The Dornoch Area Community Interest Company

Company Registered in Scotland: Registration No 327565

NOTES OF DIRECTORS MEETING 5th September 2013 7-9pm
Present  Jenifer Cameron (JC) (in the Chair), , Rachel Jack (RJ), John McMurray (JMcM), Tommy Mackay (TM)  & Joan Bishop (JB), Kisha Black (KB), Pat Murray (PM – til 8pm)
Apologies:  Cllr  Jim McGillivray (JMcG)
Welcome : Jenifer welcomed Kisha Black as a new director
	Item
	Point of Information/Discussion/Decision
	Action

	1. Purpose
	of the meeting is to discuss the potential Community Right to Buy on the Court House building. A final decision whether or not to proceed will be made at the board meeting on 12th September. The discussion below will inform that decision.
	

	2. Why should we go ahead?
	a. Local Control Community ownership has the potential to ensure the activities within this key building and grounds have the support of the local population. 

b. Retain TIC and Service Point/Registrar’s Office 24,000 visitors p.a. come through the front door. Dornoch is heavily dependent on tourism. The current location in the heart of the town is ideal. The combination of Service Point for local information and TIC for visitors means it is a natural hub on which to build. 

c. Preserve the Building The Court House is an iconic building forming part of the main frontage of our historic town. Community ownership has the potential to preserve the building for future generations 

d. Control over the Future The CIC was formed to allow the community the opportunity to be involved when sensitive land or buildings changed hands. The loss of other public buildings and land, contrary to public wishes, has been the catalyst. We now have the opportunity to control the future of the most important public building in Dornoch.

e. Opportunity for Community Involvement The project can not proceed without clear community support (via the ballot). But this is just the beginning. The commitment and skills to take this project forward demand significant contribution and capacity building from within the wider community. A clear succession plan will be required to ensure new (young) talent is identified and supported to grow with the project. If successful this project could be a catalyst for community empowerment.
f. We are the appropriate body One of our objects is to “manage community land and associated assets for the benefit of the community”. Another is to “ensure that the historic and cultural heritage of the community is conserved”.  A further one is to “ensure a quality range of local services continues to be available for local businesses, the community and visitors” We are also committed to “sustainable development …which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. This project is really what DACIC is about.

	

	3. Why should we NOT go ahead?
	a. Cost of Upkeep JMcM and TM have reviewed the maintenance plan and calculate that we need to find £13,000 p.a. to commit to a rolling programme. This is also evidenced by SCS 10 year estimate of outstanding maintenance of £186,000 (based on using central belt contractors). This amount would be in addition to basic running costs which are significant.
b. Lack of Skills Running and maintaining the Court House building is a major project for our small community and for this Board. Significant training, support and capacity building will be required. We need to build into the costs, the employment of the appropriate professional support. 

c. Burden on us –can we do it? Getting this project off the ground will require a tremendous effort from the current and future directors, especially over the next two years. Are we willing and able to give this time and will it be worth it?

d. Exit Strategy There is a clear risk of burn out for the current board. How do we ensure that there is new (young) talent out there waiting to take over, on a three year cycle, for ever? The community support needs to be far more that just a tick in the ballot box. We also note the energy and commitment of volunteers in DADCA and other current major community projects. Will anyone want to take this project on?
e. Use of the Building We have not identified a clear use of the building and grounds. The “need” is to preserve the building rather than meeting an established “need” – e.g. for professional office space, an all weather tourist attraction.  Will enough members of the public be motivated to vote or support the project without a big vision?
f. Millstone The costs of maintaining old buildings can be huge. How can we ensure the development is sustainable and not a millstone for future generations. Significant income streams will need to be realised as grant aid for maintenance (& revenues funding generally) is increasing difficult to secure. 
g. Impact on other activities As a new board we are just getting to grips with the other aspects of our role – the website, the HIE Masterplan (tourism audit, branding, signage). If the Court House development goes ahead, these other projects will suffer from lack of manpower and focus.

h. Years and Years The sign up to purchase the Court House is just the beginning of a “for ever” contract for the community. What is the clear community benefit to justify this?   

	

	4. Chances of Success
	a. Political will from Scottish Government Support from Community Right to Buy team. 
b. Support from HIE for the Business Plan, Feasibility Study, Architectural drawings via consultants. This should give independent assessment of whether it is sensible to proceed and if so with which type of project(s). This is a considerable investment (potentially £40k) and may identify the “big win” we need. For example if it is the botanic garden, realistic projection of visitor numbers, cost of creation and maintenance. This should be in much more detail than we can manage ourselves. Also would include speaking to planning, building control & conservation with potentially more clout.

c. NHI Expertise  Tom Campbell and his team have connections in Town Planning and Historic Buildings and again may help to identify and flesh out the “big win” that would bring the community benefit to justify the long term community commitment.

d. Public support The meeting on 27th and word on the street since indicates broad support for a community led solution. The devil will be in the detail, but if we get all the support above and lay out the business plan (if the feasibility study shows one is viable) then it is up to the community to decide via the ballot. We will have given it our best shot. We need to be honest about the long term nature of the commitment and the need for community capacity building to ensure continuity of management of the community asset in the long term.


	

	5. Chances of Failure
	a. Costs/lack of revenue funding Maintenance costs of an historic building and potentially a large heated glass house. JMcM has annual costs of botanic garden at £83k.
b. Public Support If we fail to deliver at any stage in the process, the DACIC credibility, which is only just starting to grow, will be lost. This may also apply if we turn down the chance to proceed at the first hurdle on 21st September. If the public vote did not support a DACIC plan it could undermine future opportunities from organisations like HIE which need assurance that DACIC has a mandate
c. Planning Restrictions Our initial discussions with the Highland Council indicate that a café in the building would not be supported, but would be OK in the botanic garden. Also the offices have to stay as they are (yet the record store was obviously changed from the original). The glass house could not touch the listed building but a modern structure in the garden would be acceptable. Bigger ideas from the Feasibility Study may not be acceptable, or at least will have to be well justified. Generally a Grade B listed building will be difficult and expensive to change in any significant way and it may be essential to make changes to ensure financial viability.
	

	6. Possible way forward
	A phased approach:

a. purchase the building & with management contract encourage professional office lets in an iconic building, with complementary lecture space in the Court Room and meeting room space.

b. retain and develop the Tourist Information experience e.g. with Exhibition space let to  Historylinks, and retail space

c. develop a Heritage Tourism product round the Court Room

d. develop the Court Room as a wedding ceremony venue and as part of a wedding package.

e. develop the “big win” e.g. botanic garden that would transform the tourism opportunities for Dornoch (and generate enough income to make the whole project sustainable)
…imagine coaches from Invergordon, parking in the developed Abattoir site with superb public toilets, in site of Historylinks and the botanic garden. Walking through the garden for a heritage tour of the Court House, and then out to the Cathedral and rest of the town. People coming especially to see the gardens all year round. An extended season, an empowered and confident community attracting new families to stay and work here. Contributing to our growing Dornoch as an ideal place to live, work & visit.
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