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Committee Report

Public



Date of Meeting:


26 August 2004

Title:


PROPOSED TRANSFER OF TALKIN TARN FROM COUNTY COUNCIL TO CITY COUNCIL

Report of:


HEAD OF PROPERTY SERVICES

Report reference:
PS 16/04

Summary:

This report provides Members with an update of work being compiled in relation to the proposed asset transfer.

Recommendations:  It is recommend that:

1. This report be noted – including the proposed timetable.

2. A special Community Overview and Scrutiny be arranged during October to discuss and scrutinise the detail.
Officer:
David Atkinson
Ext:
 7420

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 This report was requested by the Chairman to provide background information and update on progress in respect to the transfer of Talkin Tarn to the City Council.

1.2 Investigations are ongoing in order to prepare a corporate business case and option appraisal for Members’ consideration in the autumn.

1.3 The Executive at its meeting on 26 April agreed (resolution EX 094/04):

1. That the Executive confirms that it wishes, in principle, to proceed with the transfer of ownership of Talkin Tarn, subject to final terms being negotiated which the Executive are able to approve.

2. That officers be authorised to negotiate terms, explore appropriate funding options, including ways of increasing income from the estate, and submit a further report to the Executive for consideration as part of this Council’s budgetary process.

3. That the matter be referred to the appropriate Overview and Scrutiny Committee for consultation and observations.

4. That officers be requested to explore opportunities for cultural, environmental and educational enhancements at Talkin Tarn.  

1.4 Furthermore, this Committee on 6 May 2004 (resolution CLS.74/04) agreed:

1. That the Committee supports the Executive’s decision and the continued negotiation with the County Council, particularly in respect of the inclusion of the hotel.

2. That the Committee looks forward to further reports on this matter in the future.

1.5 This report provides an update for Members in advance of the final case now being prepared.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 The transfer of Talkin Tarn and the surrounding landed estate provides Carlisle City Council with a significant opportunity to invest and manage a naturally beautiful resource for the well being of the area.


2.2 Particularly, to reaffirm its community leadership role in accordance with the Council’s powers as stated in the Local Government Act 2000: ‘Promotion of Well-being’ - the promotion or improvement of the economic, social and environmental well-being.  


2.3 The objective shall be to provide informal countryside recreation, balanced with sound habitat and interpretation of the natural environment, and increase community awareness.


3. COMMUNITY NEEDS 

3.1 Overall surveys 
  have identified the following issues and public comments. 

Perceptions

· What influenced people’s perceptions and deterred them from using parks and green spaces?

A Poor Public Image

· Lack, or poor condition of facilities, especially seats, toilets and play opportunities for children.

· The incidence of anti-social behaviour.  The potential for conflict between children and adults is often cited, but there are increasing concerns over undesirable characters and “stranger danger”. 

· Concerns about dogs and dog mess.

· Safety and other “psychological” issues including feelings of fear and vulnerability based on experiences and perceived concerns.  This applies not only to people’s own personal fears, but also especially to fears for their children.

· Environmental quality issues such as litter, graffiti and vandalism. 


The Ideal Park

The University of Sheffield’s research posed the question “what makes the ideal park”?


· Variety.  “Its good to have many different experiences – meadows, formal area, water”.

· Vegetation: trees, greenery and flowers.

· Water in all its forms: fountains, lakes, ponds, streams and waterfalls.

· Sensory stimulation, scent and colour.

· Opportunities for play.

· Provision for young people.

· Comforts such as seating, shelters and toilets.

· Attractive catering offer.

3.2 A Talkin Tarn Customer Attitudes Survey 
  has been undertaken previously.  Its findings are:-

Reasons for visit.  When asked to say why they visited Talkin Tarn (no prompts), the most common response from visitors was for “walking and / or fresh air” (70% of respondents).  33% of responses mentioned scenery or views, and 20% mentioned the tea-room.  The full analysis is:-

· Walking / fresh air

70%

· Scenery / views

33%

· Team room


20%

· Dog walking


12%

· Rowing / watersports

10%

· Woodland visit


6%

· Disabled access

6%

· Photography / painting
3%

· Feed the ducks

3%

NB.  Figures do not total 100% as some respondents mentioned more than one factor.

First Impressions.  When asked about their first impressions, with no prompts, the most common response (25%) was the natural beauty of the setting.  Next was the fact that the site was “busy” (20%). Ample car parking attracted 16% of comments, while on the other hand the pot-holes were the first thing noticed by 12% of respondents.  In descending order the full list was:


· Natural beauty of the countryside

· Busy nature of Site 

· Amply car parking

· Pot holes

· A big lake 

· Lack of visitor information

Unfulfilled wants.  When asked what additional facilities / activities visitors would like to see at Talkin Tarn, the following suggestions were put forward:-

· More watersports events

32%

· More wildlife walks / events

27%

· Camping / caravan improvements
14%

· Concerts



14%

· Craft events



14%

· Barbecues



14%

· Older children’s play area

9%

· Spiritual experience


4%

However, a significant minority of people (18%) said that they would prefer not to see any new facilities or events as they might “spoil the peace” or “spoil the beauty”.

Satisfaction ratings.  Existing provision was rated in a very simple, 3-point format (good, fair or poor).  Assuming that a “good” or “fair” rating equates to being satisfied, the significant results were:

· Paths (condition, use-ability)

96%

· Seating (condition, quantity)

88%

· Safety (provision)


85%

3.3 Feasibility Study 1999
3.3.1 Cumbria County Council undertook a detailed feasibility study including an assessment of community needs in 1999.  The summary from consultation of community needs was:-

Summary - Visitor Experience Issues – Casual Users  

Issue
Action Required

Poor welcome.
Install new welcome / information panels at entrance to car park.

Lack of visitor information and interpretation.
Produce interpretative plan and install interpretation / information.

Toilets in poor condition.
Demolish and build new toilets / showers.

Lack of benches, existing benches in a poor state of repair.
Replace existing benches, add new benches at intervals around the Tarn.

Poor disabled access around Tarn.
Repair and widen footpaths. 

Rebuild kissing gates to enable wheelchair access.  

Consider facilities for visually impaired and other disabilities.  

Undertake disability audit.  


Education room in poor condition.
Demolish and build new education facility.

Camp site facilities inadequate.
Provide washing up facilities.  

Provide wc / showers near / on the site.

Uncontrolled barbecues and fires.
Provide a barbecue / camp fire area.

Remove or locate incineration area.

Summary - Visitor Experience Issues – Sports Users 

Issue
Action Required

Proliferation of pond weed restricts lengths of bank availability for angling and rowing.
Selective cutting of pond weed.

Sailing club have no base with view of lake from which to manage events / safety.
Make Boathouse available for use by sailing and other clubs.

Nowhere for clubs to meet, hold prize giving etc.
Provide use in proposed new education room.

Poor drainage in area where sailing club stores boats.
Improve drainage.

Congestion and vehicle movements potential danger to pedestrians in area behind boathouse.
Management of vehicle access.

Some conflict between anglers and people walking around the Tarn.
Install angling platforms.

Overhanging trees a problem for anglers when casting.
Selective tree cutting.

Lack of communication between clubs.
Install clubs’ notice board.

Hold regular user forum meetings.

Requirement to provide safety boat cover restricts sailing club member’s ability to qualify in race series.
Allow sailing club members to drive rescue boat.

Rowing club boathouse roof lights overgrown with moss.
Clean moss from roof.

No back up in event of rescue boat failure.
Obtain back-up boat and staffing.

Rescue boat unreliable.
Overhaul or replace rescue boat.  Implement rescue boat maintenance system.

4. ASSESSMENT OF ASSETS

4.1 General

4.2 Talkin Tarn estate is located in the East Cumbria countryside, 12 miles east of the sub-regional centre of Carlisle and 1 mile south of the town of Brampton.  The park comprises 74.85 hectares (185 acres), including a 26 hectares tarn (65 acres) surrounded by mature woodland, farmland and wet grassland.  There is a café, shop, rowing club building, education portacabin, two boathouses and an area designated as a campsite.

4.3 Natural Heritage  

4.3.1 Most of the site area is within Talkin Tarn Country Park and covered by open water (26 ha).  The estate also includes ancient broadleaf woodland (8 ha), Scot’s pine plantation (0.75 hectares), marshy grassland (2.25 ha) and a small area of wet heath (2.5 ha).  The wet heath is managed under the Countryside Stewardship Scheme and is enclosed and lightly grazed by sheep to promote heather regeneration.  The habitat is good for invertebrates and supports a relatively large population of fox moth.  
4.3.2 Approximately one hundred bird species have been recorded in the park including barn owl, great northern diver, crossbill, wood warbler, osprey and hen harrier.  In summer the Tarn is heavily used for recreational purposes and highly disturbed.  In mid-winter the Tarn is of county importance for goosander, and many years supports enough birds to be of national importance.  Large flocks of brambling are regular winter visitors to the large beeches.

4.3.3 Breeding bird species include tufted duck, canada goose, common sandpiper, grey wagtail, redstart, wood warbler and tree pipit.  Passage birds include avocet, green and wood sandpiper, greenshank, black-tailed godwit, dunlin, turnstone, black tern and little gull.

4.3.4 The nationally scarce and declining sword-leaved helleborine is present at this site in good numbers.  The Tarn also supports the nationally scarce longstalked pond weed with red squirrels remain prevalent in the woodland.

4.4 Key issues for conservation management at the Tarn are: 
  

Item
Objective

Sword-leaved helleborine
Maintain and increase colonies.

Water quality
Improve, eliminate nutrient sources

Biodiversity
Maintain and enhance

Tree health
Make safe

Water weeds
Create clear water areas for boating

4.5 The Built Environment

4.5.1 The current built environment contains:-

(1) Tea room - A substantial building of two-storeys, of stone and pitched slate roof construction overlooking the Tarn containing a tea room and gift shop in good structural order but requiring some remedial repairs and disabled access adaptations.

(2) Two boathouses - adjoining the Tarn itself, both of stone and pitched roof construction, which require considerable repair, particularly that boathouse known as Farlam where major underpinning is required.

(3) A stable / storeroom - of timber and pitched roof construction in a very poor condition requiring replacement.

(4) Store – occupied by the Talkin Tarn Amateur Rowing Club, of mono pitched roof and timber and concrete walled construction, in reasonable condition.

(5) Public toilets – a timber walled and tiled pitched roof constructed, detached building with adjoining septic tank in the grounds of the estate of extremely poor construction, requiring replacement.

(6) Warden’s office and education facilities – a portacabin of timber construction with a flat roof in a very poor condition requiring replacement.


(7) Car park – of gravelled surface, in barely adequate order and requiring continual maintenance.  


(8) Unadopted highway access – from the main road to the site.

(9) Footpaths – in reasonable order but requiring adaptation for disabled access legislation requirements in part and then continual maintenance.


(10) Services – electricity and water connections but no gas nor mains sewerage system.  

4.6 Cumbria County Council own the freehold in perpetuity.  A report on title considers that it is marketable.  The transfer document will be free of restrictions upon use.  There are covenants relating to title, none of which are unusual. 

4.7 As a community asset and without the hotel, the estate has been valued according to the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors Appraisal and Valuation Standards and has a nil market value. 
  As a commercial leisure asset, subject to planing permission being forthcoming, for a range of small scale resources, the estate, without the hotel, would have a small positive value.

4.8 The proposal as detailed in Appendix A is that it shall be transferred from the County Council at nil consideration subject to a dowry for five years to cover some of the costs of maintenance.  

4.9 Officers have raised formally with the County Council the possibility of transferring the hotel with the remainder of the estate.  The County have indicated that the existing offer remains the one for City consideration.  It is on this assumption that the corporate business case is being prepared.  The County Council proposes to retain the hotel and is adamant that this shall be the case.

4.10 The estate has significant cultural and ecological value – similar to other City Council community assets such as its parks and countryside over the long term – on the assumption that it is maintained at an appropriate standard.



5. INVESTMENT OPTIONS

5.1 Scheme Concept

5.1.1 Taking into account the community needs outlined chapter 3, it is intended that Carlisle City Council proposes to take ownership and responsibility of the Talkin Tarn estate and then invest in its refurbishment, renewal and environmental enhancement through a proactive strategy.


Overall objectives:

(1) To retain public ownership and access of the Talkin Tarn estate by transferring it from the County Council to the City Council.

(2) To provide enhanced facilities for the public through a general refurbishment and upgrade of the buildings.

(3) To improve public access and comply with Disabled Discrimination legislation by upgrading appropriate footpaths and car park.

(4) To improve the ecological and environmental aspects of the estate.

(5) To bring forward proactive management which promotes various Carlisle City Council corporate objectives in relation to leisure, culture, environmental and educational themes.

5.2 Scheme Outline

5.2.1 The freehold title of Talkin Tarn estate to transfer from the County Council to the City Council.


5.2.2 A programme of building works will commence to update the estate to a standard similar to City Council assets over a period of 3-years: particularly, to enhance visitor facilities, including:-

· New toilet facilities.

· New classroom facilities.

· Improved warden and club facilities.

· Refurbished café and gift shop area.

· Works to improve public access.

· Improved car parking.


· Security measures after dark.

· Safe area for children

5.2.3 A proactive management ethos to be introduced on site, including:-

· Enhanced staffing, particularly in relation to ecological management and a sense of safety, security and well being.


· The improvement of children’s and adult’s community education programmes.

· Reducing vandalism where possible.


· Reducing anti-social behaviour by working with Community Police.  

· Litter bins to encourage dog walkers to deposit wrapped waste in them.

· Dog bans in the children’s play area.

5.2.4 A five-year management plan for the estate to encompass:-

· Making the best use of the heritage and natural surroundings.

· Helping to improve Carlisle’s image.

· Promoting a healthy lifestyle.

· Developing and promoting tourism initiatives.

· Developing educational activities.

· Supporting the Council’s rural strategy.

· Promoting the estate on the web.

· Other proactive marketing.

· News leaflets.

· Community and school events.

5.3 Overall Scheme Costs

5.3.1 Three costed options are being investigated through the appointment of architects for Members’ consideration in the business case.
5.3.2 Capital and revenue costs are being estimated at a detailed level. 
5.3.3 The budgetary implications are to be analysed as part of the Council’s Medium Term Financial Plan shortly.
5.3.4 There will be a budget shortfall because this is to be run as a community asset – and new income sources will need to help pay for the scheme – including a proposal to introduce a small car park charge.


6. ONGOING WORKLOAD

6.1 The following elements of work are being undertaken in order to provide appropriate advice:-
(1) The commissioning of architects to draw up three options for consultation -  including detailed costings.

(2) Further discussions with the Environment Agency to agree an environmental protocol, particularly in relation to the blue-green algae issue.


(3) Detailed and confidential investigations regarding personnel issues because staff will transfer.

(4) A feasibility study by a catering expert on the future options for the café / tea room.

(5) Analysis of the capital and revenue costs.

(6) Discussion with the County Council in relation to final terms of transfer, including any change in negotiating position regarding the hotel.

(7) Preparation of the Business Case.

(8) Arrangements for stakeholder consultation.

7. BACKGROUND PAPERS

7.1 The level of detail required to come to conclusions is significant.  A binder of information is available in the Property Services office for viewing if Members’ wish.  This includes:-
(1) Cumbria County Council – Report on Title dated 16 January 2004.

(2) Hyde Harrington Property Consultants – Condition Appraisal of Talkin Tarn – 24 March 2004. 

(3) Environmental Advice Centre Ltd – Report On Ecological Matters – April 2004.

(4) Capita Arboricultural Report On Woodland Management – March 2004.

(5) Bowles Green Partnership – Talkin Tarn Country Park Feasibility Study – Final report to Cumbria County Council – December 1999.

(6) District Valuers valuation – March 2004.


There are a number of private reports which is intended to remain confidential.  These include:

(1) Cumbria County Council – Schedule of Property Income as of January 2004.

(2) Cumbria County Council – Talkin Tarn Catering Trade Summary – 1 April 2002 – 31 March 2003 and 1 April 2003 – 31 March 2004.

(3) Cumbria County Council – Personnel information as at July 2004.


(4) District Valuer’s valuation and Head of Property Services analysis – from March 2004.

8. TIMETABLE

8.1 The proposed timetable for proceeding is:-
· 11 October:
City Council Executive

· October:
City Council Special Community Overview & Scrutiny if Members of this Committee wish.

· October:
Brampton consultation meeting with invited stakeholders at the Irthing Centre

· 8 November:
City Council Executive

· 23 November:
Full Council

9. CONCLUSIONS

9.1 Talkin Tarn estate provides the Council with a significant opportunity and many positive links can be made between the Council’s objectives, priorities and the future use of the Tarn as a community asset.  Of course there are other equally deserving schemes and, ultimately, a decision will be required about whether to pursue this one – or others.
9.2 The main corporate objective in the new Corporate Plan which directly links to the Talkin Tarn scheme is:


9.3 The Council, as the owner of parks and green spaces, has the essential stewardship role of ensuring that these assets are managed and maintained for the enjoyment of present and future generations 
.  

9.4 Carlisle City Council has a significant track record.  Particularly,

· Providing safe, clean parks and open space to a high standard.


· Providing informal countryside recreation, balanced with sound habitat management and interpretation of the natural environment, and increase community awareness.

9.5 The final case is to be reported to Members in the near future and will require a decision about whether to proceed on the basis put forward by the County Council.
10. RECOMMENDATIONS – It is recommended that:
10.1 This report be noted – including the proposed timetable.

10.2 A special Community Overview and Scrutiny be arranged during October to discuss and scrutinise the detail.

APPENDIX A

HEAD OF TERMS

PROPOSED BY

CUMBRIA COUNTY COUNCIL

___________________________

TALKIN TARN

THE TERMS OF THE TRANSFER PROPOSED

--------------------------------------------------------------

These terms are listed in draft form.

1. Tenure:

Freehold in perpetuity;

2. Boundaries:

All that land shown edged black on the attached plan, but excluding within this, land hatched;

3. Acres:

Talkin Tarn itself : 64.773 acres.

Surrounding land : 116.298 acres.

For the purposes of clarity, this excludes the hotel area of 1.596 acres in its entirety;

4. New Easement:

A new right of way for all members of the public shall be created over land shown cross-hatched at all times and in perpetuity, to include ensuring proper uninterrupted access through boundary fences marked “A” and “B”.  This land is to be maintained by the City Council in a good workmanlike condition including proper maintenance of the footpath;

5. Covenants, Restrictions etc:

Otherwise subject to all matters named in the report made known to the City Council;

6. Existing Tenancies and Licences:

The conveyance shall be subject to all tenancies and licences being transferred as listed on a schedule made known to the City Council;

7. Staffing:

Tea room and maintenance staff will transfer.  The operation of the tea room will also transfer and will need to be managed directly by the City Council.

8. Capital Contribution:

The County Council shall enter a formal and enforceable agreement to pay the City Council £40,000 pa for 5 years as a contribution to running costs (a total of £200,000); 

9. Consideration:

On the basis of the above terms, Talkin Tarn estate shall be conveyed at nil consideration. 

Improvements in cultural, leisure and sporting facilities have a positive knock-on effect in many areas of local life.  They increase the attractiveness of Carlisle area as a place to live, visit and move to.








Improve cultural, leisure and sporting facilities








� 	2002 University of Sheffield and Groundwork UK on behalf of the DTLR’s Urban Green Spaces Taskforce (as part of City Council’s Parks and Countryside Strategy)





�   Placement student research, Cumbria Institute of Arts, 2000


� Now undertaken for City Council by Hyde Harrington Property Consultants April 2004


� 	East Cumbria Countryside Project


�   Cumbria County Council – report on title – 16 January 2004





�   District Valuer report to Carlisle City Council March 2004


�   Carlisle City Council Parks and Recreation Strategy





Note:  in compliance with Section 100d of the Local Government Act (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers:  PS 02/04: Proposed Transfer of Talkin Tarn Estate from County Council to City Council


