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PUSH’s cultural strategy sets out how culture can help South Hampshire achieve sustainable growth, economic development and improved quality of life for those that live and work in the region. High quality cultural attractions can create new businesses, attract visitors and regenerate deprived areas. 

The strategy looks at the range of cultural facilities currently available in the region and, in particular, venues for the performing arts, libraries, sporting facilities, nature centres and tourist attractions. Through the strategy, PUSH is supporting the region to create the highest standards of cultural and sporting provision for local people and visitors to the region. 

South Hampshire has strong cultural offerings including the Mary Rose, the Southampton Boat Show, the Mayflower Theatre and the Maritime Heritage. The strategy lays out how these can be supported by PUSH over the long term so that the region gains national and international renown as a quality place offering world-class cultural activities for both local people and visitors. 

There will be 80,000 new homes built in the region by 2026 and two million square metres of new employment floorspace. For this reason, the strategy covers the same time frame and considers how the region’s cultural and sporting facilities can meet the needs of an increased population. 

The strategy specifically addresses the following key points:
· identifying what the region currently lacks in terms of cultural and sporting facilities;
· how visitors and residents can find out what is available;
· infrastructure and access to cultural attractions;
· securing funding;
· how local authorities can work together across borough boundaries.

South Hampshire’s current provision and future cultural needs have been looked at by PUSH in three groups. These are attractions that have:
· global appeal for the worldwide tourism market;
· national and regional appeal;
· community interest. 

Global appeal
Attractions with the potential to compete in the international tourism market are Portsmouth Harbour’s Maritime Heritage complex, Southampton’s Port to Art and the Rose Bowl, if it acquires Test Cricket matches. However, all would increase their appeal further with financial investment. For example, the Rose Bowl would be more attractive to the international market if it had business and conference facilities. 

There are immediate benefits to be had from promoting to international audiences the fact that the region is hosting yachting for the 2012 Olympics. 

The strategy suggests bidding for Portsmouth and the Solent seabed to become a World Heritage Site, and for South Hampshire to gain status as an International Capital of Culture. PUSH will oversee the processes for bidding for these titles. Such international recognition would not only promote the region worldwide but also attract investors from outside of the region. 

To meet the demands created by an increase in the numbers of overseas tourists, Portsmouth and Southampton have to expand the range of cultural facilities and events they currently offer. An obvious gap is the lack of a prestigious year-round venue for opera and ballet. The strategy suggests either the Mayflower Theatre is radically extended and refurbished or, if this is not practical, a new venue is built.

Regional stars 
Whilst global attractions with excellent potential for attracting tourists raise the profile of South Hampshire internationally, the strategy also looks at regional attractions, or ‘stars’, and how these can be supported to offer improved cultural activities primarily aimed at local and national target markets. Currently, such stars include Gosport’s Discovery Centre, Calshot Activities Centre, and Portsmouth and Southampton’s football clubs. 

South Hampshire is fairly well provided for in terms of its range of cultural and sporting attractions. However, gaps do exist and these will become more pronounced as tourism numbers rise alongside the region’s population as the new houses become occupied. For these reasons it is imperative to address the issues of poor quality facilities, and out-dated and unsuitable buildings and venues. 

PUSH recommends the region’s needs are considered as a whole so that an extensive range of specialist interests are available across the region rather than local authorities doubling up on provision. So, for instance, there is competitive swimming in Portsmouth while ice-skating is only available in Gosport. Taking this approach highlights gaps in region-wide provision and PUSH suggests a new library in Portsmouth city centre, a regional bird watching and environment centre, and a cultural centre in Havant for increasing the quality and range of the stars’ cultural offerings across the entire region. 

The universities of Portsmouth, Southampton and the Solent offer the region a great many cultural opportunities through both courses and facilities. They also support the creative and cultural industries. The universities are invaluable resources that PUSH is working closely with to further expand the range of cultural opportunities they are able to offer.


Local cultural provision
Those living in South Hampshire and local groups with specialist cultural interests should feel that their aspirations are met by the strategy. PUSH will be consulting the public on the strategy and incorporating local views.

PUSH would like to see community centres, each covering around 2,000 homes, where local people can hold meetings, performances, exhibitions and exercise classes. It may be that some of these centres could be housed in local schools being build under Building Schools for the Future since such schools have a remit to create links with the local communities that they serve.

Finding out what’s on
PUSH is investigating a number of ways of making it easier for both residents and visitors to find out what is on offer in the region. Central to this is promoting South Hampshire as a whole to potential visitors from beyond the region’s boundaries. At the same time, PUSH will be marketing the region as a place suitable for investment to private developers, leisure providers and hoteliers.

PUSH is considering creating a website that would link together existing websites so that information is available from the one source. It is also investigating the feasibility of publishing free magazines for specific groups such as young people or those with a particular cultural interest. Co-ordinated marketing that highlights specific themes, rather than individual attractions, such as a heritage trail taking in a number of venues, could develop audiences and reach out to those unfamiliar with the region’s cultural provision.

Infrastructure and transport
The quality of many of the region’s cultural venues is highlighted in the strategy as a major issue. For example, many of the region’s leisure centres are out-dated and its theatres require refurbishment. It may be that it is prudent to sell buildings over 25 years old rather than invest further in costly maintenance.

A further issue is the lack of quality hotels that the region will need if it is to accommodate the anticipated increase in tourist numbers. Portsmouth and Southampton, in particular, are in urgent need of luxury hotels to meet demand.

Attracting visitors to the region is dependent to a large extent on good transport links both across the region and with the wider network. PUSH is bidding for funds from central government for improvements to the road network and bus services. Equally important, is making sure local people can travel easily to events and attractions. For example, there appears to be a real difficulty in transporting the region’s young people to sporting activities and PUSH is looking into community transport and voluntary driver schemes.


Securing funding
Working at a cross-regional level means that PUSH is able to bring greater weight to lobbying for funding than smaller applications from individuals local authorities are able to. In this way, the region is working with bodies such as The South East Economic Development Agency (SEEDA), the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), and the Ministry of Defence.

PUSH is also investigating ways of overcome financial difficulties arising from the recession, and cultural sites and buildings are being considered as property assets and managed as a commercial portfolio. So, for example, it may be that older existing buildings could be sold to raise capital for better provision of, for example, sports facilities. 

Commercial leisure facilities are extremely valuable for providing cultural services and stimulating the regeneration of local town centres, and PUSH recommends closer working with the commercial leisure sector. 

Working across borough boundaries
PUSH has looked at the cultural needs of the region as whole. Each local authority should also have its own cultural strategy that highlights any local gaps or weaknesses whilst still taking into account the cultural aims of the entire region. Local strategies should also reflect the visions and design standards agreed by all the local authorities belonging to PUSH. 

Local authorities can also support the regional cultural strategy by taking into account the strategy’s aims when considering planning applications that could impinge on its vision. 

Working together in this way, local authorities can cross boundaries. For example, by working together to make use of redundant buildings. Similarly, there are clear benefits to making improvements to the region’s entire shoreline rather than sections that come under the remit of individual local authorities. Another example is managing the region’s heritage sites in such a way that together they create an innovative way of interpreting history.

Conclusion
PUSH is demonstrating how culture can contribute to the region’s economic growth by attracting inward investment, increasing visitor numbers and regenerating deprived areas. The benefits are clear for those that visit, live and work in the region.
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