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Executive summary

Introduction

The Arts Centre’s 10-year Strategic Plan was first developed and adopted in November 2020.  The trustees updated and amended the plan in February 2022 and now in the summer of 2025 once again the plan has been refined and updated. 
This revision sets out the direction for Castle Park Arts Centre from 2025 to 2035.  Developed with input from staff, artists, trustees, volunteers and local community stakeholders, this refreshed strategy focuses on sustainability, inclusivity, and deeper community impact, while strengthening our role as a hub for creativity in the region.

Strategic context
The Arts Centre stands on a strong foundation of good governance, proactive leadership, and a deep connection to its community.  Its financial health is well managed, and it has a commendable track record of attracting grants and committed volunteers.  The dedication of trustees, staff, and volunteers has helped the Centre grow into a respected cultural space, with consistently booked galleries, a high-quality café, and an entrepreneurial spirit that drives creative programming.  Projects such as Elevenses, the 20/20 exhibition, and the recycled-art gift shop highlight the organisation’s capacity for innovation and public engagement.
However, several internal weaknesses limit the Centre’s potential.  The lack of a formal marketing strategy and underutilised social media presence hinder audience growth and visibility.  Trustee capacity is stretched, and succession planning remains underdeveloped.  Operationally, there are minor inconsistencies in customer service, communication with tenants, and upkeep of shared spaces like the courtyard.  While the Centre is rich in passion and ideas, care must be taken between ambition and structured delivery to avoid missed opportunities and fragmented progress.
Externally, there is much to be optimistic about.  The Centre’s location within a beautiful park setting is a significant asset, offering potential for longer visitor dwell time and cross-promotion with local tourism and heritage.  There are opportunities to further develop an inclusive arts strategy that embraces education, wellbeing, and community development.  With targeted investment, the physical site could be made more energy-efficient, attractive, and functional.  Emerging green and government funding streams present a timely opportunity to secure capital for strategic improvements.  Furthermore, expanding digital engagement, hybrid events, and creative use of space could broaden the Centre’s reach and revenue base.
The Centre must remain vigilant to key threats.  The local competitive landscape includes Castle Park events, the high street café scene, and other community venues.  There is a real risk of losing tenants, audience share, and volunteers if these competitors offer more modern, accessible, or better-promoted experiences.  The cost-of-living crisis and uncertain grant environment also pose financial challenges, particularly as customers become more price-sensitive.  Compounding this is the short lease arrangement, which creates uncertainty around long-term investment through grant funding.
Strategically, the Centre must act in several core areas.  Strengthening governance through the recruitment of additional trustees, particularly with digital and marketing expertise, is vital.  Developing a coherent marketing and communications plan will increase visibility and engagement, while investment in digital infrastructure will enhance customer experience and operational efficiency.  Deepening community connections through an inclusive arts strategy will help the Centre stay relevant and responsive.  Continued investment in the buildings and infrastructure with external grant funding will help the Centre grow, adapt, and remain a vibrant cultural hub for everyone.  Grant funding however is only available to organisations with long security of tenure and as such it is now a priority to put in place a lease extension for at least 20 years.  
The Arts Centre will remain important to the local community and artists of all persuasions only if it can remain responsive to their needs and protect the beautiful historical building and surroundings.  It must relentlessly protect the high standards currently being achieved and vigorously promote the tangible benefits of art and culture to the widest possible audience.  In doing so it must provide strong leadership, listen to the community, volunteers and users constructively, respond to their concerns and offer them a true sense of value.  All users of the Arts Centre must feel that the time and money they spend at the Centre is worth it.

About us
Culture, support, inspiration, and entertainment is at the heart of Castle Park Arts Centre.  The building, rich in heritage, is unique in the beautiful setting of Castle Park with galleries, workspaces, courtyard and café.  People meet in the courtyard, admire the art in the galleries, enjoy the surroundings and relax in the welcoming atmosphere.  Everyone is delighted by the art on display, excited with the arts-based activities and entertained and educated by the diverse cultural events. 

Artists hold the Arts Centre in high regard and respect the professional support and expert curation provided.  There is a tremendous desire to display in the galleries because artists know the welcome and help they get to display their work is second to none.    

The Arts Centre has a clear strategic focus of bringing the enjoyment of art closer to the local community. 

Background

In 1933 Miss H E Wright gifted Castle Park to the local authority for the use, enjoyment and benefit of the general public.  Within the estate, built in 1852, is a former coach house and stable, distinctively identified with a clock tower.  This became the Arts Centre.  A charitable Arts Centre Trust was set up and in 1987 the local authority granted the Trust a 35-year lease on the buildings and courtyard at a peppercorn rent.  The lease expired on 25 June 2022, and a new 10 year lease was put in place.  Discussions are currently being finalised to extend the lease to 20 years.
Vision – what we aspire to
"A vibrant cultural hub where artistic creativity flourishes, communities connect, and everyone feels inspired and welcome."
Mission – how we get there
"We make people happy through art, support, inspiration, and entertainment — ensuring every visitor leaves uplifted and eager to return."

Core values

We will stay true to our core values. 

We will deal with everybody promptly and treat them with courtesy, kindness and respect.  When dealing with requests and queries or serving we will be helpful and obliging. We will keep the Arts Centre clean, warm and welcoming.  We will innovate to create the highest standard for collective artistic achievement.  We will take an interest in all groups hiring rooms giving them support and encouragement for their success. We will inspire people to do something creative or feel mentally stimulated through the art on display and the expert craft workshops.  We will entertain people through live professional performances.


Performance review of the past 3 years

The areas of strategic focus between 2022 and 2024 were:

· Putting in place a new 10 year lease.  

This was achieved in October 2022.

· Ensuring financial stability.  

The financial results over this period were:


	          2022/23
	       2023/24
	      2024/25

	         £178,416
	£182,340
	£202,953 

	£208,847
	£171,785
	£190,523

	-(£30,431)
	£10,555
	£12,430



Income
Expenditure
(loss)/surplus


In addition to improved financial performance, the board have put in place a

· Comprehensive Financial framework 
· Reserves policy 
· Investment policy 
· Maintaining diverse artistic activities

Galleries have been fully booked throughout the period with a wide variety of excellent exhibitions.


· Attract external funding

The Centre has had great success in being awarded the following external grant funding over the period.

· Digital Strategy		              £27,900
· CWVA arts tasters		  £1,910
· Solar panel crowd fund	              £19,763
· New fire alarm installation	 £12,000
        £61,573

· Maintain the fabric of the buildings and courtyard

Delegation has been given to a trustee to oversee the upkeep, maintenance and improvement of the buildings and courtyards.  This demonstrates that the board has taken this strategic object very seriously.  A number of key improvements have been made to the plumbing and electrical circuits and a comprehensive list of maintenance tasks compiled.  The 38 year old fire alarm system has also been replaced with a completely new system.  Plans are in hand to refurbish the galleries to a high specification and major improvements to the courtyard are being developed.

The board are satisfied that all areas of strategic focus during the existing plan period of 2022 -24 were achieved.


The Strategic Context 

To help fully understand the internal and external environment the board carried out a situational scan using SWOT analysis, PESTLE analysis and PORTER’s five force analysis.  The full analysis of each is given in the appendix.  

Internal analysis

The Arts Centre stands on a strong foundation of good governance, proactive leadership, and a deep connection to its community.  Its financial health is well managed, and it has a commendable track record of attracting grants.  It fosters positive political relationships and has almost full gallery bookings over the next 12 months.  There is also a high degree of creativity and entrepreneurial spirit among trustees, staff and volunteers.  Creative programming, such as the 20/20 exhibition, Elevenses, and the recycled art gift shop, demonstrates innovation. These strengths provide a strong platform for future growth and resilience.
However, a lack of formal marketing and succession planning are clear weaknesses.  There is also the issue of having a limited number of trustees.  This creates capacity pressures, which can result in missed opportunities and fragmented progress.  Some internal friction among staff and volunteers is periodically evident, causing minor inconsistencies in customer service, fragmented communication with tenants, and consistent upkeep of shared spaces like the courtyard.  Minimal storage capacity also creates some frustration, and the web site is in need of updating.
External environment
Externally there is much to be optimistic about.  The Centre’s location within a beautiful park setting is a significant asset, offering potential for longer visitor dwell time and cross-promotion with local tourism and heritage.  There are opportunities to refine an inclusive arts strategy that embraces education, wellbeing, and community development.  With targeted investment, the physical site could be made more energy-efficient, attractive, and functional.  Emerging green and government funding streams present a timely opportunity to secure capital for strategic improvements.  Furthermore, expanding digital engagement, hybrid events, and creative use of space could broaden the Centre’s reach and revenue base.
There is, however, a note of caution.  The Centre faces high buyer power and substitution threats from online and commercial alternatives. Castle Park and local organisations pose direct competition for events, visitors, and unit tenants.  Grant dependency, uncertain lease terms, and staff or volunteer attrition also present risks.  The macroeconomic climate (cost-of-living pressures, energy costs, etc) could impact visitor numbers and revenue generation.  

Strategic Priorities
Based on these outcomes the board set the following 6 strategic priorities to be implemented over the early stages of the plan period, 2025 – 2028. 



· Reach agreement with CWAC to extend the lease to 20 years

The Arts Centre relies on external grant funding for all capital projects and many innovative art events.  Grants are only awarded to recipients with long security of tenure.  The current lease has 7 years to run, and this puts the Centre at a severe disadvantage in obtaining essential grant funding.


· Develop a Marketing and Digital Plan
Having a marketing and digital strategy is vital for the Arts Centre as it helps build visibility, grow audiences, and drive engagement with limited resources.  It ensures a clear, consistent message across channels, attracting visitors, funders, and participants.  A digital strategy enables cost-effective promotion via social media, email marketing, and website, reaching both local and wider audiences. It supports ticket sales, workshop bookings, and donor engagement, while also highlighting the centre’s community value and cultural impact.  Ultimately it strengthens sustainability by increasing income, building loyalty, and positioning the centre as a vibrant, accessible hub for the arts.

· Strengthen the board of trustees
Additional trustees will be recruited to strengthen governance and capacity. Ideally new trustee will have skills in one or more of the following areas; Information technology, Marketing and Social Media, Event Programming or Project Management.  It would also help if our new Trustees had some charity experience in understanding governance, finance, and community engagement.    This is a vital step in sharing the workload and working towards developing succession and volunteer retention plans.
A strong board provides strategic leadership, ensures legal and financial accountability, and brings valuable skills that small teams often lack.  Trustees bring diverse perspectives, helping to make balanced and informed strategic decisions and managing risk.  A well-developed board can plan for leadership transitions and support organisational continuity.  For our small Arts Centre, where resources are often tight and the external environment is potentially volatile, a strong board is not a luxury, it's a cornerstone of resilience and growth.

· Bring up to date the arts strategy

The Arts Centre will benefit greatly from having an arts strategy as it provides clarity of purpose, direction, and sustainability. The strategy helps define artistic vision, community role, and programming priorities, ensuring resources are used effectively. It strengthens funding applications by demonstrating clear goals and impact, while also guiding staff, volunteers, and partners. An arts strategy enables the centre to respond to community needs, attract diverse audiences, and nurture local talent. It also offers a framework for measuring success and adapting to change. Ultimately, it builds identity, resilience, and long-term value for the community and stakeholders.


· Continue to attract external funding

Attracting external funds allows the Arts Centre to maintain safe, welcoming spaces and deliver high-quality, accessible art workshops.  It supports community engagement, nurtures creativity, and ensures long-term sustainability.  Continued investment helps the Centre grow, adapt, and remain a vibrant cultural hub for everyone it serves.



· Maintain the buildings and courtyard to a high standard

Maintaining the buildings and courtyard to a high standard is essential for creating a safe, welcoming, and inspiring environment.  It enhances visitor experience, protects the centre’s heritage, and supports accessibility for all.  A well-kept space also builds community pride, encourages repeat visits, and strengthens the centre’s reputation and funding potential.



Risks and mitigation

Running the Arts Centre brings immense cultural value to the community, but it also involves navigating a complex web of risks.  From governance and finance to compliance and reputation, trustees and managers must remain alert and proactive to safeguard the organisation’s future.
Governance
A major area of concern is governance.  A small charity like the Arts Centre has a limited number of trustees which brings into play role clarity and capacity issues.  These challenges can lead to ineffective decision-making or regulatory breaches. To mitigate this the Arts Centre will strengthen the board, provide governance training, and regularly review board performance based on the Charity Governance Code.
Strategic risks
Strategic risks can arise when the Centre’s activities stray from its charitable objectives, or if funding and policy landscapes change unexpectedly.  For example, an ambitious expansion might stretch resources too thin.  To mitigate and map these uncertainties, the Centre has a live risk register which is regularly reviewed by trustees. 
Financial risks
On the financial side, the Arts Centre is vulnerable to fluctuating income, especially because of its heavy reliance on grants for capital projects. Cash flow issues, low reserves, and lack of trading oversight are risks that can threaten solvency.  A robust reserves policy is crucial, along with sound financial controls, monthly cash monitoring, and clear delegation.  Measures to mitigate all these risks are in place.  At every board meeting the trustees review the cash position and trading performance.  

The Centre earns income through art sales, cafe sales, gallery hire, lease of shop units  and merchandise, but in doing so it is consciously aware of charity trading rules and is satisfied that because almost all our current trading is primary purpose or ancillary trading, we do not have to pay corporation tax.  If trading is expanded and includes more non-primary purpose trading then, provided this additional non-primary purpose trading turnover is below the small trading tax exemption limit, tax will still not be payable.
Compliance risks
Compliance risks are also significant.  These include breaches of data protection laws, employment misclassifications, and lapses in safeguarding.  Clear, up-to-date policies for GDPR, safeguarding, and volunteer management are all in place and regularly reviewed, alongside regular staff training and internal checks.  
Operational risks 
Operational risks like venue safety, technical failures, or staff absences can disrupt daily activity.  Health and safety compliance must meet HSE standards, especially in performance environments.  A business continuity plan that covers everything from power outages to severe weather, with contingencies for key staff being unavailable is in place.  Cybersecurity is another growing concern, and appropriate measures are taken that help defend against online threats.
Reputation risks
The Arts Centre’s reputation is among its most fragile assets.  Perceived ethical lapses or polarising public statements, can damage trust.  Trustees have in place all the relevant polices required by the Charity Commission and always try to strike a balance between artistic freedom and stakeholder expectations, particularly in politically sensitive environments.
External risks
Finally, external risks, such as rising venue costs, economic downturns, or reduced arts funding, require adaptive planning.  Stress-testing budgets, diversifying income streams, and collaborating with local organisations for shared resources can improve resilience.  Trustees are fully aware of the external risks the Arts Centre faces and at all times take decisions to mitigate these risks.
Castle Park Arts Centre trustees are fully aware that they carry legal responsibility for managing these risks.  Charity Commission guidance such as CC26 (risk management) and CC8 (financial controls) underpin all governance decision making.  By adopting strong policies, transparent processes, and a culture of vigilance, trustees of the Arts Centre are confident they can protect their mission and thrive despite uncertainty.

Monitoring and evaluation
The board will monitor and evaluate progress on each of the strategic priorities every 6 months.  Completion of strategic priorities will be reported to the board as they happen.
Priorities will be adjusted based on major changes taking place.  

Appendix 1

SWOT Analysis


Strengths

Good corporate governance
Strong financial management
Visibility and approachability of trustees
Good leadership
Excellent record of attracting grants
Good relations with politicians and staff at CWAC
Extensive group of volunteers with wide skills to call upon
Staff are proactive in attracting revenue to the Centre
Trustees open to new ideas and initiatives
For the most part staff are helpful, friendly , hardworking and flexible
Good at creative thinking – Elevenses is an outstanding success – new 20/20 exhibition brilliant – new gift shop including re-use of recycled donated art items both excellent.
Determination for the Centre to succeed
Galleries fully booked 
Experienced Arts Committee
Entrepreneurial Events Committee
Well respected café with competitive prices, excellent food and high food hygiene standards
Free car parking adjacent to the Arts Centre
Respected by the local community
Castle Park grounds is a great location
We are in Frodsham, which is a thriving and affluent town.
Free parking
Unit holders and the volunteers make it a welcoming community.



Weaknesses

Periodic lack of follow through on projects
No formal Marketing Strategy or Social Media Communication Plan – more could be achieved
Weak succession planning
Too few trustees – existing trustees stretched
Website needs updating
Historic mistrust of trustees from some volunteers/staff
Lack of storage space
Reluctance of Arts Committee to adjust their distinct set of concepts and patterns of behaviour
Certain staff have on occasions shown intolerance to customers
Occasional staff clash of personalities in front of customers
Customer contact response sometimes slow
Tidiness in courtyard and corridors could be improved
No period/formal communication with unit holders
Courtyard units are often closed during the day
Not open on Sundays
Afternoons are very quiet for custom
No strategy for use, recruitment and retention of volunteers


Opportunities

Great building and setting which encourages customer retention
To develop an arts strategy that welcomes and encourages artistic education and  development within all of the community
Attract high profile artists to the Centre (art/music/drama)
Improve the fabric of the buildings through grant acquisitions 
Innovative capital improvement projects to reduce energy costs and improve the ambiance, character and usability of the courtyard
Increase room hire occupancy
Raise profile through new marketing and social media strategy
Use innovative tools to improve productivity
In collaboration with CWAC run events in the park such as “Frodsham Landscape Artist of the Year
Run events in the afternoons to keep customers engaged
Set up an art book library



Threats

CWAC do not give a long lease extension
Activities in Castle Park steal customers and revenue – especially if there is an increase in Castle Park events
From local organisations – Community Centre, with room hire – shops in the high street with the café
Unit tenants defect in favour of new locations
Grant opportunities dry up
Loss of trustees and key staff
Loss of volunteers with specific skill sets
Reputational damage from unforeseen incidents










Appendix 2
PESTLE Analysis
Political Factors
· Government Funding & Arts Council Support
Local and national arts funding (e.g. via Arts Council England) is often critical.  Any shifts in government priorities (e.g. post-election changes or austerity measures) could reduce funding availability.
· Local Authority Involvement 
Local councils may support or hinder arts development depending on their policies, priorities, and financial health.  Some councils have reduced arts spending amid broader budget cuts.
· Brexit Implications 
Although the UK has now left the EU, long-term impacts on cultural exchange programs, artist mobility, and international collaboration are still unfolding, particularly with European partners.
· Devolution and Levelling Up
Government “Levelling Up” policies may offer opportunities for funding in the North, but access depends on effective lobbying and alignment with government goals.

Economic Factors
· Cost of Living Crisis 
High inflation and energy prices impact both the Centre’s operational costs and audience disposable income, potentially reducing attendance and donations.
· Funding Landscape
Reliance on grant funding and to a small extent donations makes the Centre vulnerable to changes in the broader economic climate.  Economic downturns often lead to cuts in charitable giving and sponsorship.
· Local Economic Conditions 
The economic health of the surrounding area directly affects art sales, event ticket sales, community engagement, hire of rooms and possibly unit rentals.
· Wage Pressures 
As inflation rises, including hikes in the national living wage, there will be pressure due to increases costs, difficult for the Centre with a tight budget.

Social Factors
· Community Engagement 
Strong local identity and pride can work in the Centre’s favour.  Programming that reflects the community’s heritage or diversity may improve attendance and support.
· Demographic Changes 
Ageing populations, youth disengagement, or demographic shifts (e.g. more ethnically diverse populations) may require tailored programming, arts strategy and outreach.
· Post-Pandemic Behaviour 
Some people continue to be cautious about indoor public spaces, and there may be lingering hesitancy around returning to arts events.
· Mental Health & Wellbeing Focus
Increasing awareness of mental health can open up opportunities for arts-based wellbeing initiatives or funding.

Technological Factors
· Digital Engagement 
Online programming, live streaming, or hybrid events have become more common since COVID-19.  The Centre may have to adapt to avoid the risk of being left behind.
· Marketing & Social Media 
Effective use of social platforms is crucial for visibility. Limited budgets and few volunteers with digital skills can be a barrier.
· Ticketing & Customer Relation Management Systems 
Investment in technology like ticketing systems, mailing lists, and donor tracking can improve operations and audience engagement but may be cost-prohibitive.
· Data Protection Requirements 
Compliance with digital privacy laws (e.g., GDPR) affects how the Centre manages audience data.

Legal Factors
· Health & Safety Regulations 
Ongoing requirements around public health, safeguarding, and building safety impact compliance costs.
· Employment Law 
The Centre must adhere to laws around employment and volunteer rights.
· Licensing 
Performance licensing, alcohol sales, and public entertainment licences are all legal considerations that can affect programming and revenue.
· Equality & Inclusion Legislation 
Requirements to be accessible and inclusive must be met both in programming and workshop design.

Environmental Factors
· Sustainability Expectations 
Audiences and funders increasingly expect green policies.  Efforts to reduce energy use, waste, and carbon emissions are important, though they can require upfront investment.
· Old Buildings 
The Centre operates from an older building, and as such faces environmental challenges such as poor insulation, heating inefficiencies, and limited accessibility.
· Climate Resilience 
Extreme weather (e.g. flooding) can affect buildings or audience attendance. Risk assessments and insurance costs may be impacted.
· Green Funding 
Opportunities may exist for funding that supports environmental initiatives, especially if the Centre promotes sustainability through programming or practice.







 





























Appendix 3
Porter's Five Forces Analysis
1. Threat of New Entrants – Moderate
Analysis
· Barriers to entry are relatively low: other community venues, possible pop-up galleries, or cafés can emerge with modest investment.
· However, building a strong cultural reputation, loyal visitor base, and diverse programme takes time.
· Public funding competition makes entry harder for newcomers.
· The Arts Centre’s mixed offering (galleries, music, café, retail) creates a more defensible position.
Implications
· New entrants may emerge, particularly digital-first or niche competitors.
· Unique, place-based identity and integrated programming are key to differentiation.
Recommendations
· Emphasise the Centre’s history, community roots, and artist relationships.
· Protect competitive edge by securing long-term partnerships and local authority support.
2. Bargaining Power of Suppliers – Low to Moderate
Analysis
· Artistic talent (musicians, visual artists) can be considered "suppliers". Many are freelance and reliant on exposure.
· Café and retail suppliers (e.g. local food producers, craftspeople) offer regional resilience.
· The Centre benefits from a local creative ecosystem that supports mutual growth.
Implications
· Artists may have limited bargaining power but still require fair treatment and visibility.
· Supplier costs (ingredients, artisan materials) may fluctuate, affecting margins.
Recommendations
· Foster strong artist and maker relationships with transparent contracts and revenue sharing.
· Use local, ethical sourcing for café and retail – both a cost and marketing advantage.
3. Bargaining Power of Buyers (Audiences and Customers) – High
Analysis
· Customers have many options for leisure, arts, and socialising – cinemas, online content, festivals, cafés.
· The cost-of-living crisis makes audiences more price-sensitive.
· Visitors expect value, quality, and meaningful engagement – particularly for paid events.
· Artists are buyers because they buy gallery space to hang their art.
Implications
· Audience loyalty cannot be assumed; programming and experience must continually justify their time and money.
· Café and shop customers can easily switch to chain cafés or online shopping.
Recommendations
· Deliver consistently high-quality, affordable experiences with community value.
· Offer member benefits, loyalty cards, or bundled deals (e.g. café + gallery + shop).
· Regularly engage with audiences for feedback.

4. Threat of Substitutes – High
Analysis
· Substitutes include home entertainment (streaming), commercial galleries, festivals, other social spaces, online arts engagement.
· Courtyard café and shop units face competition from high streets, garden centres, and lifestyle destinations.
Implications
· The Arts Centre must provide a distinctive, place-based experience not replicable online or in chain venues.
· People substitute based on convenience, novelty, or affordability.
Recommendations
· Focus on experiences that cannot be substituted – artist-led workshops, live local music, heritage context, and face-to-face engagement.
· Use the café and shops to deepen the cultural visit, not just to compete on food or retail alone.
5. Industry Rivalry – Moderate to High
Analysis
· Other regional arts centres, theatres, music venues, and galleries are competitors – especially for grants and attention.
· Regional competition may be cooperative (e.g. touring circuits), but audience spend is limited.
· Events and programming calendars often overlap.
Implications
· Competition for funders, audiences, artists, and volunteers can be intense.
· A weak or unclear identity risks being outcompeted by more dynamic or larger institutions.
Recommendations
· Emphasise Castle Park’s unique combination of gallery, live music, café and artisan retail within one site.
· Strengthen brand identity and community role: “A cultural heart of the region.”
· Collaborate rather than compete – build partnerships with peer venues for cross-promotion and joint funding bids.
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