Kay Allen 
Head of service, Community Regeneration. 
Somerset County Council
County Hall

Taunton

Somerset

TA1 4DY
10 June 2009
Dear Kay,

Renegotiation of lease between the Merlin Theatre and Somerset County Council

I understand from Paula Hammond at the Merlin that the County Council is meeting soon to talk about its intentions with regards to renewing the theatre’s lease which runs out in May 2010.  I also understand from Paula that Frome Community College are, by necessity, increasing their usage in line with the letter – if not the spirit – of the current Lease Agreement.

I am writing to you about this to express the Arts Council’s concern about the increased usage of the building by the college. Our reasons for this concern are as follows:

· The increased usage of the Theatre on Thursdays and Fridays, would seriously hamper the Merlin’s ability to present a professional arts programme for the community.  The Merlin relies heavily on being able to book in shows that can run on the most popular nights of the week – Friday and Saturday.  This is not going to be possible if they do not have use of the stage and auditorium during the day on Thursdays and Fridays as they need.  In effect it will mean that the professional arts programme will become completely unsustainable, which in turn will make the Merlin unsustainable as a business and so result in the loss of all the excellent work that the theatre does. 
· When the existing lease was drawn up in the early 1990s it was done so because the Education Department of the Council at the time recognised the value of the arts and creativity to young people and education in particular and to learning and community well-being generally.  It was a pioneering approach – placing a fully professional arts centre at the heart of community learning campus – and it is one that over the last 18 years has resulted in some of the most exciting and innovative programming and community and education work happening that we have seen in the region.  To throw away this for the sake of a relatively small amount of extra teaching space seems very short sighted and completely counter to the aim and objectives of the County’s own Cultural Strategy

· The Merlin is a beacon excellence for artistic quality combined with commitment to community development and participation.  This is particularly true for young people – one only has to think of the Cape Farewell project as a fine example of this (a Science Teacher and student went to the Arctic Circle as part of a creative response to Climate Change).  Surely there is a more creative approach to seeing what else the Merlin can do for the college than simply providing a bit more space. We would urge you to consider this when preparing the new Lease Agreement.
· The loss of the Merlin’s professional programme may put at risk  our funding (roughly £60K in total) and that of the District Council and numerous other project funders. It will also rob the town of much of its appeal to the small creative industries and many creative individuals who have come to live in the town because of its cultural offer.  This in turn will have a huge impact on the local economy.  Is all of this worth it for the sake of a marginal increase in teaching space

We urge the County Council to think very carefully about the issue we have raised and do of course let us know if there is anything that you think we can do to help resolve this. If you require any further information or would like to have a conversation please contact Simon Jutton on 01392 229 260.
Best wishes
Chris Humphrey

Interim Regional Executive Director

