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Since I started at Theatres Trust earlier this 
year I have had numerous conversations with 
theatre operators, theatre-makers, consultants, 
architects, developers, community groups and 
local authorities about our work. We have the 
huge privilege of working with this diverse range 
of passionate advocates for theatre buildings 
and the common thread in our conversations has 
been not just the bricks and mortar, but what 
they mean for the people and the places where 
they are situated. For this year’s conference  
I want to bring those people together to discuss 
and understand more about the relationship 
between theatres and placemaking.

So what is placemaking and why should it 
matter to theatres? And, as importantly, how 
are theatres a part of placemaking? Why are 
theatres important both to the people who 
run them and the communities where they are 
based, as well as to a wider community of artists, 
politicians, planners, architects and developers?

I recently attended an evening to celebrate 
the re-opening of the Bush Theatre in London 
following a major redevelopment project with 
architects Haworth Tompkins. At the event, 
which brought together the Bush’s diverse 
communities of artists and audiences, there 
were speeches from the Bush’s inspirational 
artistic director, Madani Younis, Simon Mellor, 
Deputy Chief Executive at Arts Council England 
and Councillor Andrew Jones, Cabinet Member 
for Economic Development and Regeneration 
at Hammersmith and Fulham Council. All three 
of them talked not just about the Bush as a 
building, but about place — the importance of  
the Bush in relation to the Shepherd’s Bush  
area and its local community. 

For a period the Bush had to use alternative 
spaces to stage its productions while the 
building was closed for redevelopment. Madani 
recalled how he had blithely said, ‘we can make 
theatre anywhere’, but how upon returning 
to the re-opened building he had realised the 
importance of it as a point of confluence, a  
place where all the local community could  
tell and hear their stories, a statement of  
and a focus for both the Bush’s values as an 
organisation and the hopes and aspirations  
of the community it serves.

Placemaking is about communities, happiness 
and wellbeing. It’s about the quality of the places 
we live in and all the factors that contribute 
to that — the architecture, the infrastructure, 
the public spaces, the amenities and facilities, 
housing, employment and the local economy, 
and how we combine and prioritise these and 
many other factors to meet the needs and 

Eden Court Inverness 
Alistair Fair
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aspirations of the local community. We live on 
a small island (or more accurately group of 
islands) with a growing population — space in 
our cities and towns, particularly for housing, 
is at a premium. So how can we balance these 
competing needs and priorities to ensure that 
communities thrive, economically and socially — 
how can we make sure our placemaking makes 
people happy?

So where do theatres come in? Firstly, well 
designed and well managed theatres, like the 
Bush and many others across the country, 
contribute to placemaking in a unique and 
vital way. They contribute to our wellbeing by 
providing a meeting place for local communities 
— a place for reflection and discussion, they 

make an important contribution to the identity 
of a place both through their distinctive 
architecture and through their cultural offer, they 
make towns and cities vibrant and attractive 
places to live, work and visit, contributing to 
regeneration and the local economy through 
tourism and the night-time economy.

As Culture Secretary Karen Bradley has said, 
“Places aren’t simply somewhere to build a 
factory. To have heart and soul, they need 
galleries, theatres, music centres, cherished 
heritage sites, libraries, museums and sports 
facilities.”

Conference 17: 
Theatres & 
Placemaking
Lyric Hammersmith 17 October 2017

At the Bush opening on 18 March Helen Murray

Bush  
Theatre

View down Uxbridge Road as the Bush reopens  Philip Vile
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Secondly, we all have a responsibility for 
placemaking — it is part of everyone’s civic 
duty as citizens to play our part in making our 
communities great places to live. It Is vital that 
theatre operators, designers and users engage 
with the placemaking agenda in order to ensure 
that the true value and contribution of theatres 
is articulated, understood and ‘in the mix’ when 
key decisions around planning and regeneration 
are being made. Many local authorities see the 
benefits of theatres to the wellbeing of their 
communities, both by making their towns and 
cities vibrant and distinctive places to work 
and visit and as a major contributor to the 
local economy, but they sometimes struggle 
to manage the competing demands on their 
resources and in their planning work.

Theatre operators and local authorities share a 
common aim which is increasingly understood at 
a policy level within both culture and planning. 
The UK Government’s White Paper on Culture 
emphasises the importance of culture and 
placemaking, including the importance of all 
communities across the UK being able to access 
and participate in cultural opportunities, and 
the role that culture has in building stronger 
and healthier communities and as a boost to 
economic growth. However, the paper identifies 
the need for more national and local partnerships 
to develop the role of culture in placemaking 

and to support local communities to make the 
most of the buildings they cherish. The Heritage 
Lottery Fund and Arts Council England ‘Great 
Places’ scheme is aimed at addressing some of 
these issues, as is the Creative Scotland ‘Place 
Partnerships’ programme, but there is much 
more we can do at both a policy level and on  
the ground. 

Similarly, the role of culture in placemaking is 
increasingly recognised within the planning 
system. In 2012 Theatres Trust successfully 
lobbied for one of the 12 core principles in the 
National Planning Policy Framework for England 
to be the need to ‘plan positively for cultural 
buildings’ and we continue to work with local 
authorities to support them to develop cultural 
policies for inclusion in Local Plans.

New combined authorities such as Liverpool 
City Region and Greater Manchester, who each 
recently elected their first mayor, explicitly 
included culture in their devolution deals with 

national government. London Mayor, Sadiq 
Khan, is also a strong advocate of culture and 
the night-time economy, and is developing new 
culture measures for inclusion in the London Plan. 

These policy changes are having a real impact 
on the ground. Local authorities, such as 
Cheshire West & Chester Council and Stockton 
Borough Council are taking a visionary 
approach to investing in theatre buildings as 
a part of placemaking. In Chester the council 
are putting the city back on the cultural map 
with investment in and support for the recently 
opened Chester Storyhouse, and in Stockton-
on-Tees the council are investing in a major 
restoration to bring the Grade II listed, Art 
Deco Stockton Globe back into use for live 
performance. Likewise, planning departments 
are using their powers to leverage investment 
from developers in theatres and other cultural 
infrastructure through instruments such as 
Section 106 planning obligation agreements. 
Recent Section 106 funded developments 
include Theatre Peckham, a studio theatre 
development in Streatham Hill, The Other Palace, 
Westminster (formerly the St James Theatre), 
and the Victoria Palace Theatre.

These moves all look very promising. However, 
as Ann Skippers, planning expert and Theatres 
Trust trustee, has previously commented in 
these pages, the pressures within the planning 
system, particularly to prioritise housing and 
economic development, alongside ongoing 
changes to planning policy, mean that many 
under resourced local planning authorities are 
hard-pressed to develop holistic plans which 
fully capitalise on the potential of cultural 
infrastructure to contribute to placemaking. 
Additionally funding pressures mean that local 
authority culture budgets are vulnerable and 
some authorities have also chosen to transfer 
cultural assets away from local authority 
ownership. 

So what does this all mean for the future of 
theatres in placemaking?

At this year’s conference we will hear from 
theatre operators, local authorities, planners and 
community groups all championing the role of 
theatres in placemaking. There will be inspiring 
case studies and opportunities to debate a range 
of topics including: the contribution of theatre 
buildings to regeneration, economic growth and 
wellbeing; local authorities championing theatre 
buildings and wider cultural provision in their 
plans; how planners, developers and theatres 
can work together to ensure excellent cultural 
infrastructure; encouraging and supporting local 
communities to value and protect their local 
theatre and to take an active role in cultural 
planning; and how to design and run our 
theatres as democratic, inclusive environments 
to foster a sense of ownership and civic pride.

“ Places aren’t simply somewhere to  
build a factory. To have heart and  
soul, they need galleries, theatres,  
music centres, cherished heritage  
sites, libraries, museums and sports 
facilities.”

   The Rt Hon Karen Bradley,  
Secretary of State for Culture,  
Media and Sport
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The conference will bring together a unique mix 
of people and organisations all of whom have a 
major role to play in the future of our country’s 
theatres, cultural heritage and places. I hope we 
will be able to bridge the gap between policy 
and practice, to exchange and understand 
viewpoints and discover new ways of working 
together to ensure that future generations across 
the country can go to the theatre and take real 
pride in the place where they live.

Stockton 
Globe

Save the date!
Conference 17: 
Theatres & Placemaking 
Lyric Hammersmith 
17 October 2017

We will be open for 
bookings shortly
Sponsorship packages are available to suit 
all budgets, and bespoke opportunities can 
be created to suit your organisation. If your 
organisation would like to find out more about 
branded sponsorship, please email  
nicky.rowland@theatrestrust.org.uk  
for more information.

Huge queues outside the Stockton Globe  
for Tommy Steele’s appearance in 1957

stanlaundon.com


