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Purpose of Report

This report provides an update to Members on the progress made following
the January 2024 Review of School Swimming Pools.

This includes implementation of the new income and pricing strategy, and
the findings of a wider review of pool operations.

This report contributes towards the delivery of the 2022/27 Council Plan
Strategic priorities of supporting stronger and healthier communities.

Recommendation(s)
The Executive is asked to:

(i) note the significant progress made in implementing the standardised
pricing structure across Falkirk Council controlled swimming pools,
and

(i) note the positive performance of the current swimming strategy,
particularly the growth of the Learn to Swim programme and the
stabilisation of the amateur aquatics scene.

Climate Change Implications

There are no climate change implications relating to this update report. It is
however recognised that swimming pools are significant energy users and
create a large carbon footprint. Officers continue reduce energy consumption
through pool covers and monitoring temperatures. As venue plant approaches
end of life, new energy efficient technology is considered.

Background

At its meeting on 31 January 2024, the Council considered the "Review of
School Swimming Pools" paper. The review was commissioned to address
the significant financial pressures on the Council, and to develop a strategy
to generate additional income, reduce costs, and ensure the long-term
sustainability of the pool portfolio.

The Council agreed to adopt a new standardised pricing structure for all
school pools under its control.
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Pricing for Sports and Leisure is a delegated authority of the Director of
Place Services. As such with the standardised pricing structure alongside
progress towards a centralised booking approach, school pool charging will
continue to be aligned under that approach.

The Council requested a report be brought in 2025 to update on how the
swimming pool changes agreed in early 2024 had performed. This report
fulfils that request.

Progress on Standardised Pricing

Officers can report that positive steps have been taken to deliver a
standardised pricing structure across the Council's swimming pool estate.

The new prices for Sport and Leisure facilities, as agreed by Council, were
implemented from 1 April 2024. This included revised charges in 2024/25
for public swimming (increase of 7%), the Learn to Swim programme
(increase of 6.25%), and commercial lets (increase of 54%). Members will
recall such a revision was required to stabilise the future of school pools
given the significant operational costs of running such facilities.

As part of the 2025/26 budget-setting process the Council agreed to adopt
the same standardised pricing across Children’s Services operated
buildings (Graeme High, Boness Academy, Braes). These prices will
become operational from August 2025, bringing full alignment to all
Council-managed school lets. These changes will be further embedded as
we introduce a single booking system for Falkirk Council operated pools,
and this should be in place within the current financial year 2025/26.

Positively, the Tryst Community Sports Club (TCSC), which manages lets at
Larbert High School, has also adopted the standardised pricing for all pool
hires to non-partner organisations, demonstrating a strong commitment to
partnership working.

Members should note that this standardisation does not apply to bookings
made directly with NPDO (Non-Profit Distributing Organisation) operators
namely St. Mungos, Grangemouth, Falkirk High, Denny High. These
bookings are subject to longstanding commercial contracts between the
NPDOs and Falkirk Council.

Success of Current Strategy

Following the strategic decisions made by the Council in January 2024 we can

now report that progress has been made to place the school pools on a more
sustainable footing. Combined with a new approach to performance
management of the programme, the team has maximised attendance,
participation and improved financial performance. Whilst there is much work
still to do, we highlight some results below.

Learn to Swim (LTS) Programme: The programme has demonstrated
significant growth in performance, and we can report the following
improvements:
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e Record Participation: As of March 2025, the programme reached its
highest-ever number of participants, with 3,058 children enrolled in lessons
across Falkirk. This represents a 22% increase from the 2,400 participants
at the start 2024/25. This has been achieved primarily by prioritising key
programming times for expansion, and we have introduced a further 56 new
learn to swim classes in 2024/25.

e Financial Performance: The programme delivered a year-end net surplus of
£367,000 for 2024/25, which was around 12% above the upwardly revised
budget. This positive return helps to cross subsidise the wider operational
activities which operate at a loss, such as the GoCard and Active Forth
programmes. The strategy across the service, especially given the Council’s
wider financial position, is to continue to recover more income so we can
further reduce the service budget gap. To provide context in 2024/25 the
cost of running Sport and Leisure Services was a £12.9m, and this was only
partially offset by £6m income from fees, charges and grants.

e Workforce Growth: Following investment in 3 National Governing Body
certified courses, we have recruited a further 20 swimming teachers. This
creates quality local employment opportunities for predominantly young
people, as well as allowing us to better manage turnover, and provide
programme stability and growth.

e As an accredited Scottish Swimming National Framework provider, these
new staff join our high quality continued professional development (CPD)
training and mentoring programme, all of which ensures we deliver a
consistent and quality Learn to Swim product across our communities.

Amateur Aquatics Scene: It is the view of officers that the local club scene
has developed into a stronger and more stable position in the past 18
months. The three former amateur swimming clubs have successfully
merged to form a single entity, the Forth Valley Tridents. This new model
provides a strong structure to compete at the higher levels of the sport
nationally. It is also positive to see the Tridents have now employed a full-
time professional coach, registered as a Scottish Charitable Incorporated
Organisation (SCIO), and are providing a more cohesive structure for the
sport in the area.

Commercial Pricing: The agreed commercial prices for private swim providers
began to come into force in April 24. For some sites such as Graeme High this
will come into effect from August 25, on its return from Class of 98. While there
was and continues to be significant feedback against these changes from
these private operators, some have consolidated some sessions, and others
have indicated that they wish to increase into vacated space. The reduced
income being generated in this area has been offset by the increased charging
per hour, as well as income growth within our own direct program as outlined
in 6.2. Given the strategic priority to protect and expand the Council's own
Learn to Swim programme and public swimming, this modest reduction in
demand is in line with previous expectations.
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Pricing for Amateur Aquatics Clubs (2026/27)

Council previously agreed a phased approach to price increases for amateur
aquatics clubs to move them into line with the national average for pool hire.

It is noted that since that decision was taken the underlying market conditions
have shifted significantly. The formation of the Forth Valley Tridents as a
single SCIO is a major and positive development for the local area. The new
club has undertaken a complete review of its structure, including pool time,
coaching squads, and progression pathways. Officers have engaged with and
are keen to support the club as much as possible particularly as it contributes
to improving the health and wellbeing of residents. It is considered that higher
prices in the early stages of the organisation’s existence would be counter-
productive for their progress. In addition, both organisations are signatories to
the Scottish Swimming Framework, which commits all parties to working
together for the good of the sport.

The swimming pool changes agreed by Council empowered officers to explore
all options to support the long-term viability of Clubs. Given the strong
improvements in financial performance over the past 12 months, officers have
some flexibility with regard to amateur clubs. As a result, the Sport and Leisure
Service will now move forward with a more gradual price increase policy for
Amateur Clubs which will be set through the normal price review process.

Wider Pool Operations Review
Session Duration:

Officers have explored the potential move from 45-minute to 60-minute
booking sessions. Following consultation with key user groups, including Forth
Valley Tridents, the decision was made to retain the existing 45-minute model.

The shorter session format offers several advantages. It increases overall
capacity during peak times, particularly within the school’s estate, enhances
operational efficiency, and provides a more affordable option for users.
Crucially, the 45-minute model aligns with established custom and practice;
clubs in this area are familiar with this approach and have built their sessions
around it. Retaining the current format supports continuity, enables more
flexible scheduling, and ensures ongoing alignment with user expectations.

Booking Prioritisation:

In the coming months and years we will continue to develop our approach to
how we manage our swimming pools. Across Scotland aquatic providers are
reviewing programmes as funding becomes increasingly restricted. This is
challenging pool operators to maximise efficiency, improve financial viability
and become more sustainable. Programmes must balance local demands
whilst recognising and giving more priority to income generating activities. In a
transparent and consistent approach, we will operate with the following
prioritisation, which officers have developed to prioritise Falkirk Council
programmes and Clubs. This will be introduced operationally through our
booking process, for all new bookings, from September 2025.
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Prioritisation of pool capacity

Priority User

1 Falkirk Council run programmes: (e.g. General Public
Swimming and FC Learn to Swim Classes

Amateur Clubs from the local area, with Sports Hub or
2 National Governing Body (NGB) Quality Accreditation:
(e.g. Forth Valley Tridents)

One-off events for Sport NGBs or District Associations:

3
(Galas)
4 Clubs or residents from the Falkirk Council area without
quality accreditation
Private / Commercial Swim Providers providing services to
5 : ; .
Falkirk Council area residents
6 Clubs or Commercial bookings from outside the Falkirk
Council area
7 Other requests

Private Providers:

Given the prioritisation approach above, it is expected that private providers
will be disappointed with their allocations in the coming months and years. We
are sympathetic to this situation, but it needs to be remembered that the
Council currently operates its pools at a financial loss and must prioritise
available pool time on its own programme and that of local amateur clubs,
rather than private for-profit businesses who are benefitting from subsidised
pool use. Members should note that, to the best of officers' knowledge, no
other local authority within the central area currently permits private Learn to
Swim providers to operate within council-managed swimming facilities.

This change will impact the following list of the private companies currently
operating from Falkirk Council facilities:

Provider Operational Site
Evolution Swim School CIC, Larbert | Graeme High

H***** M**** Coaching Denny

Love2Swim CIC, Stirling Denny

Swimeasy Limited, Edinburgh Braes/Larbert
Swimvibe Ltd, Dunblane Graeme High School
Water Babies Limited, Exeter Braes

Turtle Tots Limited, Bristol Graeme High School

Table 1 — illustration of private providers currently operating from Falkirk Council facilities.
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Gala Bookings:

The service has reviewed the impact that swimming galas have on other pool
users. While recognising their importance for the Galas and Events we also
need to ensure community needs and access are also balanced. The above
prioritisation framework will be used managing these bookings requests,
including how often they will be accepted per year and what priority will be
given to competing requests.

Pool Time Allocation:

Officers have reviewed the allocation of pool time across all facilities to ensure
a fair and strategic approach. Public swimming (defined as general open
swimming), the Falkirk Council Learn to Swim programme, and Amateur
Aquatics Clubs are all considered to be core public swimming activities. The
Service plan is to commit to a minimum provision of 80% of all available pool
time to these activities. While no minimum commitment is given to booking
requests which fall into category 4-7. These will be considered in line with the
wider needs of the business, contribution to financial viability and impact on
core user groups.

Consultation

There has been ongoing engagement and communication with key
stakeholders. This includes direct meetings with both private providers and
amateur aquatics clubs (Forth Valley Tridents), continuous review of customer
feedback and data from our LTS programme, and discussions with facility
staff. This operational feedback has been central to shaping the approach
outlined in this report.

Officers met with Private Providers representatives in October 2024 and have
had ongoing and multiple written communications since. Members will also be
aware of number of communications sent across all elected members
expressing their unhappiness with the pricing agreed in January 24. We have
consistently explained that the cost model for use of facilities operated by the
Council must reflect a more commercial approach. As the schools return and
we begin to understand the full operational costs of these sites, we will look to
price access on a basis which reflects as a minimum of full cost recovery.

Officers have met with The Forth Valley Tridents in respect of the proposals
within this report and have their agreement that the proposed approach will
support them as they develop and establish their new Club.

Implications
Financial

The recommendations in this report support the Council's financial
sustainability. The success of the Learn to Swim programme is significant, with
income growing last year from 2023/24 £596k to £747k in 2024/25. That is
growth of 20%, with a further 8% growth expected for this current year. The
longer-term target for Learn to Swim, should resources and programming
allow, will be to achieve £1m of income within the next 5 years.
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Indicative estimates of the cost to operate a school pool facility currently sits
between £100k and £140k per annum, depending on the facility size and
programme. This does not include the capital costs of building the facilities in
the first place. This therefore requires our current Strategy to develop
programmes which maximise income and stepping towards a full cost recovery
model for commercial bookings.

Sports and Leisure income growth is vital to reducing the budget subsidy,
significant progress has been made to develop an operating model which
becomes more sustainable for the Council in the longer term. Initiatives such
as changing the approach to booking prioritisation and maximising income
generation from in demand programmes, will help deliver the transformation of
the services towards push the income recovery well beyond 50% over the
coming years.

Resources

The growth of the Learn to Swim programme has created additional
employment opportunities. These recommendations support the continued
operational viability and financial sustainability of the Council's swimming pool
assets.

Legal
There are no legal considerations or implications in noting this report.
Risk

The primary risk identified in the January 2024 report was the ability of
amateur clubs to absorb price increases. The update in section 7.0 explains
the more pragmatic approach being adopted in setting fees and charges,
which officers believes mitigates this risk.

There is a risk that private operators will reduce bookings at Council facilities
following the new pricing model. This is mitigated by the fact any time freed up
can be used by the Council for its own Learn To Swim scheme, and by the fact
that previous experience suggests the impacts on this front will be limited or
can be mitigated.

There is a risk that the public will be disappointed and confused to see private
operators step back from their traditional slots in their community. This will be
mitigated by considering alternative uses for the slots and the introduction of
alternative programme options.

There is a risk that amateur aquatic clubs in Falkirk will pay significantly less
than the national average under this approach. This would be income the
Council could use to offset its budget gap. This will be mitigated by increased
income being generated by the Council's Learn to Swim Scheme. In addition,
the proposal agreed in January 24 anticipated reduced utilisation of space by
the swim team as they expected to lose members. In practice the club has
strengthened its membership base and continued to use previous slots so
income in this area has not reduced to the predicted levels. Discussions with
the club have been open and honest and we have been clear pool hire costs
will still need to increase in future years.
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However, the trajectory of that increase will be in line with our normal price
review processes and fully discussed with them.

There is a risk that the expansion of the Learn to Swim Scheme will stall, and
future projections will not be met. This is mitigated by the performance
management approach, supported by market research to closely monitor any
softening of demand. Officers have significant experience of managing these
types of programmes and have a range of option which they can deploy. As
with any income generating programme on a discretionary spend, risk can
never fully be mitigated, should macro-economic factors in the wider economy
transpire. Clearly officers in those circumstances would have to consider more
significant alternatives.

Equalities

This report is purely for noting therefore no new EPIA is required beyond the
original EPIA from the January 24 decision.

That said officers have reviewed the original EPIA to ensure it remains valid.
Officers assessed that no new negative impacts on those with protected
characteristics have been created. Furthermore, the pricing mitigations
previously implemented have actively supported residents within the three
identified protected characteristics of age, disability, and poverty.

Furthermore, the progress outlined in this report demonstrates that the
strategy is having a positive impact on the Council's equality duties.
Specifically:

e The expansion of the Council's own Learn to Swim programme has
increased participation by over 650 children, ensuring a vital life skill is
accessible and affordable to more families across the area.

e The pragmatic and phased approach to pricing for the amateur club
actively prevents swimming from becoming unaffordable for members,
thereby supporting continued participation for people on lower incomes.

Officers therefore remain satisfied that the implementation of the swimming
pool strategy is being managed in a way that positively supports our
commitments to equality.

Conclusions

Following the Council decision in January 2024, officers have made significant
progress in implementing a new standardised pricing structure across the
Council's pool estate. This has been a key step towards improving the
financial sustainability of these vital community assets.

Council is asked to note the significant progress made in implementing the
standardised pricing structure across Falkirk Council controlled swimming
pools. To also note the exceptional performance of the current swimming
strategy, particularly the growth of the Learn to Swim programme and the
stabilisation of the amateur aquatics’ scene, and for officers to continue the
phased approach to pricing for amateur aquatics clubs.
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Appendices

None.

List of Background Papers:

The following papers were relied on in the preparation of this report in terms of the
Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973:

Falkirk Council - Review of School Swimming Pools, January 2024
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