Why a new theatre for Exeter?
It has been argued over for decades but nothing
has been done. We are a group of people who
came together in January 2013 and spent the
year looking into the pros and cons of a new
theatre for Exeter. We have just published a full
report of our findings and this is a summary of
the questions we asked and what we found.

Exeter already has five theatre venues.
Surely that is enough?
The problem, we discovered, is not about what
Exeter has but what it doesn’t have. Exeter is a
city of 120,000 people and a regional centre for
the 425,000 living in the Heart of Devon. Its
venues continue to do well but theatre
attendance nationally is on the increase and it is
changing; there is an increasing demand for
bigger and well known shows that have come
from the West End or are touring the regions
before transferring to London. More young
people are enjoying live shows than ever before
and they are the future audiences. Yet the
nearest venues to Exeter and the Heart of Devon
that can stage big, popular shows are Plymouth
and Torquay which are both a long drive away.
Theatres with smaller seating capacities like the
Northcott, cannot offer a big enough box office
return to the producers. Exeter needs a larger
main theatre to bring the best touring companies
to the region, and which can also create shows
which can then tour and earn money.

It sounds expensive…
Several large new theatres have opened this
millennium and we looked closely at the ones

that felt right for Exeter. We calculated the
average cost to be £26.2m, and this at a time
when all areas of public spending have been
experiencing cutbacks.

How can that expense be justified are we crazy?
We don’t think so.
We are probably looking at a decade long
development period, by which time the regional
population will have risen to over 500,000 and
hopefully the present national and local
economic battles will have borne fruit. We will
have been preparing ahead of the game at a
small initial cost.
We have analysed where the capital for these
developments has come from and while local
authorities have sometimes been the main
funders, between 40% and 60% of funding has
been raised elsewhere.

This means that at least 40% of capital
would come from local authorities.
Yes – maybe, although we found that some local
authorities managed to do deals with developers
to reduce this amount. One of the roles of our
local authority is to invest in the community’s
development and facilities. This is particularly
true now with so many new homes on the way
and significant sums of money coming in to
Exeter from Central Government via the New
Homes Bonus Scheme. And unlike a swimming
pool or a museum, we have evidence that once
built, a new theatre will not be a continuous
drain on council resources

But theatre has such a poor reputation as
an investment.
In the past maybe, but over the last decade this
perception has been turned on its head. The
reason – a new formula developed by economist,
Dominic Shellard, which has been shown to
accurately assess and even predict the impact
that a theatre will have on its local economy. We
have looked at two very different theatres where
Shellard’s model has been used:
The New Marlowe Theatre, Canterbury, opened
two years ago after a decade long development.
At the outset it was estimated to cost £25.8m.
The City Council was supportive but obviously
nervous. So the Project Managers used the
Shellard formula to predict how quickly the
Council would receive a return on their money.
The figure they arrived at surprised everyone –
the theatre would return £22m to the local
economy each year. Last year they assessed the
reality of that prediction and discovered that in
its first year, the theatre out-performed it,
returning £24.3m to the Canterbury economy.
Last year an Exeter theatre used the same model
to assess its impact. The 72 seat award-winning
Bike Shed Theatre along with its bar assessed its
performance for 2012. It discovered that it had
generated £1.58m for the Exeter economy.
Theatres throughout the West End and major
regional ones like the Chichester Festival Theatre
are making these assessments annually. They
show that theatre is as comparable to retail as a
generator of economic activity for a city like
Exeter.

Where would a new theatre go in Exeter?
The group started as a result of the plans to redevelop the bus station site; a lot of people think
that a new theatre, arts centre and concert hall
should be built there. At our meetings with the
Council, it is clear they are not without thoughts
on sites. But we have not been concentrating on
where it would go as we want to get the principal
and the need established first.
What we do know is that it needs to be in the
city centre, easily accessible by public transport,
near to car parks, have a life during the day so
that shoppers, visitors and city workers can drop
in for coffee, lunch or tea, etc.
And if it can be somewhere that needs an iconic
new building and some culture to draw people to
it and re-generate the area, all well and good.

What can you do to find out more or help?

Write to or email members of Exeter City
Council. The portfolio holder for Economy and
Culture is Councillor Rosie Denham.
Email: cllr.rosie.denham@exeter.gov.uk
Post: Civic Centre, Paris Street, Exeter. EX1 1JN
---Write to your ward Councillor. You can use the
postal address above for Exeter wards or the
same email format with your Councillor’s name.
---Contact your local MP.
For Exeter this is Ben Bradshaw.
Email: ben.bradshaw.mp@parliament.uk
---Make your views known as widely as possible.
Write to the Express and Echo or other local
papers, spread the word through Facebook and
Twitter using the links in this QR code.
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Our City Council has to be persuaded that there
is a real desire for a major city centre theatre.
When we first launched, the Express and Echo
ran a poll. Two hundred people responded and
72% of them supported a new theatre. We want
more evidence like this, so:

The New Marlowe, Canterbury. Opened October 2011
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Have a look at our full report online - it shows
the programme for the New Marlowe theatre in
Autumn 2013 or look at their current brochure
on their website: www.marlowetheatre.com.
Like them we could host the best comedians, the
best touring musicals, the best opera, as well as
home - based and touring productions of popular
and major dramas. And this programme would
be dovetailed to fit in with the dramatic fare on
offer by the other Exeter venues.
We envisage this theatre as an addition, not a
replacement. Exeter can become the dramatic
centre not just of the Heart of Devon but of the
whole South West.

There is much to be resolved and much to be
planned, but we need to start now as the city
prepares for another decade of re-development.
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But in the end theatre is for the elite, living
in areas such as Pennsylvania – so said the
Express and Echo when our report came
out.
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