
Crossroads for the Downs.
FOD+AG Members may be aware by now that the elected Mayor proposes to make all Bristol Parks cost neutral by 2020. Bristol Parks will be expected to accept unprecedented budget cuts ,this proposal is to help address the financial cuts imposed on Local Authorities by Central Government.
In April this year the Strategic Director for Neighbourhoods, Alison Comelys report to Neighbourhoods Scrutiny recommended: “To note the scope of the Parks Service and the search areas for raising income to support the three year budget proposal to make the service cost neutral”
In real terms this means that the Parks Service will no longer be funded from your Council tax but will be required to generate year on year its own income for all day to day activities.
 The Parks Service is responsible for some 1652 Parks and green spaces. The elected Mayor has proposed that a cost neutral budget by 2020 is achievable and tasked Cabinet and City Council Officers to consider:-
{a} Alternative delivery models.
{b} All income generation options. 
{c} Further efficiency savings.
Our Parks including the Downs are under threat as never before. This is despite acknowledgement nationally and locally that Parks are hugely important to the population and in Bristol one of our most used public services. According to the City Councils Parks and Green Spaces Strategy 2008 - 83% of the population use our parks and open spaces annually equating to over twenty five million visits per year. Parks are our most used leisure facility. Survey after survey clearly indicates that Parks are one of our most valued and treasured assets and contributes significantly to the health and welfare of our citizens. 
As a non-statuary service the Parks Department is an easy target when it comes to cost savings and in truth the service has been in decline for some years. Constant restructuring, fewer staff, reduced resources, lack of investment, inadequate training and dwindling budgets have led to a service all ready cut to the bone and being brought inexorably too its knees.
Inevitably as the Service is squeezed yet further cracks will begin to appear, grass will be cut even less frequently, litter left uncollected, bins overflowing, reduced maintenance on trees, hedges and shrub beds, reduction in sports service. Management Plans put on hold and conservation initiatives shelved. The Parks Service is a Service in crisis.
Currently the cost of providing the Parks Service including the Downs is around £7m. This figure is offset by income of around £2.5m generated from a variety of sources including internal recharges to other departments, events, sports provision, parking, catering concessions and other traded services, leaving a net budget of £4.5m 
The Downs unlike any other park, estate or open space in Bristol is unique. Despite being under the control of the City Council for its upkeep its governance is in the hands of the Downs Committee and has been so since 1861 when the Downs Act enshrined in law the protection of the Downs for the citizens of Bristol in perpetuity. 
The Downs committee is composed of Merchant Venturers and City Councillors, one of whom is the Lord Mayor who also chairs the committee. The Downs committee meets six times a year and is responsible for the decision making and administration of the Downs including managing its own budget.
The Downs costs approximately half a million pounds annually to maintain but is able to generate income of around half of that requirement. This includes income from sports provision, events, concerts, concessions and zoo parking. The remainder is paid from City Council coffers.
But what could these proposals mean for the Downs and the Avon Gorge. What will be the impact on this much loved, iconic and internationally important open space.  Just how will the Downs be run and managed in the future. The proposals leave many questions as yet unanswered
For Example:
· Will the Downs retain its independence and continue to be administered by the Downs Committee.
· Will the Downs Committee continue to manage its own budget or will it cede its financial independence and be managed wholly by the Parks Service?
· Will the income currently generated by the Downs be retained for the upkeep and benefit of the Downs
· Will the Downs be required to sustain parks and open spaces citywide that do not have the capacity for income generation? 
· Is the Downs Committee considering any alternative delivery models for the Downs, possibly its own charitable trust?
· Will the Downs continue to be maintained utilising its own dedicated operational workforce based at the Downs or as is the case elsewhere in the city be maintained by a mobile crew? 
· Could a situation arise where Bristol City Council and the Merchant Venturers assume responsibility for their respective parts of the Downs, ie Durdham Down and Clifton Down.
· Should the Committee lose executive control of the Downs will the Downs Act be rescinded and the protection it currently provides be lost?
The report of the Strategic Director, Neighbourhoods indicates that there are around ten locations being considered as venues capable of generating income. Some of the larger venues like the Downs and Ashton Court would be considered venues where multiple events sites could be utilised.
 A small team of Parks officers have been tasked to identify develop and implement citywide desirable business options. The report suggests many possible options for consideration, from charges for using public toilets, increasing fees for sport provision, maximising event income, increasing parking charges and creating additional parking spaces. Even selling bottled water from a bore hole at Blaise Estate is up for discussion. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]FOD+AG have grave concerns that the Mayors proposals pose a real and significant threat to the future governance of the Downs and call upon the Downs Committee to urgently consider a reasoned response to the Mayors proposals and reassure FOD+AG members and concerned citizens that all efforts will be made to protect this valued open space.
Over the coming months the Mayors proposals will be subject to consultation. This is your opportunity to exercise your democratic right and have your say. 

