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Introduction.

This document is produced by the Forest Fields Independent Residents Group and explains our reasons for opposing the proposal by the Nottingham City Council to permanently close Noel Street Swimming Pools (Noel Street) and build a new Leisure Pool on the Forest Recreation Ground (The Forest). 

We are also very concerned at the prospects of the permanent closure of The Victoria Leisure Centre (Victoria) and we fully support those in the community who oppose the closure of their local Leisure Resource.

The majority of the detail of the document deals with Noel Street and The Forest but it touches on Victoria. Indeed many of the comments applicable to Noel Street will also apply to Victoria.

Summary of findings

Noel Street

1) Serves a socially deprived area. (1.2)

2) Used by 16 schools, 10 clubs and provides limited but popular women-only sessions. (1.3)

3) With imaginative promotion and consultation with users and the community would have a healthy future. (1.4)

Victoria

1) Serves socially deprived areas. (2.2) 

2) Used by 12 schools, at least 8 swimming clubs and a range of sports clubs. The Beer Festival would need a new location. (2.3)

3) Closure of the Baths is probably illegal (2.4)

The Forest

1) A vitally important open space on which further development could put the Council in contempt of Parliament. (3.1)

2) Planning application is virtually certain to be called in. (ibid.)

3) Development of a Leisure Centre on the Forest has not previously featured in any Leisure Services or Labour Party proposals.

Proposed new Centre

1) The same money could redevelop Noel Street and Victoria. (4.1)

2) Location is wrong and more open space will be taken in the future.(4.2)

3) Insufficient swimming space to meet all needs if other baths close.(4.4)

4) Increase in pollution in area and loss of rare plant.(4.5)

5) Will not meet health needs. (4.6)

6) Inadequate and flawed consultation and betrayal of manifesto promises. (4.7)

7) Cost to low income users likely to be prohibitive.(4.8)

1 Noel Street

The present Baths were apparently erected in the 1930’s although there is a record of baths being on the site in the late 19th Century. At one point these were known as Scotholme Baths and further research is being conducted to ascertain more detail of the history of this site which was until the 1870’s outside the city boundary in Basford Parish.

 The Baths provide an amenity to a local population largely based in New Basford, Forest Fields, and Hyson Green.

1.2. Demographic profile

The following profile covers Hyson Green and Forest Fields which fall within the boundaries of Radford and Forest Wards but the profile of New Basford would be very similar.

 From information derived from the 1991 Census we see that the population of Forest ward was just over 10000 and Radford Ward 8600. In both wards the population under 16 is rather higher than is the case for Greater Nottingham while the pensioner population is significantly lower. In both wards there is an above average concentration of lone parents (over one third contrasted with 28% for Greater Nottingham.

 Hyson Green and Forest Fields are amongst the most socially disadvantaged areas in the County. The disadvantages are multiple, and consistent over time. The statistics to justify this statement can be found in the 1994 County Disadvantaged Area Study.

1.3 Other users

The baths are used by 16 schools for the teaching of swimming which is the only compulsory Physical Education subject in the national Curriculum and the campaign to save the baths has had written support from a number of the school Heads. One Head has produced detailed information as to why she considers the layout of Noel Street so suitable for school swimming (Appendix 1).

 Ten swimming or sub aqua clubs use the baths regularly. Community Rooms which may or may not continue to be available are used for aerobics, meetings and other activities even though the prices charged for room hire are substantially higher than similar premises.

  The Baths currently offer very popular women-only swimming sessions on a limited basis. In Forest and Radford wards over15% of the population originate from the Indian sub-continent and the overwhelming majority of these from Pakistan. There are powerful cultural and other arguments for the maintenance and extension of these sessions which might well not be possible in the proposed new Centre.

1.4. The Future

Whilst it is undoubtedly true that the baths are not fully utilised, this can be attributed to years of neglect and an absolute failure on the part of Leisure Services to promote them as a local resource.

However the closure proposals and the associated campaign has substantially raised the local profile of the baths and this can be developed if sufficient money is made available to improve or redevelop them to an acceptable standard and imagination is used in promotion.

Additionally the outward leg of the NET tram will pass by the baths and this will provide a further marketing opportunity and ongoing consultation with the client base could determine other needs and opportunities. Indeed a firm commitment on the part of the City to involve the local community and users in the future of the baths could ensure that a bid for Lottery funding was successful.

The City Council has a stated planning policy of developing “urban villages” around the City and in this context it makes little sense to remove one of the major resources from this area.

2 Victoria Baths and Leisure Centre

2.1 Users

Baths have existed on this site since the early 1850’s and these now not only serve the residents of St. Ann’s, Sneinton and Bakersfields but are also extensively used by City centre workers for swimming, squash and the unique and much valued sauna complex.

2.2 Demographic profile
St. Ann’s North was the highest scoring of the areas listed as being in extreme social need with St. Ann’s South and Sneinton Hermitage/Meadow Lane in the next group of high scoring areas.

In addition three of the areas served by Victoria are among the seven areas having the highest percentages of lone parent household
.

2. Other users
12 schools and least 8 swimming etc. societies use the baths. A number of other sports clubs use the Centre regularly and the large hall is used for various functions including the Beer Festival.

Additionally the Centre provides lunchtime sessions used by city-centre workers.

2. History
Under Section 53 (or subsection 53) of the General Inclosures Act 1845 Act (see page25) the City authorities were empowered to appropriate, from certain specified lands allocated, up to 5 acres “..for the purpose of forming, and shall make and form thereon public baths….for the use of the inhabitants of the said town of Nottingham for ever”
 (our emphasis).

Under these powers the Council took two acres, one rood and twenty-nine perches for the creation thereon of the public baths and washhouses which now form the Victoria baths.

It would appear that closing the baths would involve a breach of the 1845 Act by the City Council.

3 The Forest

Under the Inclosure Act of 1845 The Forest was given to the City Corporation to be used for ever as a place of public walks and recreation.

3.1 The importance of the Forest as recreational open space.

The City of Nottingham Local Plan has identified the Forest Fields area as an area of local space deficiency and in the Area Review Summary dealing with the Forest Fields area it is noted that:

“ The Forest Recreation Ground is an important resource for a wide area but it requires investment in a programme of improvements if its potential is to be maximised.”

The document from which the above was extracted laid down the City Council’s blueprint for The Forest and was, we understand, presented to Parliament, as evidence of the City Council’s intentions, when The Greater Nottingham Light Rapid Transit Bill was debated. Nowhere, in the document, is the building of a Leisure Complex mooted.

During the progress of The Greater Nottingham Light Rapid Bill it was agreed, under the direction of the Select Committee, that a substantial part of the hard standing currently used for the Park and Ride should be put back to grass for playing fields.

There is a strong possibility that Parliament could take grave exception to the City resiling on promises given by re-writing its plans for the Forest and negating Parliament’s desire to extend green space by building on virtually the same square yardage so soon after funding for the NET was agreed. This matter has been referred to the local Member of Parliament and will be taken further if necessary. It is also virtually certain that the Council’s planning application will be called in by the Secretary of State.

We have been privileged to inherit our open spaces from our predecessors and have an obligation to hand them on to our successors. It is widely accepted that the City centre has suffered from the developments in the 1950’s and 1960’s and we must ensure that future generations do not curse our vandalism.

The City Council constantly states that the Forest development will use “only 3%” of the Forest open space. Any encroachment onto inner city green space is unacceptable and it is not just the size of the Centre’s ‘footprint’ that concerns us. Whatever the skills of the architects it would be an aesthetic intrusion into a beautiful area of the Forest.

‘Urban quality depends on the creation and protection of green space in cities, for amenity and recreation. Decisions on  alternative uses of open space should take into account the needs of future generations, for once developed it is gone forever ….’
(quoted in ‘Space to Breathe’ Nottingham City Council, Leisure Services 

4 The proposed new Centre.
There is no objection, in principle, to the provision of the sort of Centre envisaged by the City Council but the objections to the present proposal can be summarised as follows:

4.1 Cost

The money to be allocated for the new Centre could and should be used to renovate/rebuild Noel Street and Victoria.

3. Location.

The permanent loss of valuable open space is a cost to which no councillor should be a party and more space is almost certain to be needed. The Watermeadows Centre in Mansfield has 250 parking spaces for a far smaller catchment area whereas only 150 have been initially allocated for the Forest development

3. Loss to communities

The “hidden cost of the new Centre is the loss of the other pools. Both pools are considered by local users to be community resources and residents in the areas affected will not forgive those who remove these from the areas.

3. Logistics

Both Noel Street and Victoria are each closed for public swimming for five hours during the school day for school swimming and for several evenings a week for swimming clubs etc. It will not be possible for a reasonable amount of public swimming time to be available for those who enjoy/need “up and down swimming” or for the women only sessions.

The charts at Appendix 2 indicate quite clearly the impossibility of one new 25m pool accommodating the needs now satisfied by the four pools planned for closure. They also indicate how little scope there presently exists to build on the present usage.

3. Ecological

Despite the stated aim of aiming to get potential users onto buses the there can be no doubt that the approach roads will have to accommodate a great deal more traffic especially as Councillors intend attracting a substantial proportion of Watermeadows customers. The roads involved have already been highlighted for the existing very high degree of traffic caused pollution.

The development would destroy 99% of the city’s stock of the rare Meadow Saxifrage, a plant identified in the Notts.Biodiversity Plan as being a priority for conservation.

3. Health

We should all be concerned at the certain increase in pollution near a Leisure resource at a time when child asthma and other pollution related illnesses are showing such a marked increase

Additionally the closing of local baths (it should not be forgotten that Northern baths have already gone) will work against the very serious attempts by the medical profession to use exercise to tackle heart diseases and stress related illnesses (particularly stress caused by overcrowded or sub-standard accommodation).

The Nottingham Primary Care Group of medical practitioners is currently developing a range of policies including the provision of “exercise on prescription”. The further patients have to travel the less likely it is that they would be able to take advantage of what could well be life extending measures.

3. Lack of consultation.

Earlier consultation was on the basis of the original Leisure 2000 strategy which promised a leisure centre, with a modern, quality indoor pool, in each main district of the city and a regional leisure centre, based in the city.

Apart from public meetings called by this group there has been no consultation with those served by either baths apart from a tiny minority who might have been selected by the telephone pollsters employed by the City to conduct a spurious poll aimed at achieving a predetermined result. Asking two loaded and leading questions is not what most reasonable people would call consultation! There has been no consultation on the closure of the local baths.

It could also be said that we had another consultation exercise at the last city elections for which the Labour Party manifesto promised :

“A Labour City Council will continue to ensure

that Nottingham’s parks and open spaces are

properly managed and maintained by:

…. continuing the phased improvement of the

 Forest Recreation Ground”

Nowhere can we find any reference to any substantial building work on the Forest until March 1999.

3. Probable costs to users

All of the Centres of a similar type looked at by us charge substantially more per session. For example Sheffield charges £3.40 peak, £2.60 off peak for their Leisure Pool and £3.25 and £2.90 respectively for Lane Swimming
 (hourly charges). Higher plant costs and staffing costs because of the high numbers of life-savers needed for the free form pool will apply no less in Nottingham and those who will be forced onto public transport because of the loss of their local pool may find a family swimming trip well beyond their financial reach.
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