One small cut for Coventry Council; one giant wound for Spencer Park
On Wednesday 11 February members of the Friends of Spencer Park and Recreation Ground met senior Coventry Council officers to consult on the Council’s proposals for cost savings in Spencer Park after another reduction in the central government grant for local government services. The plans (details of which have never been sent directly to the Friends) include closure of the Pavilion, the flat bowling green, and the tennis courts (except for organized games). 

In response the Friends have argued that:
1. The sums required to maintain Spencer Park are not large; the proposed savings are small.

2. The Pavilion will be put at risk and the tennis courts will be under-used. Anti-social behaviour, and health and safety issues, could return (as happened in the years 2002–12).
3. Some cuts in the Pavilion’s opening hours can be made without these risks. 

4. It makes economic sense to keep the flat green, tennis courts, and Pavilion open and to boost revenue through increased use of the park – to ‘people’ the park. 

5. Three clubs use the greens. One has already significantly enlarged its membership. Once the parking scheme is operational in June, they will be able to expand further. 

6. The Friends have a role to play in this. Regular and successful events have been held in the last three years. New initiatives are planned to promote tennis and bowls (recruitment on a city-wide basis, targeting new users such as ethnic minorities, disabled people, and others with health issues). 

Much has been achieved in recent years to improve the park. Anti-social behaviour has disappeared. Successful events have been organized. The Friends won a grant of £50,000 for the play area and in addition have raised and spent over £4000. The play area will be built soon.
Once the meeting started it quickly became obvious that we were not engaged in consultation in any meaningful sense. We asked if the process of consultation prior to the Council setting the budget for 20145–16 was still underway, why had maintenance stopped on the flat green. The answer was simply that that was what had been decided (‘just like that’ as one famous comedian used to say!). Clearly we were there to be given information on the Council’s plans and to be offered suggestions on our role. 

All our proposals were rejected. We pointed out that the Council’s decision left the park exposed to window of decay and decline, for example the bowling green would soon deteriorate of its own accord and misuse. It was evident that this was our problem, our concern. In their minds, the Council officers had already ended their responsibility, except for basic maintenance. To the argument that austerity is not forever, the response was that it will last ten years. Our request for time to increase revenue was rejected. 

When we warned that closing the Pavilion could easily lead to a return of anti-social behaviour and that the supervision required by a Public Spaces Protection Order would cost money, the response was ‘not as much as keeping the Pavilion open’. Since people’s enjoyment of the park cannot be priced, it cannot enter into any cost analysis. Oscar Wilde was right if a bit premature: we are now in a time when policy is driven according to the price of everything, and the value of nothing. 
The Council’s policy is that the management of Spencer Park’s facilities, as with others in Coventry, apart from basic maintenance, should be taken over by the community. Help was offered. How this can be done in the timescale required (from 1 April), while the Council retreats from its role, is unclear. No money is available. It will be community management of a degraded park! 
It was suggested that the Friends or any community body would have access to income sources denied to Coventry Council. There is some truth in this but such funds are not normally given for running costs. It was suggested that funds could be obtained from the occupants of Friargate. But  Friargate is not open yet; the first tenant is Coventry Council (hardly likely to contribute to the park); and other tenants may respond with the answer ‘what do we pay rates for?’. Spencer Park could easily be seen as a part of the Friargate development (some of the plans show how close it is). However, Coventry Council refuses to do so, even though the resources to maintain the park are small.
When politicians are in a mess of their own choosing (many recent cases spring to mind!), they often fall back on the phrase ‘We are where we are’. But the Friends of Spencer Park, and Earlsdon citizens, have no responsibility for this state of affairs. We are where we are because we have been dumped there, at short notice. Spencer Park, a jewel, is at serious risk.
What is happening to Spencer Park is linked to the fate of Earlsdon Library, and all the other parks and libraries across the city. A city-wide campaign is essential.
Paul Smith: Chair of Friends of Spencer Park, writing in a personal capacity. 
