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3.7.1 CONTEXT AND COMMUNITY
 

Shropshire is categorised as rural remote with a scattering of hub towns. Many of the smaller 
hub towns such as Wem partly relate themselves through their ease of communication 
to Shrewsbury or Telford. Wem’s nearest large neighbour is Shrewsbury, to which there 
is a linking bus service and railway connection, and an irregular train service linking 
Shrewsbury to Birmingham.

 
Wem is a small market town with 2,626 households and 6,100 residents according to the 
recent Census. It has been growing since the 1981 census from 3,887 residents and is 
projected to continue to do so. The median age is lower than for England rural (46) at 
43, although local knowledge points to many people retiring to WEM, predominantly from 
the South East where property prices are higher. This was backed-up by comments and 
observations that there are new houses on the outskirts of the village largely sold to 
“incomers”. In terms of ethnic breakdown, at 2.1 % this reflects rural England, although this 
has been growing, with roughly 70% of new of people from overseas between 2011 and 
2016 being of Polish origin. WEM is less affluent than England and rural England, 48% in 
socio economic classes of 1-4, but with lower levels of deprivation.

 
Wem Town hall was chosen as a venue because they have a particularly active manager 
and staff with a substantial interest in the arts and a very active volunteer base. In 
addition, because of its draw to the communities surrounding it, Wem Town Hall is one 
of the largest venues in the study and illustrates the issues of programming a relatively 
large venue in a small community.

3.7.2 THE RURAL TOURING SCHEME
 

Arts Alive in Shropshire and Herefordshire was established as a Charitable Trust in 
1999 and covers the whole of Shropshire and a significant part of Herefordshire. It was 
formed from a merger between two distinct touring schemes covering the two counties 
of Shropshire and Herefordshire. The merger was seen as an opportunity to develop a 
stronger organisation with a more cost-effective administration base. As an organisation, 
its focus was traditionally on live arts events but its remit has grown to include “Flicks 
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in the Sticks”, the biggest rural cinema network in the UK. Arts Alive tours around 130 
performances a year to over 70 venues while Flicks in the Sticks manages 500 screenings 
a year in village and community venues. It is an NPO organisation enjoying regular 
sustained funding from ACE. However, there has been a complete collapse of its funding 
from the two counties which at its height reached £27,000 but has now been reduced to 
£2,000 from one of the two counties and nothing from the other. As the Scheme Director 
points out this has had a substantial impact on some of the venues given the reduction 
in event subsidy now available; nevertheless the Director is adamant that the scheme is 
of fundamental value to the communities in which it is able to operate:

 
“It’s really important that venues don’t see this simply as a means simply 

of raising money. I am usually on the phone saying this is not a fund raiser this 
is a social capital raiser. I say, if you want to raise money have a jumble sale. 
If you want to bring something to your community which brings them together 

and stimulates them have an Arts Alive event!” 
Scheme Director

 
A very important element of the Scheme is argued to be its role in bringing a window 
on the world to rural communities. Strong focus is put on children’s shows and giving as 
many opportunities to teenagers as possible. The Director explains:

 
“I just want to show these kids… who are growing up on farms, who have 

never been to London, who have never been abroad… and there’s a lot of kids 
like that in Shropshire - I want them to know that they could be artists. 

They could be writers. They could be performers. They can go to the theatre, 
they can think differently to the way they’re being brought up.” 

Scheme Director
 

The Director believes also that rural touring has an important role in promoting a diverse 
programme to challenge some of the issues that arise in communities with very low 
ethnic diversity. This was one of the reasons she was so keen to support the Rural 
Touring Dance Initiative which, in the case of Shropshire, was bringing a London-based 
black dance company, Just Us, to rural venues including Wem. The Director points out 
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this would not happen without Arts Alive or without the Arts Council. Another recent 
commissioned project, “My Big Fat Cow Pat Wedding”, was a partnership with Black 
Country Touring as a ground-breaking production, which has been demonstrated to 
have had a major impact on shifting attitudes. The project partnered an isolated rural 
community with a Bangladeshi community in the Black Country to create a piece of 
theatre that toured to rural and urban audiences across the West Midlands.

3.7.3 THE PROMOTERS AND VENUE
 

Wem Town Hall, previously home of the town council but now an arts and cultural venue, 
was destroyed by fire in 1995 and the present hall reopened following renovation in 2000. 
It closed again in 2005 as a result of funding problems – reopening after a consortium 
involving the local school took it over. In 2013, ownership passed over to a Trust who 
own it entirely. Run by a staff of three part-time workers supported by 51 volunteers 
it is funded through various means including income from events, largely with an arts 
and community focus. It hosts a wide range of activities from exhibitions to slimmer’s 
world, U3A (University of the Third Age) and a regular bric-a-brac market, etc. as well as 
offering a job club and a drop-in benefit advice service. There is a coffee shop run by 
volunteers as well as educational rooms and bookable space. It runs a variety of cultural 
events including cinema, performance events especially music, children’s shows etc. and 
it promotes three or four Arts Alive events a year.

 
The Scheme Director believes one of the most important features of Wem Town Hall is the 
small part-time team of paid workers on site. The Scheme Director thinks that this has 
been important in developing the depth and variety of programme. This also meant that 
they were able to weather the transition from one Town Hall manager to another without 
it endangering the programme.

 
The Town Hall team think that one of the important aspects of the venue is that they 
do a whole range of things in the same space and this results in a much more diverse 
audience for their shows.

“One thing is that you have people coming here to see a film anyway and 
then they pick up a brochure and start to peruse what we do. And I’m glad to 
say a lot of our customers take that risk of coming to see something different. 

And that, in turn, means they come and see more.” 
Town Hall Staff Member
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  The fact that they have non-arts activities such as the job club and the bric-a-brac 
market in the centre really helps to encourage people to try the arts events as it reduces 
suspicion that the arts is somehow special or exclusive. It also promotes accessibility for 
those attending other activities. One member of staff tells the story of one person who 
was coming to get advice and mentoring around work opportunities and realised what 
else was on there and started bringing her children.

 
As a venue with professional staff, they offer a whole programme of family friendly events 
and the Arts Alive aspects of the programme tend to focus on the kinds of more difficult 
to programme events that other promoters in smaller venues shy away from, such as 
dance and theatre. The manager talked about a one man show about dementia they had 
programmed which they were able to take a risk on, which had a profound effect on those 
coming to it and caused people to talk about it for weeks afterwards.

 

3.7.4 VOLUNTEERS
 

A key aspect for understanding the success of Wem as a venue is the role volunteers 
have in supporting the venue. There are 51 in total and they help out in every aspect of 
the programme from running the box office and the cafe to ushering people to their seats. 
As a venue, they invest a lot of energy in supporting their volunteers and this investment 
is returned both in the amount of commitment volunteers feel for the venue and also 
the level of responsibility they are prepared to take on.

 
One of the most important aspects of volunteering is the effect it has on the volunteers 
individually and on the relationships they build:

 
“We do volunteer events throughout the course of the year, where we just put 
on a social. We try and make it so that they sit together. But it’s amazing how 
quickly they do all become friends… We have a lot of people that relocate here, 

and they come in. It’s a way of making friends that have that impact”. 
Volunteer

 
One volunteer explained how important it had been in her life in terms of meeting people 
and breaking her sense of isolation:

 
“… and so I came here because I returned back to Wem after a bereavement 
and really was looking for an out to get to know people. So, that, yeah, and 

have met lovely, lovely people.” 
Volunteer

 
She explained how it had helped integrate her back into community life:

 
“Volunteering at the Town Hall is really a very significant part of my life 

and a big reason for actually not moving back to Kent, where I come from”. 
Volunteer

 
Another volunteer commented how volunteering had helped her have the confidence to 
get involved in the University of the Third Age and then to integrate the arts into the 
group:
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“I mean it coincided with me coming to volunteer that they came (the U3A). 
I mean I’ve been a volunteer here for a long time and then I’m in the U3A and 
then I just said, ‘We could have a film’, because sometimes if you see a film 

you’d really like to discuss it afterwards”. 
Volunteer

  All the volunteers talked about how volunteering had changed their view about many 
art forms and for many how it had opened the possibilities of other types of art form 
or performance. The venue manager gave the example of one man who worked as an 
usher but was not very interested in the arts, he helped out because his wife did. He 
ended up seeing a live stream of a performance of The Berliner and it changed his whole 
perception about classical music.

 
“He had never been into classical music, got no interest in it, didn’t understand it. 

He comes to every single one now. And he’s started to branch out into opera. 
He comes out, and he goes, I’d no idea what was going on, but it was beautiful…” 

Venue Manager

3.7.5 VISITED EVENT
 

The event for which we undertook the audience survey was a performance by “Just Us”, 
a Black-led contemporary dance company. It was very much outside of the normal ambit 
of events in the Town Hall programme and experimental for the venue. Pre-event, the 
staff were unsure whether it would sell well. The event was supported by a workshop for 
a group of boys from the two local schools. They attended the workshop and performed 
as part of the performance in the evening, and then stayed to watch the entire event.

 
Pre-show a group of fifteen boys from two local schools attended a workshop with the 
lead dancer from the company. Some of the boys had been involved in another project 
called ‘Boys Dancing” so were not new to dance but all the group were expected to stay 
after the workshop and perform moves they had learned in the workshop. Whilst clearly 
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a challenge some of the boys felt nervous about, it was clearly a factor in significantly 
boosting the number of those attending the performance as the boys joined the audience 
for the whole show, along with their families who had turned out to support them. Was 
the experience of the workshop more likely to make them go to see dance in the future? 
Some said yes and some, no. One participant offered a very interesting insight. “It’s a bit 
like me with rugby – I like playing it but I don’t really like watching it”.

 
Although venue staff were worried in advance about numbers attending on the night, the 
hall was relatively full. There were over fifty people in attendance, but more than fifteen of 
these were participants from the workshop and a good proportion of the rest were family 
and friends. Of the rest, many had taken advantage of a £5.00 ticket offer and as the 
survey indicates many audience members had never been to a live dance event before. 
Survey results showed that for 77% of the audience affordability was a key factor and 68% 
thought the performance would be unusual or something new. Apart from affordability, 
familiarity with the venue and its reputation were clearly factors in persuading people 
that it would be good quality and worth the risk. Most, 74%, found the venue to be family 
friendly and 59% expected the performance to be of high-quality. Interestingly, 12% of the 
35 surveys completed indicated that attending the venue was more likely to make them 
volunteer there, a much higher proportion than any other performance surveyed in this 
study. Although it is impossible to make strong claims around this figure this may have 
something to do with the very high visibility of volunteers in running and supporting the 
events at the venue.

 
Although the performance was challenging to the extent that it was unfamiliar to many 
in the audience, conversations during the interval and directly after the show pointed to 
the fact that most had found the experience rewarding and something that they would 
be prepared to repeat.

 
These findings were supported by the very many positive comments included in the open 
comments of the post card surveys, of which these are a representative sample: “Inspired 
me to try out and experience more dance. Really powerful and unique.”; “A really excellent 
performance extremely worthwhile and exceeded my expectation”; “Amazing work so 
grateful for Arts Alive and the companies that tour rurally. Improve my quality of life”; 
“Just a fantastic opportunity to see such powerful inspiring work in such an intimate and 
friendly space - really good to bring my 13 year old to this which is kind of work / art 
form she won’t have seen much”; “The curtain raiser by local boys was wonderful. Great to 
see profession contemporary dance in Wem” and “What a brilliant evening - made more 
special by local boys’ performance”.
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3.7.6 IMPACTS AND LEARNING
 

Reflecting on the Case Study, a range of impacts are evident.
 

Benefits and Impacts 
 
Evidence collected through the case study interviews, focus group and the audience 
survey indicate that Rural Touring Arts activity in Wem Town Hall has:

 
■ Been an important driver to local volunteering at the venue  
■ Promoted community cohesion through the events  
■ Contributed to local skills development, particularly among volunteers  
■ Led to the development of other arts and cultural activities  
■ Encouraged people attending the venue for non-arts activity to then go on to 
participate in arts activity.  
■ Contributed to community development through fostering other activities and 
partnerships  
■ A driver for promoting a broad range for arts events at the venue  
■ Promoted greater participation in the arts particularly through workshops and special 
projects (e.g. Boys dancing)  
■ Volunteering drives volunteering in a range of other projects and impacts positively 
on broader community capacity.

 
 
Good Practice 

 
■ The Scheme: Promoting diversity through the choice of programme; Partnership 
work with other schemes to develop innovative projects and promote participation and 
community cohesion. 
■ The Venue: Strong sustainable volunteering model; ability to implement variable 
pricing to promote riskier programme; high visibility of volunteers to promote the 
concept of volunteering.


