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PLACES LEISURE – FAIRFIELD LEISURE CENTRE  
 
 
1. Summary 
 
1.1 This report sets out the financial arrangements for 2023/24, in respect of the 

contract with Places Leisure for the operation of Fairfield Leisure Centre and 
matters ancillary thereto. 
 

2. RECOMMENDATION 
 
2.1 That, for the reasons outlined in the body of the report and exempt Appendix A, the 

revised financial arrangements, for the financial year 2023/24, be endorsed. 
 

 
3. Background and Discussion 
 
3.1 A leisure facility such as Fairfield Leisure Centre, assists the Council in    

delivering its statutory duties, including contributing to healthier lifestyles and 
mental wellbeing. This leisure facility also assists to better the economic stance 
of the local community by job creation and to make the Borough of Dartford an 
area more attractive to work and live. Trading for leisure operators proved to be 
extremely challenging during and after Covid and it is therefore important that 
the Council works with Places Leisure to ensure it can continue to deliver 
quality services at the Fairfield Leisure Centre on the Council’s behalf. 

 
3.2 As reported to Cabinet in March 2022 (Min No. 135), the Council worked 

closely with Places Leisure during Covid to agree a financial support package 
to reflect the impact on its business of the Covid restrictions, both during the 
closure periods and the subsequent re-mobilisation periods. The Council also 
agreed a reduced management fee for both 2021/22 and 2022/23, some of 
which was offset by Government grant funding. 

 
3.3 At a time when recovery is beginning to gain momentum, leisure providers are 

being hit hard by rising utility costs and the recent cost of living pressures on 
households which adversely impact consumer confidence, throughput and 
participation rates. This makes it a pressing issue for local authorities and leisure 
operators to address and review existing arrangements and options to ensure 
the viability of the sector. 

 
3.4 Discussions have now been had with Places Leisure regarding the 2023/24 

financial year. Whilst activity levels for swimming lessons have exceeded targets, 
gym memberships are well below pre-Covid levels and consequently income is 
still down, compared to February 2020. This is in line with other leisure centres 
across the country. The main pressure though is now from energy costs. 
Although the contractual risk in respect of energy costs sits with Places Leisure, 
the extent of the increase in tariffs has been unprecedented. Steps have been 
taken by Places Leisure to reduce energy consumption, including recent 
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installation of pool covers and LED lighting, however, the cost of energy itself 
has risen substantially.  

 
There is some protection in place currently from the Government’s energy cap, 
but this ends on 31 March 2023. For the new financial year, commencing 1 April 
2023, there is no such protection with leisure centres being exempt from the 
newly announced Energy Bills Discount Scheme, despite having high levels of 
energy use. The substantial increase in energy costs mean that Places Leisure 
will find it challenging to invest in the customer experience and to deliver the 
contracted management fee payable to the Council. 
 
The Council considers the provision of quality leisure services to be a true 
partnership between the Council and the operator and therefore, as detailed in 
exempt Appendix A, it is proposed that a revised management fee be agreed for 
2023/24. 

 
3.5 Any adjustment to the management fee should be subject to a commitment from 

Places Leisure to pursue alternative forms of support to assist with the energy 
costs of the facility and, if such support Is forthcoming, a corresponding 
adjustment to the management fee. 

  
3.6 The Subsidy Control Act 2022 in now fully in force. A ‘subsidy’ is defined1 as a 

grant, tax break, loan, or other form of financial assistance paid from public 
resources, which is specific, in that it gives an advantage to a business over 
another business and which is capable of affecting competition etc. in the 
provision of a service. 

 
  Section 4(2) of the 2022 Act provides ‘Financial assistance is not to be regarded 

as being specific if the distinction in the treatment of enterprises is justified by 
principles inherent to the design of the arrangements of which that financial 
assistance is part.’  

 
This is interpreted as being the contractual arrangements between the parties, 
as discussed in exempt Appendix A to the report. 

 
3.7  As a matter of best practice, the Council has reviewed its proposals alongside 

the Subsidy Control Act 2022 and has concluded that its proposal to reduce the 
management fee is not a subsidy.   

3.8 Whilst the Council is working with Places Leisure to revert to the initial 
contractual arrangement for future years, with the transfer of risk back to Places 
Leisure, Cabinet endorsement is sought for the proposed financial arrangements 
for 2023/24, as detailed at exempt Appendix A.  

 
3.9 It should be noted that the Council has been successful in bidding for funds from 

Phase 3b of the Public Sector Decarbonisation Scheme to deliver 
decarbonisation works to Fairfield Leisure Centre.  Whilst predominantly a 
climate change led project, the works should also reduce the centre’s reliance on 

 
1 S2(1) of the 2022 Act 
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fossil fuels as well as the operating costs relating to same.  This project is being 
planned now and will take some time to complete but this will likely assist Places 
Leisure revert to initial contractual arrangements as mentioned at paragraph 3.8. 

   
4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan 

 
The facilities provided through Places Leisure form a key part of the Council’s 
leisure infrastructure. Fairfield meets Corporate Plan objectives relating to Health 
and Well Being, Economic Development and Regeneration and Environment and 
Sustainability. 

 
5. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 

assessments 
 

Financial Implications As discussed in exempt Appendix A to 
the report. 

Legal Implications 
 
 
Public Sector Equality Duty 
 
Crime and Disorder Duty 

As discussed above and in exempt 
Appendix A to the report. 
 
None 
 
None  

Climate Impact Assessment Reductions in energy consumption from 
introduction of pool covers and LED 
lighting 

Staffing Implications None 
Administrative Implications None 
Risk Assessment If the leisure operator that runs this 

facility on behalf of the Council fails, 
then the Council must decide to either 
support the operator or let it fail and 
potentially bring the facility back in-
house. The later approach comes with 
challenges including TUPE, loss of 
income and facility maintenance. 

 
6. Appendix 
 

Appendix A – [Exempt] –Places Leisure- Fairfield Leisure Centre - Financial 
Arrangements for 2023/24 
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   Sarah Martin 
 

Corporate Services Appendix A - Standing 
Order 46(1) (b) and Annex 
1, paragraph 3, namely, 
Information relating to the 
financial or business affairs 
of any particular person 
(including the authority 
holding the information),and 
in all the circumstances of 
the case the public interest 
in not disclosing the 
information outweighs the 
public interest in disclosing 
the information. 
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