CHAIR’S REPORT 2009-10 

It was about twenty years ago that I received a phone call from the Chair of what was then the Association of Directors of Leisure Recreation and Tourism asking me if I would like to join the Executive Committee because they were looking for some young blood. I was flattered because I can recall the competition for places on the committee at that time and people actually lobbying to be elected!  I couldn’t resist the invitation but I am embarrassed to admit that I have been a committee member ever since. I have had two separate spells as Chair and Vice Chair as well as a long stint as Secretary so it really is time for me to pass on the baton.  Needless to say, I would not have played such an active part for such a long time had I not found it both rewarding and enjoyable. It has been a pleasure to have worked with so many different talented people over the years and an enormous privilege to have been able to speak on their behalf .

A great deal has happened since I joined the committee all that time ago. We have a Scottish Parliament with devolved responsibilities for culture and sport.  We have the opportunity to engage with Ministers in a way we never had before. We have 32 unitary authorities in place of the old district and regional councils. Partly as a result of that, new structures have been put in place that have resulted in the demise of stand alone Leisure Services departments and Directors’ posts. One unfortunate consequence is that many talented and experienced colleagues took premature retirement and this has had an impact at times on our work. It also meant that our membership criteria had to adapt and we had to make a name change to VOCAL.
On the other hand, some things are remarkably similar to when I first joined the committee. Local authority Leisure services - albeit that different terminology is sometimes used - continue to exist and they add immeasurable quality to the lives of people across Scotland. Yet we are still struggling to communicate the contribution that sport and culture make to broader policy objectives and to justify what councils spend. Having a strong national body like VOCAL can help tackle that problem. It says a great deal about the strength of our profession and the commitment of those who work in it, that we have adapted and changed successfully several times over the years -  but we need to do so again. 
The Executive Committee has spent a good part of the last year considering the challenges that members are facing in their own authorities and what VOCAL can do to support them effectively. We recently commissioned Creative Solutions to carry out a review of how VOCAL works and to provide advice on future direction. The commission was awarded following a competitive tendering process. We are due to meet them shortly to discuss the work they will be undertaking and the timescale for reporting their findings to us.

We commissioned EKOS to carry out a survey in the autumn last year of the profile of culture and sport in each council in Scotland and of trends in councils’ expenditure. This year we have asked EKOS to examine the challenges and opportunities facing culture and sport as we grapple with unprecedented budget cuts. Their findings will be presented at the seminar that follows on from the AGM.

The fact that we are staging a one-day seminar this year instead of a two day conference is a reflection of the difficult financial climate we are now in. Despite the fact that last year’s conference in North Berwick was probably the best we have ever staged, it is clear that the cost of attending a similar event this year would have been prohibitive for many. It is vital that we are able to bring members and our partners together to discuss major issues so one-day seminars seem the way to go for the time being at least. In May we held a successful seminar in partnership with Falkirk Council to examine the case for setting up trusts for cultural services as well as trusts. Hopefully we will be able to run more events like this over the coming year although we have sounded out Scottish Government and national agencies about a possible joint national culture and sport conference in 2011.
One of the best ways of enabling councils to evaluate the effectiveness of cultural and sports services is through a rigorous quality improvement framework. VOCAL has been instrumental in getting How Good Is Our Culture and Sport? drawn up. Two pilots were staged in May, one in Perth and Kinross, the other in Glasgow and a further series of pilots are planned in the near future to road test the model.

Throughout the year members of the Executive Committee have met with representatives of Scottish Government, Sportscotland, Museums and Galleries Scotland, Scottish Arts Council and Creative Scotland to discuss policy issues as they affect local government. Members have also contributed to numerous consultation exercises and national reports.

I would like to thank everyone who has been involved in contributing to VOCAL’s work during my tenure as Chair. In particular I would like to thank the office bearers, Heather Stuart as Vice Chair, Margaret O’Connor as Secretary and Merrill Smith as Treasurer for the time and commitment they have given to VOCAL and for the support they have given to me as Chair. I am delighted that each of them has offered to continue as office bearers next year. There are always opportunities for members to join the Executive Committee. We need members to be actively involved if we are to be successful and I am sure that those who step forward will find it as great an experience as I have. It would be a real sign of success if we had people lobbying again to get elected!
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