TOPO Steering Group strategy meeting #2, Thurs 13th December 2012, 
7.00 - 9.00pm, Kingston Environment Centre

Minutes
Present: Marilyn Mason (MM, note-taker), Peter Mason (PM), David Randall (DR), Jean Vidler (JV, Chair), Aniela Zaba (AZ)
Apologies for absence: none
1. Notes and actions from last meeting + matters arising: AZ would be main contact for Fundraising sub-group, and would recruit "experts" and seek help from others in SG. MM had revised and circulated new Expressions of Interest, DR and PM had received approx 6 back. 
2. Updates - MM had exchanged emails with new group campaigning for an community arts centre at the old Regal cinema/former bingo hall and was arranging a meeting with Kingston Arts to discuss plans, overlaps, co-operation etc. It would be useful to have Kingston Arts support for TOPO.  AZ was also aware of the Regal campaigners, who had already talked to the new owner/developer, Wahid Samadi of CNM Estates, though plans and prospects seemed uncertain. It would be important to differentiate the TOPO offer (based on earlier research and open public meetings) from others such as this one (which seemed to mainly be for a large performance space) and the All Saints one.

- DR had attended a Regeneration Leaders' Network meeting and met a consultant who said that local councils had money for predevelopment planning that we could access.

- The site: there were rumours that the TOPO site had been sold, but nothing confirmed, and no indication of how far along the process a sale might be. AZ would try to find out more and keep us informed. 

- MM gave an outline of contents of prospectus* and would start fleshing it out as it could be needed sooner than anticipated, and we should have something ready and readable by press, RBK, public etc, even if it remained work in progress. MM would circulate it for comment and it would need to be updated as plans firmed up - detailed business and spatial plans would be needed for completion (as Appendices). DR would send MM "Have Your Say" responses for inclusion of selected positive comments. 

- MM also reminded that there was some "visioning" re Kingston town centre plans going on, and that the town centre "Kingston Plan" for 2020, published in 2009 could soon be revised - and DR pointed out that it did contain objectives helpful to TOPO plans (see for example Theme 3 Objective 10 on social and cultural life of the community).

- TOPO website (http://e-voice.org.uk/topo/) - MM was populating it with useful links and docs as it could be a better more permanent resource than Facebook - and we could also contact "members" via the website. MM would continue to encourage Facebook members to join website.

- Expressions of interest: DR would get one from Gaynor Pate who had suggested a creche as an element in TOPO.

3. Strategy and tactics: Neil Webster (NW) joined us for this part of the meeting, which was used to clarify the options open to us and discuss the best way(s) to proceed.
- MM reiterated the process that she and PM had assumed TOPO would be following, i e, working with the Council to get all or some of the TOPO buildings as "planning gain" (what used to be called Section 106, where a developer has to give something to the community in return for planning permission), a strategy that seems workable (and with no need to approach the developer directly as yet, or to compete with a developer/purchaser of the site), which is why MM and PM are urging caution and working with the Council as far as possible.
TOPO would ask for some or all of the listed buildings on the site (or failing that, an acceptable town centre alternative) to be handed over to a TOPO management group/trustees/CIC/... in a sound state (utilities, roof, insulation etc to at least building regulation and habitable standards) on a long lease at a low or peppercorn rent. 
The “planning gain” is determined by the Council and the process is not completely transparent, as MM had found via CARA (and see http://e-voice.org.uk/topo/files/view/useful-background-info/planning_obligations_finalised.pdf), but we had made a start by establishing in MM, PM and DR's meeting with Roy Thompson, RBK Head of Place and Darren Richards, RBK Planning (a) that some kind of community hub had previously been part of Council plans for the site but their ideas had been too vague to implement, and (b) that RBK currently had no competing plans for planning gain on that site. 
- Benefit to the developer would be planning permission for the rest of the site. 
- Benefits to TOPO of a free or cheap habitable building(s) are obvious; including that it would enable facilities to be hired out to community groups etc at affordable cost, and fund-raising could then be dedicated to fitting out. We should ask for the maximum space at the lowest cost as our initial demand, while understanding that ultimately we might not get all the buildings and could be asked to pay a commercial rent.
- Benefits to the Council include: our ideas (more creative and imaginative than anything the Council has or could come up with) and commitment to managing TOPO as a useful and attractive community/arts/environmental hub in the town, a viable alternative to the retail and offices that are of declining value and interest to developers and councils; employment/self-employment/apprenticeship opportunities for local people including artists; conservation and use of Grade 2 listed building(s); an economically sustainable Environment Centre if KEC became the main leaseholder/manager/landlord; a visible contribution to RBK's commitment to environmental sustainability at little or no cost to the Council. 
- There are risks: RBK could come up with alternative planning gain demands, e g, much needed affordable housing; we could get nothing (a possibility whatever strategy we chose); we could be offered an alternative building in the town centre if the developer has viable plans for the Grade 2 buildings (which could actually be a win for us as a newer building is likely to be more comfortable and cheaper to maintain); longer term, our business plan could turn out to be over-optimistic and TOPO could struggle financially. 
So, we should continue to work on making the TOPO proposals as attractive to the wider community and to the Council as we can, and to seek wider community support. 
- DR acknowledged that it would not after all be possible to list the TOPO buildings as an "asset of community value" -  they did not qualify as they had not been a community asset for some time and were partially derelict. DR, JV and AZ felt it was still worth pursuing ways of funding purchase of the buildings, as had community groups in other towns, e g ATMOS in Totnes. MM and PM accepted that this, unlike the "asset of community value" tactic (which could have blocked any development at all, and would have given us just 6 months to raise money to bid for purchase), could proceed alongside the "planning gain" request as an option or fall-back position, though they expressed reservations about the amount of money needed to purchase even part of this valuable site, and the difficulties of match-funding (if required) millions of pounds and managing a conversion/development project, neither of which they personally wished to undertake, though remained happy to assist with Phase 1 of the TOPO campaign. 
- The Funding sub-group would investigate potential sources of funding, Ts&Cs, deadlines etc from e g crowd-sourcing, HLF, National Trust..., and the Business Planning sub-group were optimistic that the community hub could generate enough income to pay more than just running costs (i e, could pay rent or loan repayment). MM pointed out that running, heating and maintaining a Grade 2 listed building would not be cheap and that if TOPO was to attract funding or investment or a loan we would need to proceed to Phase 2 and become a properly constituted entity of some kind.
- NW pointed out other possible routes, e g via Neighbourhoods (a still-to-be-fully-worked-out outcome of the Localism Act), as in the local pilot project One Norbiton, where the local community contributes to the neighbourhood plan and budgeting. 
- AZ had been discussing with the V-C of Kingston University the need for work space for art graduates, to encourage them to stay in Kingston and develop creative industries. Low-cost space such as TOPO was proposing could be very attractive to KU, and AZ would set up a meeting with KU with a view to working in some kind of partnership with them.
4. Working groups progress: there was little new to report as no sub-group meetings had taken place yet. 
On spatial planning PM reported that his ex-architect/developer friend Colin Stokes had embarked on background reading and they hoped to meet soon; he would also look into recruiting other advisers if necessary. 
The fundraising sub-group, led by AZ, would meet soon to identify and explore possible funding sources, MM would help if/when required. 
Business planning group (DR, JV) would be meeting with Tariq Shabeer. It would be very useful to have more Expressions of Interest to work with, so reminders should go out (AZ, MM) and MM suggested that where there were community hub needs, e g the cafe, that had no current "owner" we should do some research and complete the forms ourselves. [MM volunteers to do one for a hypothetical cafe, using ideas and research gathered so far.]
5. Money issues: JV anticipated no problem about KEC holding funds up to £1000 as suggested at last meeting, and would be meeting with KEC treasurer soon.
AZ would investigate funding sources for feasibility study. NW also suggested investigating property crowd sourcing and would send some info about this.
It has been made clear several times now by various parties at RBK that the Council will not fund a TOPO community hub, either for initial purchase or long-term running, so we should proceed to fundraise elsewhere on that assumption.
6. AOB: there was nothing to note
6. Date of next (monthly) SG meeting: Wed 23 Jan, 7.00pm @ Kingston Environment Centre (standing agenda for next month attached)
MM, 14/12/12
NOTES
* Outline prospectus

Summary:

What the TOPO consortium is proposing and offering


The current social and economic context 

Who or what is TOPO?

The TOPO proposals in more detail, the "vision"
Inspirations and models - other places that have done something like TOPO to show it is feasible
The business plan - readable brief summary
The spatial plan - readable brief summary, with architect's drawing(s) of how it might look
The TOPO "story" (with quotes from Have Your Say, post-it notes etc)
Appendices:



Site plan


Details of business plan (as much as possible, as work in progress, JV, DR)


Details of spatial plans (as much as possible in the absence of site visits and surveys, PM)

Possible funding sources (AZ, JV)
