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Report to: Overview and Scrutiny Committee      

Subject:  Bonington Theatre 

Date: 5 October 2015

Author: Service Manager, Leisure

1. Purpose of Report

To provide basic information regarding the Bonington Theatre to enable 
Members to determine if they would like to examine this issue in greater 
detail.

2. Information

How well it is used? 

What is the Bonington Theatre?

The Bonington Theatre is part of Arnold Leisure Centre and is a fully functional small 
scale theatre with an auditorium, stage and backstage, dressing rooms and front of 
house services (bar and box office) The Theatre compliments existing provision in 
Nottingham, providing a well-equipped, fit for purpose, adaptable theatre space for 
small scale amateur and professional presentation. 

The theatre opened as part of Arnold Leisure Centre in 1982. The building was 
refurbished in 2001 and in 2013, the Council invested in a number of capital 
upgrades and in the appointment of a Theatre Manager.

The Bonington Theatre, which has 178 seats, can be hired along with its well-
appointed bar (accommodating up to 60 people).
The theatre currently promotes over 150 shows each year including over 30 
productions by local community groups plus a comprehensive film programme.

The Theatre Manager is the only full-time member of staff at the theatre. Qualified 
self-employed technicians are engaged on a show-by-show basis; part time bar staff 
are also similarly employed. Other support is provided by leisure centre staff eg 
administrative support, box office services.

The theatre presents a varied programme of high quality arts events, both amateur 
and professional, for all ages, bringing the best live music and theatre to your 
doorstep.
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The Theatre relies on a number of regular users.

1. Two “resident” amateur theatre companies – the Bonington Players 
and Prospect Players, each produce three productions a year (booking three 
full weeks, performing 4 nights each week) and continue to command 
reasonable audiences 

2. Jazzsteps promoted by East Midlands Jazz are the most regular user 
who present an average of 22 professional jazz concerts on Thursdays from 
August to June. Attendances vary between 50 and 100.

3. Nottingham Organ Society host professional organists in the Theatre 
on the first Monday of every month (except bank holidays) as well as regular 
supplementary, informal concerts in the bar. Audiences tend to average about 
100 per show.

4. New Youth Theatre present three productions a year, three full weeks 
with 8 or 9 shows each week, at 90% capacity.

5. The Theatre is regularly used by a number of theatre and dance 
schools and youth groups including Flying High, Big Box, Inspire Academy, 
Tom Gribby Dance etc.

The attendance figures

Types of events; Where do people come from? What we’re aiming for
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2016/17 2015/16 2015/16 2015/16 2014/15 2013/14 2012/13 2011/12 2010/11 2009/10 2008/09

Target
5 mths 
to 31 
Aug

5 mths 
Target

Full 
Year 

Target
Actual 7 mths 

Actual Actual Actual Actual Actual Actual

Theatre 
Events   

Theatre Hires 136 49 63 130 113 64
Theatre 
shows 60 7 8 40 18 7

Films 105 19 15 71 28 5
Theatre 
Events 301 75 86 241 159 76 0 135 122 115 129

Non 
theatrical: 
Main Hall & 
Bar

  

Meetings, 
training etc 12 15 5 12 46 11

Library 
Activities 105 110 85 140 120 0

Non 
Theatrical 
Use

117 125 90 152 166 11 107 95 110 107

Total 
Number Of 
Events

418 200 176 393 325 87 0 242 217 225 236
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Attendances   
Theatre   
Theatre Hires 13465 5093 5100 12870 11364 6489
Theatre 
shows 5100 368 520 2600 861 357

Films 8400 483 600 4030 868 73
Theatre 
Audiences 26965 5944 6220 19500 13093 6919 19940 8688 7946 8877 9079

Non 
theatrical: 
Main Hall & 
Bar

  

Meetings, 
training etc 1500 294 600 1500 1345 270

Library 
Activities 2625 2528 2040 3500 2305

Non 
Theatrical 
Use 
Attenders

4125 2822 2640 5000 3650
5946

Total 
Attendances 31090 8766 8860 24500 16743 6919 25886 8688 7946 8877 9079

  
Leisure 
Classes   354 487 487 487

Closed due 
to 
refurbishment

Figures 
under 
investigation
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Are we making the best use of the facility

The corporate objective

Gedling Borough Council Plan 2015-16
People
Develop the Bonington Theatre as a flagship arts venue that the local community 
value and use regularly.

To meet this strategic priority we will:
• Implement online booking facilities via a new, independent website for 
the theatre.
• Continue to develop the professional theatre and film programme.
• Introduce live broadcasts (alternative content) into the programme, to 
help develop the theatre audience.
• Work with the Communications Team within GBC to develop an 
effective mix of marketing initiatives promoting the theatre and its activities.
• Continue to offer a first class service alongside the facilities of the 
theatre, at a competitive, value-for-money rate, to local arts groups and 
promoters.
• Establish a team of volunteers to work as stewards at the theatre and 
act as ambassadors in the community.
• Consult regularly with stakeholders to gain support in delivering the 
Vision and addressing issues together.

How do we measure “flagship” effect

The theatre already has strong community links with its regular bookings from hirers 
like Bonington Players and New Youth Theatre. However there is no doubt that its 
profile is very limited – too many people are still saying that they never knew there 
was theatre in Arnold!  Therefore raising and measuring that profile is the 
fundamental aim over the next few years.

Clearly the theatre exists for the people of Gedling Borough and attracting their 
custom is key. The theatre’s visibility, its programme, its accessibility and the quality 
of its services are all factors in developing audiences. 

The professional programme needs to include a wide range of well known, well 
loved, new and innovative work – including award winners. It needs to attract 
positive reactions from audiences and critics alike – and, of course, press coverage 
that reflects the support provided by Gedling Borough Council.

The community needs to be offered the right quantity of events with a good balance 
of artforms, at the right price. We should be attracting an ever-increasing number of 
first time bookers, reaching target groups that may not have been to the theatre 
before, by being accessible on every level.

The Bonington Theatre brand needs to be established quickly informing people 
about our quality, expectations and value for money. We need to present a coherent 
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identity – smiling staff, welcoming atmosphere, clean toilets. We also need to 
remember that selling is about helping people to buy. We need to make it easy for 
customers to spend their money – in person at the box office, by phone, by fax, by 
email, online.

Space utilisation is key and the demands on the theatrical space are ever increasing. 
Not only does the theatre need to be used as much as possible, it must also have 
the ability to be able to quickly change from one type of use to another. The theatre 
is designed to be flexible and combines retractable (bleacher) seating (which takes 
about 15 minutes to remove or install) with a flat floor space.

The theatre is regularly used for non-theatrical purposes during the daytime: there 
are three yoga classes, three line dancing classes as well as a Zumba class, every 
week.

What new initiatives are being taken to increase use?

The Refurbishment – what was done, what was not done

As part of the refurbishment of the leisure centre, the theatre benefitted from having 
new flooring, an electrical rewiring, new ceiling and lighting equipment and new 
seating.

The refurbishment resulted in the theatre being closed for over six months during 
2013/14 and a temporary entrance was required for a further 8 months – having a 
significant impact on activity and audiences.

There was no investment in cinema, sound or stage equipment although there was 
an expectation that these facilities would be upgraded and in keeping with the new 
look venue.

Since then, we have invested in the sound equipment by installing an in-house PA 
system and a cinema screen

The Role of the Theatre Manager

The Theatre Manager came into post in September 2013, just as the theatre 
reopened. His role is to programme a range of professional events to complement 
existing activities and to develop audiences and activities.
Although he has extensive programming, marketing and management expertise, the 
day-to-day activities of the theatre take up a significant proportion of his time. 
Apprenticeship/intern support is being sought as well as looking to develop the 
support of volunteers.

The Computerised Box Office System

A new leisure centre computer system was installed in July 2014. ClarityLive also 
included a theatre module which has replaced the previous system, Theatreflex, 
offering state of the art ticketing facilities.
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Appropriate ticketing and attendance data is currently inadequate for marketing and 
analysis purposes, consequently much of the programme and audience data has to 
be produced by the Theatre Manager from hard copy documentation.

Discussions are taking place to improve on this situation. We are aiming to obtain 
detailed post code analysis of customers, targeted mailing lists based on booking 
histories and improved email marketing resources. 

Cinema and Live Broadcasting

The Bonington Theatre includes cinema screenings in its current offer, having 
increased the number of screenings from 10 per annum in recent years to 30 for 
2014/15.
Following a capital bid a year ago, approval was given to install a digital cinema at 
the start of the year. The theatre will soon be fitted with a comprehensive audio 
visual (AV) system with a high power projector, a 7 metre screen and a Dolby sound 
system. 
The live events at the theatre take priority and, in the main, prevent the development 
of a 3 or 4 day a week film programme – which would usually constitute a part-time 
cinema.
However, there is scope to develop the film programme further – currently offering 
one screening per week (or less), by extending this to fill every “empty theatre” night, 
to include school holidays and include alternative content (live broadcasts) to 
complement the live programme.
The film programme and alternative content will significantly increase the utilisation 
of the theatre space, providing an important financial contribution and considerable 
support towards the development of audiences for live shows.

Marketing Initiatives

The Brochure

The theatre has traditionally produced a full colour brochure to help promote its 
events – a “free” service for hirers of the venue ostensibly included in the hire fee.

The brochure was only ever distributed to libraries, other venues and tourist 
information centres up until September 2014 when it was posted out to 2,700 
patrons identified from the old Theatreflex database.

This was repeated in January 2015. In August 2015 the brochure was mailed out to 
a new selection from the ClarityLive database, just under 1,000 patrons.

Mailing out the brochure to active bookers is the most effective way to promote ticket 
sales and the impact was acknowledged by all hirers of the theatre.
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New Website and Online Booking Facility

The Marketing Plan, developed during the Summer of 2014, is now in need of 
updating to reflect the availability of the new website, online booking and the new 
emarketing scheme, govdelivery.co.uk, being used by the Communications team.

Youth Theatre

Starting on 8th September, a new partnership began between Flying High Youth 
Theatre, Nottingham County Council Youth Arts and the Bonington Theatre.
With plans to develop this further, the new weekly class – from 5pm to 9pm - will 
take place every Tuesday in the theatre. Twenty three students attended on Tuesday 
15th September.
Initial costs (ie theatre rental) will be covered by small grants from two Councillors. 
We are currently looking to expand this from April 2016, with future costs being 
covered by an NCC Youth Arts grant.

Signage

The new entrance and layout of the reception have required new signage and 
improvements to attract custom.

The new illuminated signs on the three sides of the building have been 
complemented by the canopy at the front. Plans are now being considered to 
illuminate the canopy and install a “Swimming Pool & Theatre” sign on the front.

1982 – 2000 (approx)

2000 - 2014
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2014 to date

Signs inside the building are also being installed to highlight the new Box Office, the 
way to the theatre and bar as well as back stage.

A new poster display mechanism is to be installed in two of the front windows 
specifically for theatre events.

Any other areas that might be relevant/interesting?

The Building

Some issues were not adequately addressed during the refurbishment for various 
reasons – cost being a significant factor.

Roof replacement

Being an expansive, flat roof with a finite life, it is clear that expenditure to replace it 
will be high. This is currently being considered. (The  roof itself offers an opportunity 
to install solar panels, similar to those installed on the new library roof next door.) 

Air conditioning

The leisure centre has air handling plant which includes the theatre. We received 
numerous complaints during the brief hot spell in the Summer highlighting the fact 
that it is inadequate and doesn’t chill the air sufficiently for the comfort of patrons. 
Again, replacing the existing equipment would be costly.

Possible Future Developments On Stage
Motorised Flying
A motorised flying system would allow for lighting equipment, curtains and scenery to 
be safely raised and lowered as required, without the need for hemp lines that have 
to manually hauled and tied.
In modern theatres, the flying system is controlled from a computerised touch screen 
control system which not only allows cues to be programmed as part of the show, 
but also features overload and slack load detection, so if a bar should snag, it will 
automatically stop. 
LED Stage Lighting
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As the space is often used for long periods of time LED stage lighting would be ideal. 
This uses less electricity, generates less heat, doesn’t need expensive lamp 
replacement and doesn’t require colour filters to be inserted to project a different 
coloured light, colour is selected from the lighting console. The Bonington Theatre 
currently has six of these lamps.
Motorised Masking
Motorised masking for the cinema screen – as in most cinemas – would significantly 
improve the quality of presentation

What a Successful Cinema Could Mean
The potential exists to become an out-of-town Broadway Cinema, with a wide 
ranging programme films and live broadcasts.
At this juncture, we would need to commit to presenting about twenty evenings up to 
a year in advance to take advantage of being able to broadcast live premieres (first 
nights). This may have an impact on the diaries of the amateur companies that hire 
the theatre.
Furthermore, the current film programme includes single night screenings. This will 
immediately expand to become two or three nights. However, the prospect of being 
able to screen the new Bond film over Christmas is a real possibility. This could put 
pressure on all the other activities that take place in the theatre and will require 
careful programming. 

Does it break even? 

Should it? Does it- No! Will it? – highly unlikely!

If not why not? What would need to change to make it profitable?

A question for Overview and Scrutiny!


