberships and networking. Training for theatres covers many disciplines including H&S, 
fire training, equipment usage, marketing and customer care. Training is equally important for casual and volunteer 
teams. We suggest that greater efficiency and ownership may be achieved by relocated the training budget into the 
Playhouse’s operational cost centre so that allocation can be made according to operational need and staff personal 
development plans and training. 

 
The current staffing structure for Harlow Playhouse is shown in Appendix ii. (Note: we look at proposed and future 
staff needs in Organisational Development, Section 7.5). 
 
As Table 16 shows, staffing levels vary greatly depending on the artistic delivery of the venue i.e. whether they are 
producing or receiving, and the level of ancillary in house services and facilities (catering, additional spaces and 
rental activities). Harlow Playhouse’s structure is usual of a receiving house in that it accommodates roles in the key 
areas of management (Director, General Manager or CEO) technical, marketing and operations, however we suggest 
marketing and front of house areas are light (which we address in Section 7.5, Organisational Development).  
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We have attached, for context, an example staffing structure for a receiving trust theatre and an example staffing 
structure for a producing trust. We are not suggesting these be used as direct comparisons to the Playhouse or that 
they be used to guide the Playhouse’s short or long term needs necessarily (we look at this in Section 7.5, 
Organisational Development), however they provide examples of areas and functions that may be required for an 
independently operated theatre. Every theatre differs in size and output and the staffing makeup of the organisation 
needs to be bespoke to serve the artistic and operational need of the venue. 
 
2 example structures are shown in Appendix v and Appendix vi. 
 
Note: We appreciate the inconsistency in design of the structures shown in Appendices ii, iii, iv, v and vi. Time has 
not permitted us to restyle the formats, therefore they appear in the form as supplied by the venue. The Harlow 
Playhouse structure has been adapted by us for the purpose of this report, from original documents supplied by the 
Playhouse General Manager. 
 
Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

3.10.1 Charitable Trusts 
 

Two charities are currently registered with the Charity Commission; The Harlow Playhouse Trust (registered 
September 2000) and the Harlow Playhouse Supporters (registered April 2009).  
 
The Harlow Playhouse Charitable Trust currently has 8 Trustees registered with the Charity Commission although we 
understand from the Trust Chairman that most are not operationally active in trust work. The Director of Harlow 
Ballet and regular user of the Playhouse, is one of the Trustees which, we suggest, may be considered a conflict of 
interest. The Trust is dormant for the most part, although £2,870 was raised in 2013/14.16 The Chairman continues 
to be committed to the Trust and Playhouse and believes there is capacity to develop activity by the Trust. This view 
is shared by the Playhouse General Manager who has ideas to develop the Harlow Playhouse Trust to enable 
financial support for productions aided by the Theatre Tax Relief Initiative (including presenting The Lion the Witch 
and the Wardrobe during the Autumn 2015 programme). 
 
Harlow Supporters Club is a friends/fundraising arm of Harlow Playhouse. Supporters pay annual fee of £10 that 
entitles them to reductions on some events, regular newsletters, invitation to post show events and opportunities to 
help at events. Supporters are also exempt from the £1 booking fee. Previous donations via the Supporters Trust 
have contributed to décor and furnishings for the bar, baby grand piano, stage lighting and show productions costs. 
Income for year ending 2012/2013 was £2,745 (£2,402 after costs of £343). Income for 2013/14 was £3,180, 
however spend was £4,769, resulting in an apparent loss of £1,589.17 3 Trustees are currently registered with the 
Charity Commission for the Supporters trust, the Chairman of which is also a Trustee of The Harlow Playhouse 
Charitable Trust. The Supporters Club currently has 220 members.  
 
Items are purchased directly by the Trusts, or a grant is made to Harlow Playhouse – in ‘other grants’ which off sets 
overspend on relevant expenditure line. Each trust is independently audited. 

  
We suggest that the trusts would benefit from a review in terms of purpose, autonomy, membership and 

accountability, and that the future operation of the trusts would be better managed under the direction of the 

Playhouse in line with the theatre’s future business planning and income objectives.  

 

The trusts as independent not-for-profit bodies are an asset to the Playhouse and Council and pose significant 

opportunities to develop fundraising and marketing initiatives in ways that local authorities are not always able.  

 

 

                                                           
16 Information available on the charity commission website has not been updated for the period ending March 2015. It is not 
known whether further activity has taken place since March 2014. 
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumbe
r=1082649&SubsidiaryNumber=0 
17 For financial year ending October 2014. 
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumbe
r=1129112&SubsidiaryNumber=0 
 

http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumber=1082649&SubsidiaryNumber=0
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumber=1082649&SubsidiaryNumber=0
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumber=1129112&SubsidiaryNumber=0
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Showcharity/RegisterOfCharities/CharityWithoutPartB.aspx?RegisteredCharityNumber=1129112&SubsidiaryNumber=0
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Management Summary 
 

 The management and staff structure for the Playhouse is robust in most areas but warrants investment 
in development roles such as marketing and community partnerships.  

 Both Trusts warrant review as to purpose, governance and membership which we suggest is 
undertaken as part of considering the Playhouse’s future management and operation options. 

 Budget provision for ongoing training is essential in maintaining safety, efficiency and customer 
services and is perhaps more effectively allocated within the Playhouse’s cost centre. 

 Mutually respectful, understanding and supportive partnership relationships between the Playhouse 
management and Council senior officers will be essential in making the right decisions for the 
Playhouse and other cultural (discretionary) services in Harlow, which includes ensuring the Council 
membership as a whole are informed and educated. 

 

 

 

3.11 Ancillary income streams 
 

Ancillary income refers to other income which is not generated through live performance ticket sales. Theatres 
generally rely on various methods of generating additional income to supplement and support their performance 
programmes and core artistic delivery. Ancillary income is mainly sought through catering, hires (rentals) and fees 
and charges. We have included grants and fundraising in the section.  
 

   
 
 
Figure 9 Ancillary income 2013/14              Figure 10 Ancillary income 2014/15 
 
Figures 9 and 10 above show the ancillary income of catering, bars and merchandise which related directly to the 
Income summary shown in Figures 5 and 6 on Page 33. The figures show an increase in catering and bar income for 
2014/15, however a decrease in merchandise income. Catering and bars are discussed in more detail in Section 
3.11.1. Rentals, fees and grants are also discussed later in this section. 
 
Film and Live streaming 
 
3 of the benchmark venues regularly present film as part of their programmes. For the Hertford Theatre film (and 
live streaming) represents a significant contribution to income through ticket sales, associated catering, and by way 
of encouraging footfall and ‘filling programme gaps’ outside the live programme.  

 
In Harlow, live streaming is presented at Harlow Cineworld, and we understand the new cinema planned for the 
Harvey Centre next door intends to do the same. Commercial film and live streaming is therefore unlikely to be of 
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benefit to the Playhouse, however a business case may be explored for investment in digital projection for local 
community digital and art house film work. 
 

3.11.1 Catering 
 

Catering expenditure and income for Harlow Playhouse during 2013/14 and 2014/15 is shown in Table X and Table X 
below:  

 
 Expenditure Income Surplus Average per 

head spend18 
Average per 
performance 
spend19 

Harlow Playhouse      

Refreshments/vending £1,461 £1,982 £521   

Bar  £54,616 £103,395 £48,779   

Ice creams £7,746 £26,606 £18,860   

 £63,823 £131, 983 £68,160 £2.36 £576.34 

  
Table 17 Harlow Playhouse catering income and expenditure 2013/14 
 

 Expenditure Income Surplus Average per 
head spend20 

Average per 
performance 
spend21 

Harlow Playhouse      

Refreshments/vending £541 £1,710 £1,169   

Bar  £46,658 £107,447 £60,789   

Ice creams £7,615 £28,206 £20,591   

 £54,814 £137,363 £82,549 £2.45 £600.00 

 
Table 18 Harlow Playhouse catering income and expenditure 2014/15 
 
Provision of catering is usually determined by the following factors: 
 

 Available space within the premises 

 Capital grants or private investment to develop existing spaces within the premises 

 Availability of existing provision within the vicinity of the theatre 

 Programme and audience make up 

 Staff resource to deliver operation 
 
Options for delivery 

 
 In house – direct expenditure and income 

 Franchise, SLA with external provider, for example Hertsmere Leisure Charity use Starbucks products in their 
facilities including the Wyllyotts Theatre. 

 In house subsidiary company 
 

Basildon Towngate (left photograph) and the Hertford Theatre (right photograph) both have café facilities as shown 
in the following photographs. 

 

                                                           
18 Estimate, based on 2014/15 total number of performance 229. 
19 Estimate based on 2014/15 total paid attendances 55,871. 
20 Estimate, based on 2014/15 total number of performance 229. 
21 Estimate based on 2014/15 total paid attendances 55,871. 
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Hertford town hosts a plethora of chain and bespoke coffee shops in the vicinity of the theatre. Hertford Theatre’s 
café provides a modest offering during the day and provides for in house events and meetings and themed 
children’s parties that tie in with the film programme. The Hertford Theatre Manager values the café as ‘keeping the 
theatre warm’ outside show times. Income is maximised during pre-show and interval for live event. 
 
Each venue differs in building format, location (vicinity to other eateries), and availability of passing trade, customer 
profile and frequency of visit, opening times, governance, staffing arrangements, range of menu and whether 
operations are provided in house. 
 
Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

Harlow Playhouse catering 
 
Catering at Harlow Playhouse is currently limited to bar, light refreshments and ice creams. Comparison with other 
benchmark venues suggests that the Playhouse achieves higher than average sales for catering, particularly on bar 
services. 
 
The Playhouse management are keen to develop catering facilities within the Playhouse which could increase 
footfall to the venue during the day and maximise revenue from users and customers. They recognise that the 
extent of provision would need to reflect existing and planned eateries in the near vicinity of the Playhouse, 
including further retail and development planned for the Harvey Centre. 
 
We have looked at the cost benefit of reverting the existing dance and drama spaces to café use, however usage and 
hire income through these spaces is high and losing the space would compromise community usage of the spaces 
and further programme development which we suggest is one of the Playhouse’s unique selling points. Also, the 
studio spaces do not have natural light and attractive aspects. We have concluded that conversion capital costs 
would not be feasible on this basis. 
 
An option, favoured by the Playhouse management, may be to develop the current bar area to include a more 
comprehensive catering offer. 
 
Alternatively, a café space on the 2nd floor mezzanine foyer gallery space may be explored which could complement 
the existing functional yet pleasant bar area. The café’s offer may include light lunches, morning coffee and 
afternoon teas, and could focus on local suppliers and bespoke handmade food (cakes, quiches etc.). However any 
changes to usage for this space would need to be balanced against current usage and income as a rental space.  
 
It may be possible to extend the catering offer externally to provide an outside dining area with front aspect. Some 
investment would be required to improve the immediate aspect and some landscaping and provision for public art 
and sculpture. Further feasibility work would be required to explore these options further, however, could form part 
of plans to look at developing the Playhouse square and green space into a cultural quarter for the town. 

 
Each venue differs in building format, location (vicinity to other eateries), and availability of passing trade, customer 
profile and frequency of visit, opening times, governance, staffing arrangements, range of menu and whether 
operations are provided in house. All of these influencing variables would need to be considered as part of 
addressing future catering developments. 

 
We suggest that growth in the catering offer and extended opening hours could advantage the Playhouse increasing 
footfall and income, if deemed practically and financially feasible to complement services without compromising 
usage and income. 
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3.11.2 Rentals (hires) 
 
 

Harlow Playhouse’s main auditorium and Studio Theatre are hired by local amateur and community groups as well 
as professional promoters for live performance (see Programme Mix, Section 3.7.1). These events are shown in 
Table 6. Performance hires achieved £145,772 in 2014/15. 
 
In additional the Mezzanine, Drama and Dance studios are hired for classes, meetings and other private functions.  
 
The distinction in usage for 2013/14 is shown as follows: 
 

 2013/14 2014/15 

Performance hires (ticketed 
events) 

£189,547 £166,351 

Theatre hires (rentals) £76,002 £73,388 

Rooms hires (rentals) £46,807 £46,590 

Total £312,356 £286,329 

 
Table 20 Income from all hired events 2013/14 and 2014/15. 
 
Overall total hired events (ticketed events and room hire) amounted to £312,356 representing 30% of all income 
(£1,049,583) for the Playhouse in 2013/14. Of this £122,809 was achieved through room hire (rental) and theatre 
hire (rental). Overall total hired events (ticketed events and room hire) in 2014/15 amounted to £286,329, of which 
£119,978 was achieved through room hire (rental) and theatre hire (rental) representing 26% of all income 
(£1,118,563). 
 
An initial overview of space utilisation indicates daily occupancy in all spaces across the week and at weekends, with 
the highest density of occupancy taking place in the afternoons and evenings. 2 or more of the studios are used 
Monday – Sunday by the resident groups, with Harlow Ballet utilising the Dance Studio daily Monday to Saturday. 
 
From what we understand, all hire fees are set in accordance with the Council’s agreed fees and charges. The hire 
fees for commercial and amateur organisations are set out on the Harlow Playhouse website along with the tariff of 
additional charges for required services. The playhouse Manager has the autonomy to negotiate bespoke hire rates 
should he consider it appropriate, however this arrangement is usually reserved for popular commercial events 
where some negotiation may be exercised to source a particular event. 
 
This is a crude barometer of where Harlow Playhouse is pitched. Timescales have not permitted a detailed 
benchmarking exercise on hire fees which will differ greatly according to the venue variables of usage, size, 
programme policy, other funding, and the extent and quality of equipment and resource. Many venues do not 
publish set rates, instead each approach is agreed according to availability, nature of the event and resource 
requirements. 
 
Rental activity for funded producing venues is generally lower on the basis that need for supplementary income is 
reduced and there may be limited space capacity outside the performance programme or where other spaces are 
used for production and rehearsal. Generally producing venues only offer hires by arrangement and for a specifically 
negotiated fee. Some venues, for example Wyllyotts Theatre, do not have studios spaces, but do have meeting 
rooms and other spaces available for hire. 
 
A mapping of existing conference provision in hotels and other venues in Harlow may inform potential to develop 
rental opportunities in this market which may aid increase in usage for day time slots. The studios and mezzanine 
may also lend themselves to other corporate events, meetings, receptions and team building days.  We have not 
ascertained the Playhouse’s capabilities to cater for bespoke conference facilities, however we are suggesting 
development of projection equipment in the main auditorium. 

  
Receiving venues generally rely on maximising income from rentals more than producing venues. This is evident in 
Table 14 above. Harlow is fortuitous in having 5 spaces that can be hired, an important unique selling point, which is 
reflective in the high yield achieved. A challenge for receiving venues is maximising space for rental without 
compromising availability of the spaces for core ticketed events and national touring dates. Impact of usage on 
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other spaces in the Playhouse complex is also a consideration which can have a bearing on which space is hired, 
when and for what use. Good diary management and the need for autonomy in controlling space availability and 
rates where appropriate reduces this risk 
 
Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

3.11.3 Fees and charges (booking fee) 
 

Harlow Playhouse charges a £1 booking fee (due to increase to £1.50) on all tickets purchased (see Pricing, Section 
3.8.2).This equated to £38,203 on promotions and £5,367 on hires. A postage charge of 75p is also charged for 
customers wishing to have their tickets posted. Postage fees equated to ££2,238 for 2013/14. In addition the 
Playhouse recovered £5,848 from visiting promoters for the supply of staff and resource. In total £51,656 was 
achieved in fees and charges representing 5% of total income (£1,049,583). In 2014/15, a total of £47,086 was 
achieved in fees and charges representing 4% of total income (£1,118,563) 

 

3.11.4 Grants 
 
Arts Council England (ACE) is the public body of the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) responsible for 
allocation of arts funding from national funds and the lottery. ACE is divided into 5 regions – North, Midlands, South 
West, South East and London. Harlow is positioned within the South East who have regional offices in Cambridge 
and Brighton. ACE provides regular revenue funding to 51 performing arts venues in the South East region (referred 
to as National Portfolio Organisations or NPOs). The current committed funding cycle runs from 2015 – 2018. There 
are no NPOs within a 40 mile drive time of Harlow. NPO organisations are required to meet strict criteria that meets 
the Arts Councils mission strategy of Great Arts and Culture for Everyone.22 

 
Directly operated Council operations are generally not eligible to apply for NPO status on the basis that they are not 
able to meet the Arts Council’s eligibility criteria. There are currently 2 local authority operated performance venues 
that have been given NPO funding: 
  

 The Point - owned and operated by Eastleigh Borough Council (total fund 2015 – 2018 £375,000) 
 

A regional powerhouse for contemporary dance, theatre and combined arts based on the South of England. 
The Point presents bold, innovative and inspirational new work, through creative residencies and associate 
artist schemes, developing Eastleigh as a creative community. 
 

 Junction owned and operated by Goole Town Council (total fund 2015 – 2018 £211,498) 
 

A busy, vibrant and multi-award winning theatre, cinema, café bar and workshop in the heart of East 
Yorkshire. Junction offers exciting live performance, film and participatory projects across a range of genres 
and art forms. Junction is also home to Goole Town Council. 

 
There are also local authority operated visual arts venues that have been awarded NPO status – Focus Point Gallery 
(Southend Borough Council), Grundy Art Gallery (Blackpool Council), Tower Art Gallery & Museum (Eastbourne 
Borough Council) and 20-21 Visual Arts Centre (North Lincolnshire Council).  
 
Arts Council England offers other grants for which only NPOs are eligible to apply. These include Catalyst, strategic 
touring fund and capital. Project based grants are available for non-NPO organisations including Grants 4 Arts which 
Harlow Playhouse has been successful in receiving. 
 
Levels of central funding for the arts through the Arts Council’s funding programmes is already challenged and 
future allocation is unknown. The Playhouse Manager is already establishing a dialogue with the South East regional 
Relationship Manager which is essential in forging future opportunities for Playhouse funding. The next funding 
cycle for NPO funding will be 2018 – 2021 and although applications are not yet being invited and expression of 
interest by the Playhouse has been received favourably. The Playhouse Manager is also in talks with the ACE 
Relationship Manager which includes constructing a 3-year cross venue Strategic Touring bid which would involve 
working in partnership with other NPO or non-NPO venues across the UK, but on new productions ‘born’ and 

                                                           
22 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/mission/ 
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‘grown’ in Harlow. Other future initiatives being explored by the Playhouse General Manager with ACE includes 
working with the Audience Agency on audience intelligence mapping.  
 
We suggest that Harlow Playhouse is well placed to develop its artistic programme and that aspiring to be an NPO 
venue could be achievable, however will require a will, commitment and support from the Council to be 
demonstrated by way of long-term strategic planning that informs where the Playhouse fits within Harlow’s cultural 
priorities framework. 
 
ACE are already in the process of reviewing their funding priorities and allocation frameworks as future central 
budget provision for the arts becomes known. In any event, the Playhouse Manager has opened the door to 
potential funding in terms of recognition up to and post 2018, which could provide invaluable opportunities for 
Harlow’s representation in the region as a funded hub to enable further artistic and audience development. 
 
Other than Heritage Lottery Fund, limited grants are available for theatre which are not already part of the ACE’s 
NPO programme. However the Theatres Trust provide small capital grants (open eligibility) for which Harlow 
Playhouse may wish to consider. Regrettably, only charities and not-for-profit organisations are eligible to apply, 
however it may be possible for the Harlow Playhouse Charity Trust to apply on the Playhouse’s behalf.23 

  

3.11.5 Fundraising  
 

Harlow currently fundraises through the 2 trusts (See charitable trusts, Section 3.10.1) - Harlow Playhouse 

Supporters and the Harlow Playhouse Charitable Trust. Activity is currently limited, however the Playhouse Manager 

has ideas to augment current activity. 

 

The Playhouse also runs a Giant Cash Bonanza Lottery income from which is paid to the Trust and gifted back to the 

Playhouse. We understand income to be very small. 

 

Theatres use different methods by which to fundraise which include Name a Seat, Subscription schemes, Benefactor 

schemes and corporate clubs. Success of fundraising schemes warrant professional expertise in order to 

demonstrate professionalism, accountability and trust by the public to donate. Generally this expertise is invested 

within a theatre’s marketing and development departments. 

 

Fundraising can benefit by a named patron whose involvement can be limited to only being a figurehead or 
ambassador, but whose endorsement can enhance credibility and profile. We note that the Harry Potter famed 
actor Rupert Grint was born in Harlow, later attending St Joseph's Primary School in Hertford before joining local 
theatre group Top Hat Stage and Screen School. 
 
As Table 14 shows, fundraising can achieve significant income to a theatre and provide a way for users, communities 
and volunteer supporters to be and feel involved, however requires skilled resource to carry out properly and 
effectively. Devising and managing fundraising campaigns and sourcing and applying for grants is hugely time 
consuming and requires dedicated, expert resource. The Playhouse does not currently have these bespoke skills and 
capacity within its staff complement, however we suggest provision is considered as part of organisational 
development planning (See Organisational Development, Section 7.5). 
 

3.11.6 Other income  
 

Other income may be sourced through a variety of other ways subject to the purpose and set of a theatre. Examples 
posed by the benchmark venues includes costume hire, set hiring, Friends donations (similar but perhaps more 
active that the Harlow Supporters Club, education programmes, sponsorship, set building and bank interest on 
advance ticketing income. 
 
Table 22 shows where a sample of not-for-profit organisations (trusts) achieved other income (i.e. other than 
ticketing and catering) during 2013/14. Some funds can be achieved by a trust operated venue or producing venues 
where local authority operated venues can be restricted, for example, grants, bank interest, set and costume hire. 
 

                                                           
23 http://www.theatrestrust.org.uk/grants 
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Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and has been removed from 

this version. 

 

 

Ancillary income summary  
 

 Harlow Playhouse is maximising income through all streams currently available to them and within the 
resource capacity available to them. 

 Exploring café development may open up opportunities to increase income and encourage additional 
footfall into the Playhouse during daytimes, however further feasibility work would be required to 
formulate options and costs benefits. 

 Income through rentals is high and all spaces appear to achieve a high usage occupancy by regular 
users across the week. 

 The current hire package is comprehensive and fees appear to be pitched competitively, however 
further benchmarking may inform where other markets for rentals may be tapped. 

 There may be additional income opportunities for conferencing and corporate functions during daytime 
and low usage periods outside the promotions and community hires programme, also increasing 
footfall into the Playhouse. 

 Arts Council England (ACE) has acknowledged the Playhouse as a possible recipient of future funding for 
regular revenue funding and/or other bespoke artistic and audience development projects. Success in 
achieving regular revenue funding from ACE (which could be possible and will significantly increase 
Harlow’s profile) will require the Council to demonstrate its long-term commitment to the Playhouse 
and its contribution to Harlow’s cultural offer and future strategies. 

 Fundraising development requires specialist skills and resource to manage projects properly and 
effectively. We suggest provision is born in mind during organisational development planning in line 
with the Playhouse’s future business planning. 
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4. SWOT / PESTLE 
 

We have suggested a SWOT and PESTLE analysis below. We suggest that this work is taken forward by the Playhouse management and Council officers for the purpose of 

ownership and team working as conclusions on the Playhouse’s role post 2019 are developed over the coming months. 

 

Harlow Playhouse SWOT 

 

Strengths 
 
Harlow 

 Playhouse only professional performance 
space in Harlow 

 Audience draw/population 

 Council commitment to retain Playhouse 
for Harlow 

Build/Space 

 Location 

 Building stable and in reasonable 
condition, ongoing maintenance 
comparatively low 

 Attractive and spacious bar area with 
gallery  

 Access to upper levels – bar (lift) 

 Attractive and functional foyer  

 Large stage space 

 Ample storage 

 Multiple spaces for breakout and small 
group work 

Management 

 Director/staff expertise 

 Core team of full time staff in key roles 

 Staff motivated, enabling business 
development and growth 

Programme 

 Programme range 

 Programme mix – 
amateur/community/popular 
touring/some commissioned and 
produced work 

Weaknesses 
 
Harlow 
 
Build/Space 

 No cafe 

 Limited space to develop ancillary 
areas without significant investment 

 No ‘owned’ car park or partnership 
arrangement with local car park – 
expensive for users and audiences 

 Lack of appropriately configured break 
out spaces for community groups and 
children  

 Location on edge of town centre 

 View from front aspect not attractive 

 Access - auditorium and dressing 
rooms/back of house areas 

Management 

 Staff training and development – 
access to training budgets 

Programme 

 Acoustics for classical music? 

 Auditorium size (income from 
increased capacity) 

 Digital projection – Live streaming and 
cinema capabilities (catered for by 
cinemas) 

 

Opportunities 
 
Harlow 

 Clarification/establishing of the 
Playhouse’s long-term purpose, 
objectives, business plan and 
Programme & Artistic Policy 

 Cinema/Retail/F&B development in 
Harvey Centre next door to 
Playhouse (footfall) 

Build/Space 

 Third space 

 Links with Harlow Foyer (Occasio 
House)  

 Playhouse square temporary events 

 Potential investment through 
private partnership 

Management 

 Alternative governance options (i.e. 
independent of the Council) 

 Support groups/forums 

 Develop Friends and Corporate 
supporters (2 x Trusts) 

 Director industry networks and 
relationships 

Programme 

 Linking/co-buying with other 
neighbouring theatres 

 Further commissioning/producing 

 Outreach work 

 Residencies 

Threats 
 
Harlow 

 End of discretionary services 
fund 

 Harlow Council available funding 
pot for discretionary 
services/other Harlow services 

 Perception of Playhouse 
providing from outside rather 
than within Harlow Borough 

 Nearest/ease of travel to central 
London – limits economic impact 

 Competition with other 
neighbouring venues for same 
audiences/visitors to Harlow 

 Change in 
administration/political will 

 Budget cuts/reduction or 
withdrawal of subsidy 

 Perception of Harlow 

 Resident surveys – show HP as 
low priority 

 Occasio House residents  
Build 

 Playhouse will require ongoing 
maintenance (est. £3million over 
10+ years) 

 Fixed seating in main auditorium 
– not flexible for flat floor  

Management 
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 Auditorium size (amateur/new drama) 

 Stage size, adaptability and production 
capabilities 

 Orchestra pit 

 Adequate technical and staging facilities 

 Artist accommodation and green room? 

 Back of house hospitality? 

 Fixed seating in main auditorium – 
theatre feel 

 Good sightlines appropriate for drama 
and dance 

 Secondary performance spaces 

 Rehearsal space 

 User commitment/loyalty 
(amateur/community groups) 

 Pantomime (attendance/income/team 
building/profile) 

 Well used by national promoters 

 Value for money 
 

 Further ACE funding for programme 
projects 

 ACE NPO eligibility 

 The Square music venue closing 
down 

 ‘Burnt’ from previous 
management/officer 
relationships/mis trust in good 
theatre management 

 Complacency in Harlow’s future 
investment, not able to develop 
business further leading to de-
motivation  

 Lack of interest in from 
alternative external parties (i.e. 
Trust) or operators  

 Council bureaucracy – too many 
levels 

 Corporate contracts (Kier) 
Programme 

 Programming cross over with 
other neighbouring venues 
(competing for limited touring 
dates) 

 Commitment to regular 
amateur/community 
organisations (restricting diary) 

 ACE NPO status 
availability/eligibility/existing 
commitment within the South 
East Region 

 Perception that the Playhouse is 
closed or closing (‘picked on’ by 
media as low priority) 

 Low houses (tickets sold) for 
some shows 

 Availability of local (Harlow tax 
paying) audiences 
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Harlow Playhouse PESTLE 

 

Political 
 
Budget pressure 
 
Threat to discretionary 
services 
 
Election – change in 
administration/leadership 
 
National cuts to art services 
and regional funds 
 
Political will for Harlow 
Playhouse 
 
 
 

Economic 
 
Asset ownership and 
governance – significant 
changes in how arts, cultural 
and theatre services are 
delivered 
 
Funding – Harlow Council 
 
Funding – private investment 
and management 
 
Collaboration and partnership 
 
Product/artistic funding 
 
Disposable income – Harlow 
residents 
 
Pricing 
 
Value for money 
 
Consumer trends – available 
product/competing venues 

 
 

Social/Culture 
 
Big Society 
 
Value of cultural in Harlow 
community and by Harlow  
Council 
 
Aging populations 
 
Emerging younger 
generations 
 
Disabled people 
 
Leisure trends, TV, social 
media 
 
Language (immigration) 
 
Tourism 
 
Lifestyle trends – the going 
out experience 
 

Technological 
 
Big data 
 
Social media and web 
based systems 
 
CRM – knowing your 
audience, reaching 
audiences, audience 
feedback 
 
Computerisation – 
ticketing, staging 
technology, marketing 
 
Upgrading and 
compatibility 
 
Bandwidth and 
connectivity 
 

Legislation 
 
Changes (relaxation) on 
licensing (public 
entertainment) 
legislation 
 
VAT / TAX relief and 
exception for non-for-
profit organisations 
 
Employment law 
 
Working with children 
 
Access – equality 
 
Access – freedom of 
information, data 
management 
 

Environmental 
 
Ethical agenda 
 
Materials, energy 
conservation and 
renewal, recycling 
 
Climate 
 
Sustainable food sources 
(café, bar, refreshments) 
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5. Expenditure 
 

The expenditure for the Playhouse for the 2013/14 financial year was £1,454,083 (operating costs) plus an 
additional £613,845 in central recharges (which included £450,273 in capital depreciation levy). Expenditure for 
2014/15 was £1,442,773 (operating costs) plus an additional £638,702 in central recharges (which included 
£472,354 in capital depreciation levy) 
 
After income of £1,049,583, the cost of the Playhouse for the year 2013/14 was £404,500 (£568,072 including 
recharges but excluding capital depreciation levy of £450,273. In 2014/15, after income of £1,118,563, the cost of 
the Playhouse was 324,303 (£490,558 including recharges but excluding capital depreciation levy of £472,354). 
 
Operational cost comparison with other local authority operated venues demonstrates that employee costs, 
premises costs and supplies and services (particularly artists’ fees) differ according to the nature of the building, size 
of staff team and level of activity.  

 
After operational costs, an additional 58% in central recharges (£163,572) and depreciation costs (£450,273) 
totalling £613,845 was met by the Playhouse for provision of central services in 2013/14. This cost was increased in 
2014/15 to £166,348 in central recharges and £472,354 in depreciation levy totalling £638,702 representing a % 
increase to the Playhouse’s bottom line cost.  
 
The expenditure for Harlow Playhouse 2013/14 is shown in Figure 11 below: 

 

 

 
 
Figure 11 Harlow Playhouse expenditure 2013/14. 

 
 

£290 

£597 

£1,068 

£2,065 

£3,727 

£10,480 

£16,358 

£32,426 

£63,823 

£66,361 

£122,123 

£150,674 

£163,572 

£427,092 

£450,273 

£556,999 

£2,067,928 

 £-  £500,000  £1,000,000  £1,500,000  £2,000,000  £2,500,000

Other

Transport

Uniforms

Phones

Stationary

IT

Fees and licences

Tech equip & main

Catering supplies

Marketing

Box office income to hirers

Premises

Central recharges

Employee

Depreciation/Impairment

Programme (Promotions)

TOTAL

Harlow Playhouse expenditure 2013/14



 

52 
 

 
 

Figure 12 Harlow Playhouse expenditure 2014/15. 

 

Note: Programme includes £1,519 young cast costs; Fees includes credit card charges (2013/14 £10,994; 2014/15 

£16,426) and licence fees; Stationary includes photocopier usage (2013/14 £2,342; 2014/15 £2,279). 
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Figure 13 Expenditure comparison 2013/14 and 2014/15. 

 

Total expenditure for 2013/14 was £2,067,928 and for 2014/15 was £2,081,474. 

 

We have not factored in capital costs which were granted by local authorities for some of the 6 venues during 

2013/14. 

 

Additional information contained in this section of the Report is commercially sensitive and therefore has been 

removed from this version. 

 

A summary of income and expenditure is shown in Section 10 – Cost options. 
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6. The Future – Options Appraisal 
 

6.1  Purpose and Objectives 
 
We suggest, in order to shape and determine the future arrangements for Harlow Playhouse, that first the 
Playhouse and Council establish and adopt purposes and objectives which involves considering the following key 
questions: 
 

 What is the Council’s ongoing cultural policy, and where does the Playhouse and other existing arts and cultural 
venues and organisations in the town sit within future strategy and provision?  
 

 What are the overriding aims, vision for Harlow’s cultural provision and where do the performing arts sit within this 
vision, bearing in mind that the Playhouse is the only professional performance space in the town? 
 

 Which organisations currently receive funding from the discretionary services fund (or other funds) and are there 
benefits from reviewing wider cultural provision across Harlow? 
 

 Where do the Playhouse management and Council see Harlow Playhouse being in 2019? What do they want it to 
be? 
 

 What is the role of Harlow Arts Council and Harlow Cultural Venues Forum and are there opportunities to harness 
and development support and commitment to the benefit of the Playhouse and the cultural offer in Harlow as a 
whole? 
 

 Who is best placed to operate and manage the theatre to achieve the objectives? 
 
We suggest that the Playhouse produces a business plan that identifies the Playhouse’s purposes and objectives 
from 2015 to 2018 that will focus direction for the theatre and clarify where it sits within the Council’s corporate 
priorities leading up to 2019. We suggest the business plan is led by the Playhouse General Manager and produced 
by the Playhouse management in consultation with senior Council officers.  
 
We suggest that the business plan needs to focus on: 

 
What? Purpose, aims and objectives, mission statement 
Who? Governance, management, operation, staffing, users, community 
How? Programme, facilities, build, funding, ancillary income needs 
When? Targets and timescales 

  
Based on the following long term goals 
 

 Financial sustainability 

 Promoting cultural value and artistic creativity 

 Cultivating effective working partnerships 

 Create skilled and motivated staff teams 

 Increase participation and engagement with all sectors of the community 

 Maximise income across all services and activities 

 Invest to provide a safe, efficient, accessible and welcoming building 

 

6.2    Management and operational model 
 
We suggest reviewing how the theatre continues to be managed and operated and by whom is integral to how the 
Playhouse is sustained as a future service for Harlow. 
 
Less than 30% of theatres and performance spaces are now directly managed and operated by local authorities. 
Support for arts and entertainment by local authorities remains discretionary, but most local authorities cite 
community wellbeing and engagement and cultural economic benefit through access and tourism as reasons to 
support performance venues. However increasing pressure on budgets for statutory services has seen many local 
authorities re-consider how their arts services are delivered and by whom.  
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Other than by a local authority, there are 6 other ways by which theatres and performance spaces are now generally 
managed and operated in the UK: Outsourcing to a private sector commercial operator, outsourcing to an existing 
trust or social enterprise, transferring to a newly established trust or social enterprise, establishing a public private 
partnership (PPP) or delivering through schools or universities. In many cases, the local authority maintains 
ownership of the building (the ‘asset’) and the operator runs the service according to a lease and management 
agreement and ‘scope of services’.  
 
Most theatre trusts operate as a private company limited by guarantee or shares and most are also registered 
charities, set up for the purpose of promoting the arts for public benefit. The governing body is generally made up of 
board of directors who are also trustees of the charity. Some Theatres such as the Key Peterborough, Wyllyotts 
Theatre and Gordon Craig Theatre are managed within large trusts that also operate other leisure and cultural 
activities. In 2014, Hampshire County Council set up Hampshire Cultural Trust which operates 23 arts facilities across 
Hampshire that includes museums and galleries and 2 art centres; The Ashcroft Arts Centre and Forest Arts Centre.  

 
Many theatre trusts are eligible for Arts Council England funding to support their artistic and community activities. 
For some theatres this represents a significant contribution to their income as Table 14 shows. 700 arts 
organisations received regular funding through the National Portfolio Organisation funding scheme (known as NPOs) 
in the 2013/14 period with grants ranging from £38,331 for smaller organisations up to £26,063,899 (Royal Opera 
House) for larger organisations24. 

 
HQ Theatres is the UK’s second largest theatre operator (after Ambassador Theatre Group) who manage 11 venues 
across the UK. Other examples of commercial operators includes Parkwood Theatres, a subsidiary of Parkwood 
Leisure.  

 
 We suggest management options for Harlow Playhouse that may be considered are: 

 

 Retained operation by Harlow Council (possibly with greater involvement by the existing trusts) 

 Devolve operation to Harlow Playhouse Charitable Trust 

 Establish a new Trust for Harlow Playhouse 

 Establish a joint trust with another Harlow or neighbouring venue 

 Join with another Harlow or neighbouring venue existing Trust 

 Join with neighbouring venue to establish a joint trust 

 Operated by a commercial operator 
 

Considerations of retaining in house 
 

For the most part the current model is working well. The last few years has seen changes in management and 
officers at the Playhouse and the Council which has been positive for the Playhouse and the Council’s relationship. 
There is a continued security gained from continuing on this basis, however further growth may be limited under the 
Council’s constitution and bureaucracy and the annual uncertainty of subsidy will remain. A ‘status quo’ can only be 
maintained if the subsidy remains static post 2019. A reduction in subsidy will mean that some services will reduce 
and the quality and range of programme will be compromised. 

 
Redditch Council (Redditch Palace Theatre) and Surrey Heath Council (Camberley Theatre) have both considered 
outsourcing their theatres to independent arm’s length operations. Redditch Council considered incorporating the 
Palace Theatre into an existing trust, however this was not pursued on the basis that no financial or operational 
benefits could be gained. Camberley Council explored outsourcing options in 2004 on the basis of perceived high 
subsidy, however concluded that streamlining operations within the Council was favourable to outsourcing to an 
external operator.25 

  

Cost implications to Council of retaining in house 
Status quo, with potential income generation opportunities identified through programme and ancillary services. 
Minimal opportunity for savings. Strong management already in place. Risks known. No costs for change. 
Financial risk estimate to Council: Low to Medium 

                                                           
24 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-funding/funding-programmes/national-portfolio-funding-programme/ 
25 http://surreyheathlibdems.org.uk/en/document/campaigns-and-issues/surrey-heath-borough-council/future-
management-options-for-camberley-theatre#document 
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Considerations of outsourcing to a Trust 
 

The current Trust appears to be lacking in resource and commitment within its members, with the exception of the 
current Chairman. Increasing the activity of the existing Trust would require a review of the purposes and objectives 
and Board membership.  
 
Should a new theatre trust be established, an option could be to retain the existing trusts as friends and fundraising 
arms. This option would also require clear purposes and objectives to be put in place and a clear definition of the 
relationships, responsibilities and accountability between the trusts.  
 
Joining with an existing theatre trust brings benefits of economies of scale, shared risk and the business plan and 
possible advance of the board (and trust operation) already being ‘bedded in’. 
 
A successful Trust would require a strong, committed Board made up of expertise from business, the industry and 
the community. A strong, committed Chair is vital in the relationship between the Playhouse manager (CEO) and the 
board. Soft testing would be required to ascertain board potential in Harlow. 
 
Joining or establishing a trust with a neighbouring (or other) trust will require a greater degree of feasibility work, 
market assessment and consultation which we have not explored further in this report. Sharing resources with 
neighbouring venues (package programming, staffing, and box office) may also warrant consideration, however this 
arrangement is unlikely to deliver savings and only generally works if resources are managed under one umbrella of 
management and policy.  
 
Hertford Theatre and Broxbourne Civic Hall are the closest neighbouring venues to Harlow Playhouse. Each differ in 
their size and offer, however both are only 18 minutes drive time from Harlow. The Playhouse management are 
already fostering a relationship with neighbouring Hertford Theatre (also local authority operated) as part of the 
Producer Fellowship partnership. Further joint initiative may be achieved if appropriate to the Playhouse 
programme policy. 
 
Should a trust be established, we suggest Harlow Council sets up a working party to include the Playhouse General 
Manager, senior officers responsible for the Playhouse and representation from legal and financial services. The 
working party then appoints a Shadow Board and Chairperson. The Shadow Board works with the Working Party to 
drive the change including establishing the company and charity and governance relating to the lease, transfer of 
undertakings (TUPE) and management agreement. This process has proven to work as a model for newly formed 
trusts as it allows all parties to own the process and ensures that due diligence is given to all mitigating factors. This 
model was used by Waveney District Council when formulating the Marina Theatre Trust in Lowestoft in 2011. 
Similar to Harlow, the Council needed to review its budget provision for discretionary services. In the case of 
Waveney District Council, the passion and drive to ‘save’ the theatre was led by the Friends’ of the theatre. We 
suggest that the Marina Theatre Trust model is working as a result of the Council and shadow board owning the will 
to make it happen and working jointly to give their time to achieve the purposes and objectives of the trust and its 
future role in Lowestoft. The Marina Theatre is a receiving theatre that receives no regular grant funding. Waveney 
District Council pays a management fee of £150,000. 
 
Note: Waveney District Council is not a benchmark venue used in this report, however the model used to 
incorporate the Marina Theatre in Lowestoft into a charitable trust has been used as an industry case study hence 
its relevance here, and included to emphasise the importance of partnership working between stakeholders when 
outsourcing services. The annual management fee cited is given as an example, appropriate in the Marina Theatre’s 
case to reflect the agreed service outputs. We are not suggesting £150,000 as a definitive annual cost for Harlow 
Council to outsource the Playhouse to a trust; any cost post-2019 will be subject to the bespoke needs of Harlow. 
 
Learning by example and good practice shown by the benchmark venues, we suggest the following general 
principles need to be in place for a workable trust model: 

 

 Will and commitment by all stakeholders to make it happen 

 Robust business case  

 Strong Chairperson to lead the Board 

 Committed, multi-skilled Board to set policy and objectives and to be accountable for the trust and all its 
undertakings 
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 Experienced Chief Executive and staff team to produce and deliver the Business Plan and day to day 
company and charity purposes 

 Process by which dialogue is productively maintained and fostered between the Trust, Council and other 
stakeholders 
 

Cost implications to Council of outsourcing to a Trust 
A Trust will require a subsidy from the Council as well as a relatively high degree of involvement from Council staff 
and ‘backroom’ resources. Unproven model. The current Trusts appear not to have been invested in or deemed a 
priority for the Council. Potentially high up front cost and resource implications to set up and ‘bed in’. Trustees lend 
their time and expertise voluntarily to oversee and be accountable for the overall strategy, policy, management and 
operation. The necessary skills may not be available in Harlow to formulate a workable Board, therefore a Trust may 
not add further value to the current governance model of Council run.  
Financial risk estimate to Council: Medium to High 

 
Considerations of outsourcing to a Commercial operator 

  
Both HQ Theatres and Parkwood Theatres are reviewing their operating models to reflect the increasing need by 
local authorities to consider their discretionary service provision, particularly for smaller and middle-scale theatre 
houses. This may include developing hybrid partnerships that could see a mix of commercial operation and not-for-
profit arrangements (subsidiary trusts) that could enable grant funding and independent producing opportunities to 
be incorporated into partnership agreements. They recognise that community engagement and artistic 
development (the flexibility to co-produce and commission work i.e. pantomime) would be important factors for 
many theatres, in particular, the Playhouse. Both operators have indicated that Harlow Playhouse poses a strong 
business case and could be of potential interest. 
 
Parkwood Theatres is a division of Parkwood Leisure who have a proven track record managing many leisure centres 
across the UK on behalf of local authorities. Their theatre division includes 4 venues including Hazlitt Maidstone and 
The Hawth in Crawley. 
 
HQ Theatres is part of Qdos Entertainment Group whose business base is solely theatre and hospitality focussed 
which includes managing venues, providing theatre services and producing which includes Qdos Pantomimes. HQ 
Theatres manage 11 theatres across the UK including the Crewe Lyceum. Their venues range in seating capacity 
from 224 (Swindon Arts Centre) to 1,657 (Cliffs Pavilion Southend). Each venue differs in size and programme offer. 
Venues are primarily programmed, marketed and operated from the venue but with the benefit of shared 
programming (economies of scale) across the group where beneficial. Resource support is provided from the 
group’s base in London where regular networking and meetings between the venue Directors is fostered. HQ 
Theatres place importance on hospitality and catering to support their programmes and community work which has 
included considerable investment in the theatre they manage. Should commercial operation be explored further we 
suggest HQ Theatres’ model may benefit the Playhouse, but only on the basis that both artistic development and 
community engagement can continue as fundamental to the theatre’s programme and artistic policy. 
 
This is not an exhaustive list of commercial companies that operate in the performance sector. Soft market testing 
and a robust tendering process will be required should the council explore this option for operating the Playhouse 
further. 
 

Cost Implications to Council of outsourcing to a Commercial operator 
Known long-term annual cost. Financial risk transferred. Theatre expertise (theatre is their business). ‘Backroom 
resources’ (i.e. accountancy, payroll, HR, training, insurance, licensing etc.) provided from the wider company. 
Greater access to productions and shows. Potential for financial investment in the building, i.e. catering and 
hospitality. Minimal resource required of Council support/corporate officers. In house resource to develop theatre 
management and staff. 
Financial risk estimate to Council: Low 

 
General considerations of out sourcing to an arm’s length operator 

 
In all cases of arm’s length operation it is likely that Harlow Council would continue to own the building (asset in 
which the operator would manage the service) and therefore responsibility for its maintenance and upkeep would 
be retained by the Council, with cost, responsibilities and liabilities of such negotiated as part of a 
partnership/management, lease agreement and investment plan.  
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Outsourcing to an arm’s length operation will require management and ownership of all income revenue streams to 
be released to the operating party, including bars and catering, to enable the business case to stack up. 
 
Cost to the Council would be dependent on the level of non-profit generating activity (amateur and community use) 
and the availability of the operator to source these funds elsewhere (within their organisation if a commercial 
operator or through funding if a trust).  
 
An arm’s length operation would require full autonomy to manage the staff and services. TUPE, particularly 
regarding employees can be complex. 
 
Provision of central support services, for example payroll and IT, would be subject to negotiation subject to the 
operator’s resource capacity. A commercial operator is likely to have more resource. 

 
Any changes to the way the Playhouse is operated will require careful evaluation of risk to services, staff and users. 
In any event, we suggest a Working Party be established that includes the Playhouse General Manager, senior 
council officers responsible for the Playhouse and other expertise such as legal and finance to lead. We suggest the 
Working Party must be objective and non-bias, however separate groups or panels could be established to ensure 
consultation with the existing trusts, resident groups, users and other stakeholders.  
 
The above provides an overview of possible management options that may be considered as part of the Playhouse’s 
futures evaluation. In any event, the process of establishing the Playhouse within Harlow’s cultural priorities and 
producing a Business Plan for the Playhouse will be necessary and required as the key tools to drive any change. 
 
 
A summary of the pros and cons of each option is shown in Table 24 below: 
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 Pros Cons 

Council  Building generally fit for purpose 
and in reasonable condition 

 Strong management team in place 

 Status Quo – stability/security 

 Opportunity to review Harlow 
Playhouse in the context of overall 
arts and cultural provision in 
Harlow 

 No set up costs 
 

 Subsidy (cost) subject to 
operational activity therefore not 
known each year 

 Limited options for cost saving 

 Central recharges can fluxuate 
each year in which Managers have 
no control, but effects bottom line 
out-turn 

 Income growth restricted due to 
non-eligibility of grant funding and 
access to fundraising benefits 

 Council bureaucracy – levels of 
decision making restrict efficiency 
and development 

 Loss of good staff if services not 
maintained or invested in 

 Council will need to long-term plan 
strategy and budget if the 
opportunities for the Playhouse 
can be realised 

Outsourcing 

(Trust) 

 Building generally fit for purpose 
and in reasonable condition 

 Opportunities for grant funding 
and fundraising 

 Strong management team in place 

 Joint programming (if shared trust) 

 Complimentary programming (if 
shared trust) 

 Possible cost saving to Council 

 Financial risk transferred 

 Tax and VAT benefits 

 Extent of amateur and community 
engagement may still require a 
cost to the Council 

 Trust unlikely to hold reserves, or 
resource ‘pot’ from which to draw  

 Would rely on Council to invest in 
building to support business case 
and ability to deliver services 

 Loss of direct control (also a Pro) 

 Inability to source quality trustees, 
or unavailability of quality trustees 
that contribute required skill set 
and commitment 

 Set up costs (high) 

Outsourcing 

(Commercial 

operator) 

 Building generally fit for purpose 
and in reasonable condition 

 Annual long term cost (agreed 
management fee) known 

 Strong management team in place 

 Expertise can be resourced with 
the operator company 

 Economies of scale in programming 

 Possible cost saving to Council 

 Investment in services, facilities 
and equipment 

 Financial risk transferred 

 Networking and training 
opportunities enhanced  

 Imbedded  knowledge – theatre is 
their business 

 ‘Backroom’ resources exist within 
company 

 Risk and responsibility for 
management and operation 
entirely removed 

 Extent of amateur and community 
engagement may still require a 
cost to the Council 

 Loss of direct control (also a Pro) 

 Set up costs (medium) 

  
 Table 24 pros and cons of outsourcing the Playhouse to an external operators (working document). 
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6.3  Programme and artistic development 
 

We have established that the programme presented at the Playhouse punches well above its weight in terms of 
quality, range and diversity of it professional offer and in engaging community organisations. We suggest the 
following be considered as part of future programme development: 

 
 Clarify Programme and artistic development as part of a business plan and programme and artistic policy, identifying 

and documenting where the theatre wants to position itself artistically. 

 Consider existing provision by other venues and organisations in Harlow in order to provide co-ordinated and 
complimentary programming across Harlow, particularly in regard to classical music and working with community 
organisations. 

 Further explore partnership opportunities with local community groups, including Harlow Foyer (Occasio House), for 
example, live performance and art on the green between Occasio House and the Playhouse (festivals), working with 
Harlow Foyer (Occasio House) to reduce anti-social behaviour through performance and education (e.g. Red Rose 
Chain model). 

 Consider options for other performance or visual arts that could utilise the green space and bring together other 
arts venues and arts organisations in Harlow, and which may lead to establishing a cultural quarter with the 
Playhouse as the centrepiece. Outside dining as part of a developed catering offer (if feasible) may also form part of 
these plans. 

 Consider other partnership opportunities including an orchestra residency or other music work, building on the 
Orchestra Live funded ‘First Time Live’.  

 

6.4  Audience development 
 

We have suggested that understanding the market and available audiences is important in maximising income 
through ticket sales and building effective relationships with customers. The out-going Communications & Sales 
Manager has undertaken good work in identifying and targeting audiences within limited resource. We suggest the 
following be considered as part of future audience development work: 

 
 Undertake a market assessment using audience data to establish cross audiences for neighbouring venues and 

where current audiences are coming from.  This data is available through the Playhouse’s box office CRM facilities 
but involves a significant piece of work that is benefitted by the marketing team working with a specialist company 
that has the expertise and software to interrogate and interpret the data in a usable form.  

 

6.5  Organisational development 
 

A fit-for-purpose, workable and motivated staff team is crucial to the current and future operation of Harlow 
Playhouse. The current staff structure appears in the main to be reasonably robust, however the level of marketing 
resource (1 full time post) is very low which we have already recognised in this report. 

  
The current Staffing structure is shown in Appendix ii.  

 
During the course of this commission we have learnt that the marketing post holder (Communications & Sales 
Manager) is leaving the organisation. This poses a high risk to the current operation of the Playhouse, most 
importantly in ensuring sales are maximised for all shows, which includes maintaining relationships and trust with 
partnering producers, promoters and community users and, with whom, the Playhouse is contractually obliged to 
provide effective local and regional marketing.  

 
Maintaining the current subsidy requires that current income streams are maintained, particularly through ticketing 
income from the promotions programme, which Figure 5 shows, represents 49% of the Playhouse’s total income, 
but also through hires and rentals which provide a significant income source to the theatre. 
 
The Playhouse General Manager has sourced temporary short-term cover pending recruitment of full time 
provision, however this arrangement is not ideal. 
 
The average marketing team full time equivalent compliment from the benchmark venues identified was 3.25 during 
2013/14. A crude realisation of limitation for the Playhouse resource is evident by taking the number of live 
performances during 2013/14 (229, of which approximately 50 may be on sale at one time) and the weekly hours 
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available (37), meaning that the current 1 full time post-holder has 74 minutes a week to spend on each event, not 
including other work. 

 
The General Manager has already considered restructuring the Playhouse staff team to establish further resource in 
marketing which would enable the senior marketing post (Communications & Sales Manager) to focus on more 
strategic elements of audience development, income generation, fundraising and community user engagement. 
Currently the post holder is soaked up in on the ground tasks, albeit they are essential processes, but restricts 
essential development of services.  
 
This restructure would involve amending the Communications & Sales Manager post job description, disestablishing 
the Theatre Officer post, and establishing a Commercial Assistant post. No budget growth would be required; the 
Communications & Sales Manager post would require an adjustment of the job description, however the General 
Manager is confident that evaluation would conclude the same level of accountability and therefore grading. 
Growth to fund the Commercial Assistant would be achieved by disestablishing the Theatre Officer post and savings 
achieved through other amendments to other existing posts already approved. 

 
The proposed responsibilities of the Commercial Manager and Commercial Assistant are shown in Appendix i.26 
 
The Theatre Officer role is no longer viable and, with most tasks now obsolete or being undertaken elsewhere, 
therefore provides an opportunity to divert the budget elsewhere that better reflects the current resource shortfalls 
and needs of the Playhouse. Having reviewed the Theatre Officer job description, we support the priority to invest 
further in marketing, however both the Commercial Manager and Assistant warrant particular bespoke skill sets that 
will require external recruitment. We understand the Theatre Officer post is currently filled and a natural 
assumption may be to assimilate this post holder into a new marketing assistant role. However, we understand that 
these skills and experience may not be held by the current Theatre Officer post holder, therefore, if this proves to be 
the case, assimilating him/her into the new Commercial Assistant role would, we suggest, prove to be a false 
economy and detrimental to the objectives of the role and the theatre.  

 
We suggest that the leaving of the current Communications & Sales Manager post holder can enable the Playhouse 
and Council to undertake an immediate restructure of the staff structure in accordance with the proposals stated 
above and shown in Appendix iii. We support this course of action to enable the benefits outlined.  
 
We have not looked in detail at other areas of the operation, however our observations suggest that front of house 
roles appear light within the structure based on levels of activity. We understand that the General Manager has 
identified where existing front of house roles (caretaker, bar and box office) can be joined to create Front of House 
Assistant posts. This will provide flexibility in securing cover when needed and provide clarification for roles where 
cross-over of tasks already exists. The General Manager has produced a business case for the change which results 
in no additional cost but which will improve operational delivery for the venue. We suggest this is a sensible move 
and will streamline efficiency in the short term. 
 
The amendments discussed are highlighted on the proposed restructure in Appendix iii.  
 
We suggest this restructure is implemented as a priority for the short term needs of the current operation. 

 
The Playhouse structure, although reasonably stable, even with the proposed restructure implemented, is still lean 
and warranting of further investment in resource, particularly in community engagement, education and sourcing 
grants (application, monitoring and evaluation) and fundraising. We suggest that a skills audit and review of roles 
and responsibilities be undertaken as part of the business plan process that will identify further growth and 
investment needs within the team structure.  
 
We suggest that, should the Council explore alternative governance options, further staffing needs (other than the 
proposed restructure which we suggest is required) be considered as part of this process, bearing in mind increased 
cost of TUPE that may then be borne by the external operator. 
 
  

                                                           
26 Commercial Manager and Commercial Assistant are working post titles for the amended Communications & Sales Manager 
post and proposed new assistant post. Post titles may change as part of the evaluation process 
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Appendix iv shows a suggested structure based on the following assumptions: 
 

 Programme and artistic growth 

 Usage growth for studio spaces 

 Increased catering offer 

 Increase community engagement, partnership working (education and wellbeing) and outreach work 

 Fundraising (not-for-profit governance) 
 

(The structure will be subject to change depending on future governance to reflect where some resource may be 
provided from the operator or the Council) 

 

6.6  Investment planning (build) 
 

 Produce a 10 year investment plan (Masterplan) as part of the Business Plan that addresses short to medium term 
priorities as suggested in Section 3.5 and which also considers long term revenue and capital investment needs. 

 Consider options for enhancing the catering offer and whether to explore further feasibility work in this area. 

 Implement the short-term staffing needs (June Restructure as shown in Appendix iii) to ensure the Playhouse 
management can continue to operate the building safely and efficiently.  
 

6.7 Opportunities for further income generation  
 

 Consider adaption and expansion of the Playhouse catering to increase income and develop day time footfall. 

 Review current charities, trustee membership and constitution with a view to encouraging and optimising 
fundraising. 

 Ensure marketing resource with a view to engaging further support, freeing the Communications & Sales Manager 
to focus on audience development strategies, community engagement and working with the charities on 
development and fundraising. 

 It is vital that the recently vacated marketing post is recruited to urgently. For reasons stated in Sections 3.8.1 
(Marketing), 3.10 (Management Structure) and 7.5 (Organisational Development) we suggest the proposed June 
restructure is implemented as a matter of importance. 

 The General Manager is currently fostering a positive relationship with the South East ACE Relationship Manager. 
Further grants may be available for artistic work and audience development which we suggest are encouraged and 
explored. 

 Refurbishment of paint frame for hire may increase usage and therefore income. 

 

6.8  Streamlining and efficiency savings 
 

We have suggested efficiency can be streamlined and improved by implementing the proposed June restructure, 
particularly in the areas of marketing and front of house as defined. We are not, however, able to offer suggestions 
for significant savings; the Playhouse already appears to be operating within lean resources whilst delivering a high 
output of services. Streamlining of some central costs may be possible but will require the Council to deviate from 
existing democratic policy and processes, for example, exemption from corporate contracts or reviewing how 
central recharges are allocated and for what purpose or benefit to the Playhouse.  

 
Corporate contracts and central recharges 
 
We appreciate that we do not know what the current costs levied to the Playhouse includes (or whether costs are 
shared across services based on size of operation or number of employees, i.e. HR). We also understand and respect 
that is it is usual practice for local authorities to levy charges in this way, however we suggest the following costs 
may be reviewed which could offer noticeable savings for the Playhouse: We suggest reviewing of all costs should 
include central recharges if only to eliminate where no savings can be achieved or where central processes cannot 
be changed through detriment to other services.  
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a) Review premises costs in regard to corporate contracts and whether efficiency savings can be achieve through 

procuring through a bespoke, by need basis arrangement 
 

Expenditure 2013/14  Suggested saving 

Building maintenance contract £26,939 Part contract, part direct 
procurement with alternative 
supplier according to need 

 
 

b) Review supplies and services costs and whether efficiency savings can be achieve through procuring a different 
arrangement 

 
 

Expenditure 2013/14  Suggested saving 

Technical Equipment & Maintenance, 
periodic testing 

£32,426 Part contract, part direct 
procurement with alternative 
supplier according to need 

Photocopier £2,342 Purchase in house 

 
 

c) Review central recharges and whether some costs can be reduced by procuring directly by Harlow Playhouse 
management including 

 

Expenditure 2013/14  Suggested saving 

Franking £6,449 Procure directly 

Telephone system £4,500 Identify what this includes. 
BO? Broadband? Consider 
mobiles for venue staff 

Insurance £39,680 UK Theatre offer discounted 
rates for members 

Information Technology £23,509 Identify what this includes 

Human Resources £22,200 Review need and whether 
services can be brought in 
house 

Health & Safety Service £2,240 Bring in house via Technical 
Managers (UK Theatre offer 
accredited IOSH training) 

Procurement services £1,190 Procurement cards (dcal) 

Training & Development £4,100 Bring in house 

Properties and facilities management £4,599 Review what this involve with 
a view to bringing in house 

 
Note: We do not know why no payroll service was levied in 2013/14 (£7,956 2012/13). 

 

6.9  Budget planning 
 

Determining a budget plan will be subject to exploring the range of options suggested in this report, including 
building investment needs and whether the Playhouse may be managed by an alternative operator. We 
suggest the following processes will aid the Council in formulating ongoing and future budget needs. 
 

 Develop a business plan that sets out expectations for the venue as understood by both the theatre and the 
Council. 

 Produce a masterplan for the future upgrade and refurbishment of the building that includes phased upgrade 
and refurbishment over a 10 year period. 

 Explore outsourcing to an external operator 
 

 

Cost options are shown in more detail in Section 10. Cost Options.  
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7. Conclusions 
 

We have drawn the following overriding conclusions from this Futures Evaluation which, together with the 

information included in this report, we suggest can provide a tool for Harlow Council to consider the future of 

Harlow Playhouse up to and post 2019:  

 

 Harlow Playhouse is the sole provider of professional performing arts facilities in Harlow and a considerable asset to 
the town which, if brought into discussions about the regeneration of the town centre, could form the centrepiece 
of a Harlow Cultural Quarter. The Playhouse Square area, including the green space shows potential for bespoke 
performances, festivals, visual art installation, and sculpture being the most obvious choice in Harlow. A catering 
offer that includes outside dining could contribute to this offer. 

 

 The provision of 3 additional spaces is a unique selling point of the Playhouse and the spaces are well used by a 

number of regular groups as well as other amateur and community organisations from Harlow and beyond for 

classes and workshops. The additional spaces enable a range of events and activities for community use, while 

maintaining full use of the main auditorium for popular touring artists and larger hired events. The Playhouse 

punches well above its weight for its size and performance activity. 

 

 Initial audience analysis undertaken indicates a usual and healthy split between Harlow resident patronage and 

visitors from the Harlow region and beyond, depending on the type of show. All theatres rely on maximising 

audiences from outside their immediate catchment area which must be encouraged. Friends, voluntary and 

membership schemes can aid in engaging and recognising more local involvement. 

 

 Harlow Playhouse fulfils a significant and increasing role in the provision of arts and culture as part of education, 

training and quality of life in the town. Developing collaboration with other agencies such as the Harlow Enterprise 

Zone, LEP and the London Stansted Cambridge Consortium should be supported. 

 

 Harlow Playhouse is well placed to play a significant part in promoting urban regeneration in Harlow town centre, 

providing, as it already does, a solid base for a mix of one off cultural events and festivals. 

 

 Harlow Playhouse is in a reasonable condition befitting its age, and is generally fit for purpose for current levels of 

activity, however requires upgrade and investment in some areas, including access provision, which should be 

reviewed as part of the theatre’s future investment planning. The existing contract with Kier for maintenance 

services, however, does not serve the theatre well on the basis of being unresponsive to the demands of theatre 

and with staff lacking the skills to address the specialist problems of theatre buildings. 

 

 The production and technical facilities (particularly the stage size), although in need of some upgrade and 

replacement, serve the theatre well and enable a wider range of production than other theatres of similar 

auditorium size, enabling potential for programme growth particularly for commissioned and produced work.  The 

senior technical team are experienced and engaged individuals with a thorough knowledge of their building and a 

commitment to safety and customer service.  

 

 The General Manager has developed the Playhouse beyond the usual delivery of a local authority operated venue 

and is well placed to lead the venue forward as a recognised cultural hub for the South East region. Relationships are 

already being fostered with Arts Council England for further artistic and audience development work which includes 

partnering with neighbouring and non-neighbouring theatres through the ‘House’ programme and Producing 

Fellowship.  

 

 Sustaining and developing the theatre operation requires an experienced, skilled, creative, dedicated and motivated 

workforce. Continued perceived uncertainty and lack of commitment by the Council on the Playhouse’s future 

means staff may leave and the ability to re-recruit quality people is hindered. 

 

 Urgent staffing needs in marketing and front of house requires immediate attention to reduce risk to income 

generation and operational efficiency. Implementing the proposed June restructure will resolve this need in the 

short-term.  
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 Harlow Playhouse Theatre is performing well as a centre within its community and is demonstrating cultural and 

social sustainability in ways that are not being achieved by many of the benchmarks venues who have access to 

increased funding and resources.  

 

 Development of a café operation in the Playhouse may be feasible which could provide additional income, 
encourage extra daytime footfall and which may complement existing and planned provision in the near vicinity.  
 

 Public uncertainty around the Playhouse’s future is financially detrimental in building trust with existing and 
potential partners and stakeholders, including promoters, customers, users and the business communities, as well 
as being demoralising to everyone involved with the organisation.  
 

 Additional regular revenue grant funding from additional sources may be possible enabling the Playhouse to further 
develop its artistic and commercial output. However, any commitment of such by potential partners will require 
demonstrated long-term will and support from Harlow Council, informed by a commitment to develop a cultural and 
arts strategy for Harlow. Any financial investment by external funders or partners will require the Council to be 
forward thinking in its commitment and support of the Playhouse’s future aims and objectives. 
 

 Reaching a sustainable future for the Playhouse may be achieved by releasing it to an independent arm’s length 
operation which may be a charitable trust, commercial operator or hybrid arrangement of both. 
 

 In any event, the amateur and community activities that take place at the Playhouse provide an invaluable service to 
Harlow’s communities and every attention should be given to preserve them as part of future planning.  
 

 However the Playhouse continues to operate, there will be a subsidy to be met by the Council. The extent of 
services to be provided will determine the cost and whether the cost is met wholly by the Council or shared by 
outsourcing services to an external operator. The only option to entirely remove cost to the Council is to sell the 
building for alternative use, or sell it to a theatre operator for continued use as a performance venue. We suggest 
opportunities for the latter are highly unlikely. 
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Conclusion Summary 
 

 A cultural or arts strategy is necessary to inform where the Playhouse sits within future cultural priorities for 
Harlow.  
 

 A Business Plan and Programme & Artistic Policy will be essential in defining the Playhouse’s strategic aims and 
objectives, operational planning needs and resource requirements leading up to 2019 and beyond. 
 

 Reaching future sustainability for the Playhouse will require mutual respect, understanding, commitment and 
support from the Playhouse management and senior Council officers in consultation with all partners and 
stakeholders. 
 

 The current cost to the Council is low when considered against the output in both professional programming and 
use by amateur and community productions. There will be a subsidy cost to Harlow Council after 2019, the extent 
of which will depend on levels of service provision and by whom the theatre will be operated and managed. 
 

 Outsourcing to a commercial operator that can bring theatre expertise, resource and investment is the lowest risk 
option to the Council in terms of cost. 
 

 If the subsidy is ceased or significantly reduced, the Playhouse will close.  
 

 In any event, we suggest a Working Party (or Project Team) be established that includes the Playhouse General 
Manager, senior Council officers responsible for the Playhouse, Council legal and financial representation. We 
suggest this working party is non-bias in membership (for example, no users where there may be conflicting 
interest or where consultation has already been undertaken), however may include external parties whose input 
may benefit the Council’s decision making process. This working party agrees a 2019 Action Plan which will evolve 
in priority and focus as options are explored or eliminated, which can be followed by consultation with other 
stakeholders as required. 
 

 The Playhouse delivers a wide ranging, quality programme which is well supported by local and visiting audiences 
and its use as a hired venue for local groups is crucial. This provision is not provided elsewhere in Harlow or the 
neighbouring areas and its loss would be critical to the town’s cultural, economic and social wellbeing. 
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8. 2019 Action Plan 
 
Short term 

 

 Implement proposed June restructure 

 Consider the priority of works in relation to building, equipment and facilities maintenance 

 Ensure continuity of programming, including fostering relationships with potential funding partners for artistic 
growth (i.e. ACE) 

 Establish a 2019 Working Party (Project Team) to take this Future Evaluations further 
 

 

Medium to long-term 

Primary Secondary 

 Cultural / Arts Strategy  

 Harlow Playhouse Business Plan 

 Ten year investment plan 

 Programme development 

 Governance review 

 Budget planning 

 Timetable and 2019 Action Plan Project team 

 Market Assessment  

 Organisational development 

 Charges review 

 Fundraising strategy 
 
 

 
 

9.  Cost Options 
 

Summary of current cost of Harlow Playhouse is shown in Table 26 below: 

 

  2013/14 2014/15 Variance 

 Income   £ 1,049,583   £ 1,118,563    

 Total income   £ 1,049,583   £ 1,118,563    

        

 Operating Expenditure        

 Employee, Premises, Supplies & Services   £ 1,454,083   £ 1,442,773    

 Central recharges    £    163,572   £    166,348    

 Backroom resource        

        

 Sub-total expenditure - operating + recharges   £ 1,617,655   £ 1,609,121  -£   8,534  

        

 Operating subsidy (minus Central recharges)   £    404,500   £    324,210    

 Operating subsidy (including Central recharges)   £    568,072   £    440,558    

        

 Depreciation    £    372,305   £    386,062    

 Impairment   £       77,968   £       86,292    

 Total capital financing costs   £    450,273   £    472,354   £ 22,081  

        

 TOTAL INCOME   £ 1,049,583   £ 1,118,563  -£ 68,980  

 TOTAL EXPENDITURE   £ 2,067,928   £ 2,081,475  -£ 13,547  

 Overall subsidy including capital financing costs   £ 1,018,345   £    962,912  -£ 55,433  

 

Notes to Table 26: 

 Does not include £93 Commission cost currently in Income. 

 There will be some capital depreciation costs to the Council if the Playhouse is closed, unless sold. 
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Summary estimate of future cost options is shown in Table 27 below: 

 

Theatre 
operation 

Build and land 
responsibility 

Central 
recharge
s 

Depreciation One off costs – 
implications 

One off 
costs - 
estimate 

Total costs 
2015/16 

Post 
2016 
subsidy 

Timescales 
to 
implement 

Option 1. Status Quo        

£324,210 
subsidy 

 £166,348 £472,354  Nil £962,912 £962,9
12 

0 

Option 2. Reduce services        

£600,000 
subsidy 

 £166,348 £472,354 Show cancellations £100 £1,238,802 £1,238,
702 

1 month 

Option 3. Outsource to Commercial theatre operator      

£250,000 
Managem
ent fee 

£50,000 £1,000 £472,354 Tender process 
Legal fees 
TUPE implications 

£4,000 £777,354 £773,3
54 

6 months 

Option 4. Outsource to Charitable Trust       

£250,000 
Managem
ent fee 

£50,000 £100,000 £472,354 Board appointment 
Produce governing 
documents 
Company/Charity 
registration 
Legal fees 
TUPE implications 

£6,000 £878,354 £872,3
54 

12 months 

Option 5. Close the 
Playhouse 

       

Nil £50,000 £500 £472,354 Event cancellation 
fees 
Redundancy/Reloca
tion of staff 
Mothballing costs 
Legal costs 

£50,000 
minimum 

£572,854 
minimum 

£522,8
54 

6 months 

Option 6. Sell the building       

Nil Nil Nil Nil Event cancellation 
fees 
Redundancy/Reloca
tion of staff 
Mothballing costs 
Legal costs 
Building 
assessment/convey
ancer 

£50,000 
minimum 

£50,000 
minimum 

Nil 6 months 

 

Table 27 Summary of estimated cost options for Harlow Playhouse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

69 
 

Notes to Table 27: 

Option 2. Reduce Services 

 If the theatre continues at its current level of operation, the subsidy will likely remain the same. 

 If the Playhouse is reduced in levels of service, for example, operated solely as a community hire venue, only 
minimum savings will be achieved. The professional programme operates at a profit and visiting customers 
contribute to other ancillary income sources such as bars and catering, therefore reducing service output would 
significantly hinder income therefore likely to increase the annual operating subsidy. Reducing the number of hired 
events would have a similar effect.  

 Some savings may be achieved through a reduction in front of house personnel should less events take place, 
however this will be minimal. 

 There are no other services that can be reduced without compromising the theatre’s operation, which in itself 
would lead to closure 

 
Option 3. Outsource to a commercial theatre operator 
 

 Based on the management fee paid by Cheshire East Council to HQ Theatres to manage the Crewe Lyceum.27 This is 
an estimate. A precise figure cannot be given prior to negotiation with the operators and the management 
arrangement agreed between parties. 

 £50,000 building maintenance budget estimated to ensure reasonable repair and safety of the building asset. The 
operator would likely be responsible for all internal technical and IT, and catering facilities and non-fixed equipment. 

 Minimal fee for Harlow Council Client Officer (estimated at £1,000 per annum) to meet with the operator on a 
regular basis to manage and monitor the partnership against expected performance indicators.  

 
Option 4. Outsource to a not-for-profit charitable Trust 
 

 The management fee and central recharges may be reduced if the Trust is able to provide ‘backroom’ resource from 
within the Board skill base or from external sources available to them. Unavailability to resource from a wider group 
or company may require the Council to invest in more set up costs and on-going costs in order that the Trust can be 
viable. 

 A  Trust model is likely to be entirely independent and generally not able to draw from a wider company pool of 
resource. 

 
Option 5. Close the Playhouse 
 

 Building will continue to require maintenance to ensure safety. 

 Depreciation costs will continue to apply. 

 Cost of closing is dependent on many variables. 

 Some income may be achieved through sale of fixtures and fittings. 
 
Option 6. Sell the building and land 
 

 Option 5 and Option 6 are included in this Section on the basis of cost being the primary driver in the Council’s 
decision making in regard to the Playhouse. Reference is not made elsewhere in this Report to these options other 
than the Risk Register and we are not suggesting either option as favourable to Harlow Council, on the contrary, we 
strongly advise that all options enabling the theatre’s ongoing operation be carefully explored and considered. The 
implications of Option 5 and Option 6 would have a critical impact on the town’s cultural, social and economic 
wellbeing as this Report evidences. The true cost of both of these options is dependent on many variables not 
known by the report authors at this time. 

  

                                                           
27 https://crewelyceum.co.uk/Online/ 
 

https://crewelyceum.co.uk/Online/
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10.   Risk Register 
 
 

Risk Consequence Controls L I Further action recommended to 

reduce risk 

Council decides to 

cease operational 

funding from 2019 

 

 

 

Playhouse closes 

Harlow’s cultural 

offer is critically 

reduced 

 

 

Cultural and economic 

benefit of the 

Playhouse 

demonstrated 

User and audience 

support 

 

 

C 2 Cultural / Arts Strategy 

Business Plan 

Explore alternative methods of 

delivery (i.e. release to arm’s length 

operation) 

2019 Action Plan 

Reduction in 

operational funding 

from 2019 

Reduction in services 

and/or ability to 

generate income 

(less sellable product) 

Harlow’s cultural 

offer is compromised 

May result in 

Playhouse having to 

close 

Inability to retain or 

recruit quality and 

motivated staff 

Cultural and economic 

benefit of the 

Playhouse 

demonstrated 

User and audience 

support 

 

B 2 Cultural / Arts Strategy 

Business Plan 

Explore alternative methods of 

delivery (i.e. release to arm’s length 

operation) 

 

2019 Action Plan 

Council decides to 

sell land and building 

for other use 

Ceasing of Playhouse 

and associate 

services 

Commitment by the 

Council and 

communities to retain 

Playhouse 

D 1 Cultural / Arts Strategy 

Business Plan 

2019 Action Plan 

Change to staff, 

customers, users 

Low morale, 

productivity, user 

uncertainty 

Consultation, training A 3 Communication strategy / Working 

groups 

 
 
Risk Management Assessment Table 
 

A  x   

B   x  

C   x  

D    x 

 4 3 2 1 

 
Likelihood       Impact 
 
A Probable     1 Catastrophic 
B Reasonably probable    2 Critical 
C Remote      3 Marginal 
D Extremely remote    4 Negligible 
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11.   Appendices 
 

Consultation 
 
Harlow Council  

 

Jane Greer, Acting Head of Community Wellbeing  

Maureen Pearman, Community, Leisure & Cultural Services Manager 

Graham Branchett, Chief Operating Officer 

Simon Freeman, Head of Finance 

Richard Criddle, Senior Services Accountant 

 

Harlow Playhouse 

 

Scott Ramsey, Director, Harlow Playhouse 

Leigh Hesketh, Communications & Sales Manager 

Rory Davies and Emily Brown, Technical Managers 

James Miller, Trustee, The Harlow Playhouse Charitable Trust 
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Definition of Terms 

 
Stage  Performance area that also includes off stage, orchestra pit and wings 

Staging  Physical aspects of the stage, or to put on a performance 

Tier  Different levels of auditorium seating. i.e. 2 tier includes stalls and a balcony 

Multiform Flat floor with flexible seating capabilities and layout, may include fixed seated balcony 

Retractable Flexible seating that is able to be folded against a wall or moved into some hidden space. New systems are 

sometimes automated 

Rake  Gradient (incline) of auditorium seating or stage 

Proscenium  Fixed or temporary (false) structure around the front of the stage to form a frame for the production 

Counterweight Refers to flying bar mechanism where weights are used to counter the weight of the bar 

Flytower  Elevated roof above stage to accommodate bars that hold scenery when not used in a scene 

Flyfloor  Level or platform where the fly bars are operated from 

http://www.westessexalliance.org/
http://www.lscc.co/
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Document attachments 
 

Appendix i Marketing post(s) roles and responsibilities 
 
Harlow Playhouse Commercial Manager - Proposed roles and responsibilities 

Main purpose: To be responsible for the development and implementation of the Harlow Playhouse marketing strategy, 

audience development, community engagement and sales activity. 

Commercial 
 

 Maximise the business potential of Harlow Playhouse services through an integrated marketing and 
commercial strategy 

 Marketing & Audience development strategy – develop, implement and evaluate 

 Create a grants and fundraising strategy, working with external partners such as the Friends’ to maximise 
outcomes 

 Work with the Director to actively contribute to programming and artistic planning, enabling optimum…..  

 Devise, produce and implement marketing campaigns for all shows and events, liaising with producers, 
promoters and other stakeholders accordingly 

 Deliver programmes that increase participation across all Playhouse facilities, ensuring all sections of the 
population are catered for effectively 

 Manage the box office operation, including working with the Director to set and monitor income targets 
and ensuring competitive pricing  

 Ensure positive profile of the Playhouse in the media and all public forums through effective PR, 
networking and working relationships 

 Ensure ancillary income is maximised through effective rental packages, catering offer, fees and charges 

 Explore business development opportunities and partnerships with the private sector, including 
education and wellbeing, identifying cross-marketing  

 Audience intelligence - maximise data collection, analysis and interrogation to inform audience 
development  

 Oversea brand, concept, design and production of all marketing and promotional outputs, printed and 
digital, ensuring recognition of stakeholder identity as appropriate 

 
General 
 

 Develop systems to maximise commercial and marketing opportunities including Patron Base CRM, 
website and social media 

 Working with the Director to cultivate effective working partnerships with all stakeholders 

 Manage all budgets appropriate to the role 

 Actively participate and input into the Playhouse policy and strategic aims and objectives 

 Represent the Playhouse through professional memberships and networking 
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Harlow Playhouse Commercial Assistant 

Main purpose: To assist the Commercial Manager in all aspects of marketing and publicity 

Key Responsibilities: 
 

 To provide producers with weekly sales figures as required 

 To liaise with producers, hirers and their agencies to collate imagery and copy for the theatre’s 
use in printed materials and on digital platforms 

 To assist the Commercial Manager to produce and proof the theatre’s brochure and other 
related marketing materials 

 To assist the Commercial Manager in implementing a full range of publicity and marketing 
activity for all events and Playhouse activities, including placing of advertising and media 
liaison, issuing of media releases and announcement of new shows 

 To oversee all print deliveries, maintain the print storerooms and have control over all print on 
the premises. 

 To monitor poster and leaflet display sites around the theatre and in Harlow and to supervise 
their regular supply and maintenance. 

 To oversee all print distribution for the venue through liaison with external companies, 
organising deliveries and creating and maintaining mailing lists. 

 To support the Communications Manager in organising promotional activity including 
leafleting, exhibitions, events and cross marketing in conjunction with other partners and 
stakeholders 

 To support/assist the Box Office Supervisor with inputting data into Patron Base, analysing and 
monitoring of data accordingly 

 To update and maintain the venue’s customer database, dealing with general written and 
telephone enquiries for the section and to ensure prompt handling of marketing matters 

 To support the Commercial Manager in implementing the theatre’s social media activity as and 
when required. 

 To provide an administrative service to the department including filing, ordering stationery, 
maintaining a comprehensive print and press cuttings archive, compiling a contacts directory 
and representing the section at various meetings including minute taking. 

 To provide administrative support for the Friends’ and Support group 

 To create and circulate show fact/information sheets 

 To develop a proficiency in Patron Base 

 To carry out any other delegated tasks that may assist the Playhouse to achieve its commercial 
objectives. 
 

 

 

Appendix ii – iv Staffing structures – Harlow Playhouse current and proposed 
 
The following structures are shown in the following appendices: 
 

 Appendix ii – Current Harlow Playhouse staffing structure May 2015 

 Appendix iii – Proposed Harlow Playhouse Restructure June 2015 

 Appendix iv – Proposals for possible growth for Harlow Playhouse 

 Appendix v – Example of staffing structure for a producing theatre 

 Appendix vi – Example of staffing structure for a receiving theatre 
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 Head of 

Community and 

Wellbeing 

Community, 

Cultural and 

Leisure Services 

Manager 

 

General Manager 

(Director) 37hrs 

Technical & 

Projects Manager 

37hrs & 

Technical Manager 

37hrs 

Front of House 

Manager 37hrs 

Communications & 

Sales Manager 

37hrs 

VACANT 

Theatre Officer 

(Directors Asst) 

20hrs 

Technician 37hrs 
3 x Bar Assistants 

18hrs Seasonal 

Box Office 

Supervisor 18.5hrs 

Deputy Technician 

37hrs 

 

Senior Box Office 

Assistant 28hrs 

Appendix ii Harlow Playhouse Structure May 2015 

 

Facilities Manager 

37hrs 

Maintenance 

Officer 37hrs 

CURRENTLY 

RECRUTING 

3 x Cleaners 

24hrs 

Finance Officer 

17.5hrs 

2 x Box Office 

Assistants 

1 x 28hrs 

1 x 37hrs 

Building Caretaker 

8 hrs 
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Head of 

Community and 

Wellbeing 

Community, 

Cultural and 

Leisure Services 

Manager 

 

General Manager 

(Director) 37hrs 

Technical & Projects 

Manager 37hrs & 

Technical Manager 

37hrs 

Front of House 

Manager 37hrs 

Commercial 

Manager 37hrs 
AMMEND 

Technician 37hrs 

Front of House 

Assistants (Bar, Box 

Office, Duty Officer) 

JOINED 

Box Office 

Supervisor  

Deputy Technician 

37hrs 

 

Senior Box Office 

Assistant  

Appendix iii Harlow Playhouse Proposed Restructure June 2015 

 

Facilities Manager 

37hrs 

Maintenance 

Officer 37hrs 

Cleaners 

 

Finance Officer 

 

Commercial 

Assistant 

37hrs 
NEW POST 

Theatre Officer 

20hrs 
DISESTABLISH 
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Head of 

Community and 

Wellbeing 

Community, 

Cultural and 

Leisure Services 

Manager 

 

Director / Chief 

Executive 

 37hrs 

TECHNICAL 

MANAGER 37hrs 

PROJECTS 

MANAGER 37hrs 

COMMERCIAL 

MANAGER 37hrs 
 

Technician 37hrs 

Front of House 

Manager 37hrs 

(Casual Duty 

Officers) 

Box Office 

Supervisor  

Deputy 

Technician 37hrs 

 

Senior Box Office 

Assistant  

Appendix iv Harlow Playhouse potential staff growth 

 

OPERATIONS 

MANAGER 37hrs 

NEW POST 

Facilities 

Manager 37hrs 

Bar Assistants  

Finance Officer 

 

Box Office 

Assistants 

 

1 x 37hrs 

Commercial 

Assistant 

37hrs 
 

Maintenance 

Officer 37hrs 

Board of 

Trustees 

 

Section 

Head/Director 

(Commercial 

operator) 

 

Cleaners 

 

Community 

Engagement 

Officer/Fundraising  

NEW POST 

Front of house 

assistants 
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Appendix v Example of staffing structure – Producing theatre 
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Appendix vi Example of staffing structure – Receiving theatre 
 

 


