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Portobello wants to keep the
Town Hall for Community use

01 Introduction

Over 1,800 signatures to refurbish the
Town Hall at time of closure.
Over 500 active participants in the
engagement campaign, even during
lockdown.
90% of those surveyed want to keep the
Hall within the community.

02 What we found out

The community have exciting
ideas

03 What we did

From cooking lessons to nerf gun battles, youth
clubs to cinema we were inundated with more
than 100 unique ideas for how the community
want to use the Town Hall.

04 What we learned

The community want to help
195 offers to donate time and expertise, 75
regularly.
116 offers to donate money.
65 offers to organise future events.
Support from our local sister community
centres, from expertise to hall hire.
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Introduction
Portobello Central is a small group based in the Portobello community working to bring
Portobello Town Hall back to life.
Edinburgh City Council through the libraries department. Deemed financially non-viable and
facing increasing repair costs, the Council closed the doors.
With 2 halls, including an impressive theatre arrangement with seats for almost 500 people, the
venue was used for weddings, ceilidhs, theatre, concerts, festivals, dances, exhibitions, parties
and keep fit classes. The sense of loss, as the heart of Portobello grew dark, was palpable.

Refurbishing would bring life back into the building as well as being heavily used again.
This building IS Portobello!
Almost immediately, the community got to work with a petition calling for refurbishment,
attracting over 1,800 signatures. Following this success petition, a community workshop was
arranged to discuss options for the To
A core group met at the workshop, and with the help of local Councillor, Mary Campbell, came
together to make sure Portobello Town Hall remained a public space with community at its heart
regardless of the ultimate leaseholder. From this group, Portobello Central was born.
Portobello Central set out to create a space where the community could come together to
harness our capacity for optimism, creativity, and volunteering. We wanted to explore with what
the Town Hall could enable in the future.
We set out to create an ambitious community
engagement programme in line with the
National Standards for Community
Engagement.
Due to start in March 2020, our original
timetable and methodology was challenged by
the necessary restrictions created by Covid-19.
After a brief pause, the group reconvened. We
agreed the purpose of the engagement and the
desire to maintain a quality consistent with the
National Standards had not changed. We
adjusted our methodologies accordingly and
our engagement began again in earnest in
June 2020.
The remainder of this report details the
outcome, purpose, methodology and lessons
learned of our engagement plan.
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What we found out
At the point of closure a petition was instigated on
change.org1 calling on Edinburgh City Council to refurbish
Portobello Town Hall and prevent its closure. Very quickly,
1,812 signatures were gathered.
The petition demonstrated the strength of feeling within the
community for a well-loved and used building. A sense of
frustration that the Hall had been allowed to fall into such
disrepair, particularly as our community grew larger, was
clear.

Portobello would not be
Portobello without this
wonderful building! It is
perfectly positioned right in the
middle of the town centre and
serves its community well.
Every proper town needs its
own town hall and none more
so than this one.

Integral part of the community, overlooked and under-funded for years. Loss of
this building would have so much impact.

It's a beautiful building and it's much needed
by the ever-growing population of Portobello

Many comments addressed the potential for the building and the variety of needs it had served
at the past and could serve in the future
My wife is from Thailand and we travel from
Hamilton to visit the town hall every time
there is a Thai Festival there. So we can
Celebrate with our other Thai Friends. This
would be a Big Loss

I have (had) many a great night in this
venue. Where can I meet up with friends
from near & far who are attending the
Northern Soul nights

300 Conversations in 30 Days
Using a variety of methods aimed at engaging as many and as diverse views as possible (full
w
) Portobello Central created space within the restrictions of
social distancing where the community could come together to harness our capacity for
optimism, creativity and volunteering.
Over 30 days we broke our 300 conversations target and 532 different people engaged with us
through surveys, online meetings, social media, email, and socially distanced chats. They
shared their memories of the Town Hall, their excitement about its possible futures, what they
needed from this community space, their ideas, and their offers of help.

1

https://www.change.org/p/city-of-edinburgh-council-refurbish-portobello-town-hall/c
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We found the community overwhelmingly wanted to keep the Town Hall under community
control and were willing to help. They envisioned a space that filled the gaps in existing
provision for all generations, particularly youth, while meeting the ambitions of Portobello as a
home for a serious up and coming events space.
Of the 460 main community survey respondents, over 74% had used the Town Hall in the past
and 90% wanted it to be managed by and for the community in the future. 100% of those asked
(surveyed and other) believed more could happen in the Town Hall if it was community run.
Difficulties encountered when trying to hire the hall from the Council were mentioned, one
I did try and hire it once but got nowhere
The Town Hall was previously used for a wide variety of purposes. When conducting the survey
we asked how people had used the Town Hall but aimed for a sense of how much it was used
(audience) and how much for more participatory purposes (e.g. classes):

Audience

42%

44%

Organiser
Other
Participant

8%

6%

We wanted to understand what the community of Portobello wanted to use Portobello Town Hall
for now and in the future. Grouping the ideas into categories we asked across our different
engagement methods which of the categories people would like to see, people could select
more than one choice:
500
450
400
350
300
250
200
150
100
50
0
Live
events

Classes

Studios
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The real fun happened in the workshops, face to face conversations and free-form section of the
surveys. With over 100 unique ideas (see appendix 1), Portobello really showed its creativity.
The Portobello Town hall is a brilliant resource right in the heart of Portobello. It's time
to think about re-engaging the communities we live in and the town hall can play a key
part in this, providing lots of opportunities for people to access social connections, culture
and goods under one roof

The breadth of ideas was impressive and reflected the diversity of participants. Youth oriented
ideas such as youth groups; youth council hub; gaming conventions; under 18 discos; laser
quest; and nerf gun battles came predominantly from participants aged 18 and under. This
perhaps reflects the lack of informal community spaces for the young within Portobello.
The lack of relaxed social meeting spaces for the older generation came up too with one
The cafe at Bellfield was a (local) meeting space for the elderly .. (they are)
now meeting at Morrisons
. This need was innate in ideas such as coffee mornings;
community café; social bingo and tea dances.
Large, noisier public events such as live concerts and gigs, theatre, festival venue,
often came up, recognizing the unique possibilities offered by the Town Hall
Concern about damaging demand for other
community centres in Portobello was also clear.
Certain ideas came up multiple times, cinema, and childcare in particular. Wrap-around
childcare was previously available at the Town Hall but has since moved to Duddingston. We
of the campaign. A crude but effective tool, words are
grouped in a shape with relative size reflecting frequency:
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An events, meeting place, theatre, dance, performance space, a REAL hub of the new Porty
community, youth club! Don't let this chance pass YOU by, Porty NEED'S something, for
everyone, from babies to the purple rinse brigade, everyone!

Themes started to emerge from these ideas. The Town Hall is envisioned as a cross-generational, inclusive, and accessible community venue. It
should meet gaps in existing provisions including a social space for all generations, particularly youth, while meeting the ambitions of Portobello as a
home for a serious up and coming events space:
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The community wants to help
In our surveys and conversations we asked participants if they would be willing to help and in
what way. People were able to choose multiple options, varying from spreading the word about
events to donating time and money.

Publicise events
Attend events
Organise events
Donate time once off
Donate time regularly
Donate money
0

100

200

300

400

195 people in total offered to donate time, 120 on an ad hoc basis and 75 regularly. Skills
offered included design, project management, events programming, conservation architecture,
sharing experience of 3rd sector organizing and similar community projects, cleaning, painting,
and gardening. 137 email addresses were provided to discuss offers in more detail we are still
working through that list.
116 participants indicated willingness to support the project by donating money. The community
have donated £540 so far (Sept 2020), in response to an update for our mailing list. We did not
explore other options (community shares, crowd funding) at this stage of engagement.
63 respondents were interested in organizing events, those mentioned specifically:

8

Portobello Town Hall Community Engagement Report

What we did
Purpose of Engagement and Identification of Partners
First we agreed the purpose of our engagement plan based on our understanding of the
communities ambitions, informed by the original petition establishing community interest.
Purpose of Engagement
Understand what Portobello Community needs, and what is missing from our existing portfolio
of community spaces.
To involve our wider community in shaping the proposal we deliver, and to make sure that we
Understand what the community of Portobello want to use Portobello Town Hall for now and in
the future.
Understand what support the community of Portobello are willing and able to give.
To excite the community about the possibilities of Portobello Central
Our next stage was to identify partners within the community that could help us design and
deliver our engagement, leaning on their knowledge to ensure our design was inclusive and
removed barriers where possible. We met with various community organisations:
Portobello Community Council
Portobello Library
Portobello High School
Other community centres The Washhouse and Bellfield
Local Scout Groups
Original plans included speaking at High School assemblies; workshops at the library; crafting
sessions with the local Scouts group; and world café style events at the Washhouse, who
donated their venue for this purpose.
Covid-19 meant we had to re-think. Within the constraints of social distancing while continuing
to focus on the importance of diversity and inclusivity of participants we designed our 300
conversations in 30 days campaign:
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300 Conversations in 30 Days: Design and Methodology
300 conversations in 30 days was developed to encompass our ambition to align with the
National Standards of Community Engagement within the constraints imposed by social
distancing.
We continued to strive towards diversity of views and inclusion through:
o social media strategy to widen audience using different platforms;
o different online approaches (targeted surveys; online group meetings; email)
o creating avenues for those not able or willing to engage online (socially distanced
meetings, hard copies of survey questions)
o socially distanced physical publicity (flyers, banner, presence on High Street)

was a reasonable and representative target, and allowed us to encompass all of the different
methods by counting each point of engagement, by whatever means, as a
.

Method of Engagement
Main Survey
Online Workshops
Portobello High School Survey
Socially distanced face to face
Facebook
Email
Hard copy form

10

# Conversations
459
19
18
11
11
9
5
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Social Media Strategy
The objective of the social media strategy was to reach as wide an audience as possible. This
meant moving beyond our established Facebook group (800) which was non-diverse (74%
identified as female, majority within age group 35 64).
We developed www.portobellocentral.org, using this as the launch pad for communicating our
work and plans for engagement. We then echoed through Facebook; Instagram and Twitter.
We conducted a social media community audit. This identified groups with large and active
followings within our community and those we hoped might expand our diversity (e.g. Portovelo,
Spokes Porty and Portobello Rugby Club). We engaged these groups through Facebook,
Twitter, and Instagram. Our partners, Portobello Library, the Wash House, and Bellfield, along
with individual supporters, also promoted our campaign.
During the campaign, the Portobello Central (Saving Porty Town
Hall) Facebook group quickly grew from c.800 to well over 1,000
members, c.650 of whom are d
the Porty Central mailing list through the website grew to c.100.
We used these platforms to provide information and encourage
engagement. We kept everyone up to date on our tally of
given points. This provoked engagement from those who did not see
their idea. We also had meaningful conversations via Facebook
with participants providing their thoughts and ideas, which made up
a small element (11) of our 532 conversations.
Online Workshops

people to book. Using a semi-structured interview style based on the purpose of our
engagement these were small, focused workshops. To ease nervousness and wary o

-

so many uses for the
Town Hall!
I would definitely recommend booking into one of ZOOM discussions, really found it interesting & great
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In total, 19 of the 532 conversations were performed in this way. Participants were from a
variety of backgrounds, 5 identified as male and around 36% occupied the 65 and over age
group. Participants were animated, bouncing ideas off each other, asking questions, and
providing advice.
Surveys
We designed and executed 2 surveys covering the purpose of our engagement using Typeform
for both. The largest by far, with 459 responses was the general community survey, promoted
through our social media.
We also worked with our partner, Portobello High School to provide a tailored survey to High
parents. 19 pupils took part, providing an insight to an age group we were not seeing a high
level of engagement for.
The design of both surveys was initially by the working group, using the guidance provided by
the Typeform platform. These were then tested and feedback was sought from community
members (a teacher for the High School survey) prior to publication. Drop off rates were low,
and insignificant for the community survey once the survey was started. Only completed
surveys were counted.
Non-Virtual Methods of Engagement
Keen to ensure we included those who were not able or willing to engage online we
supplemented our engagement plan with non-virtual methods where possible:
1. 1000 printed flyers with questions on the back distributed in
shops and public spaces, Bellfield provided a delivery
location. At this stage in the lockdown we were not confident
of a successful socially distanced doorstep delivery.
2. Large banner hung on doors of the Town Hall
3. Physical presence outside of Town Hall (2 days, consecutive
weekends, socially distanced) where we were able to
distribute leaflets and talk face to face with passers-by.
4. Pre-arranged socially distanced face to face conversations
outside with no more than 2 households present at any time.
Of our 532 conversations, 11 were face to face and 5 were paper
forms handed in.
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Appendix 1: Over 100 Unique Ideas
Weddings
Parties / celebrations
Farmers market
Nursery age child care
Wrap around childcare
Drop in creche
Playgroups
Live events
Live music venue
Permanent cinema
Pop-up cinema
Shop
Christmas fairs
Market space
Tables sale
Indoor car boot sales
Arts and craft fairs
University or college outreach
Community hub with police, CAB and library
Seaside tourist hub manage our tourism
Artists studios;
Co-working space
Edinburgh festival
Support schools
Northern Soul
Youth club
Community place
Hub for community groups
Community performances

Licensed Bar
Community / Commercial mix
Permanent café
A community cafe with locally grown vegs
(making use of the garden for crops, great
for children school project type thing)
Drop in centre
Coffee mornings
Jewellery studio;
Tango dances
Ceroc dances
Dance shows
Porty's Queen Hall
Boutique hotel
Classes and clubs for kids
Exhibitions
Tea dances
Social bingo
Bingo
Fundraising events
Art classes
Community democracy events
Under 18 discos
Social events for ages 12 - 15
Theatre performances
Community centre for the youth
Charity events
Volleyball
Quiz night
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Fitness
Support schools
Drama clubs
Ochestras
Ceilidh
DJ nights
Family friendly events
Games conventions
Lectures
An indoor hall to play games and hang out
after school.
Office space
Somewhere to get out of house to meet
other Mums over coffee and let the babies
play with toys and chat. Play frame, ball pit.
Rehearsal space
Kids fitness or self defence classes
Adult self defence classes
Boxing Tournaments
Lego league.
Arts and crafts groups
50's, 60's 70's dance nights
Lip reading lessons
Office functions
Christenings
Prom venue
Nerf gun battles
Laserquest
Badminton
Pop-up bank
Zero-waste grocery
Dog shows
Hidden Doors festival
Spiritual fellowships
Chinese New Year Celebrations
A space like Drill Hall / Out of the Blue

Circuit training
Stuff for Dad's so they don't go to the pub
Choir
Dance competitions. (Highland, Ballroom,
Stage or Hip Hop)
Youth theatre
Festival Fringe events
Ping pong evening (Bellfield too small)
Swing dance society
Conference space
Children's sporting events
Training young people about community
work and volunteering - grow the next
generation of citizens
After school activities
Work with other centres to create weekend
"events" to get a buzz going round Porty
Innovation and entrepreneur space
Family Saturday theatre / cineam
Multi-generational events
Venue for Edinburgh Beltane
Science outreach and education
Graduations
Venue for Fun Palace
Portie does Strictly
Food festival
Mini highland games
Community cooking for those recently
housed
Theatre training
Local energy project
Local history museum
Social innovation space
Porty Robots finders Gathering
Polling station
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Appendix 2: Lessons Learned
A key objective of the National Standards for Community Engagement is to use what has been
learned to improve our future community engagement.
To that end the working group got together at the end of the campaign to discuss how we felt
and what we would do differently in the future. We also welcomed feedback throughout our
conversations.
There was so much more that could have been done with the benefit of more time, skills, and
resources. COVID restrictions caused constraints, both for our engagement plans but also in
the capacity of the community and partners.
There were also some things we would do differently if we had our time again regardless:
Diversity and Inclusivity:
We were acutely aware of the limitations of COVID restrictions and what this meant in terms of
lack of diversity. We did not reach as many offline as we would have liked and participant
demographics were skewed towards those of the working group.
With the benefit of hindsight we would:
Spend more time identifying and engaging partners at the start with diversity firmly in
mind.
spearhead engagement with this age group (participant
feedback).
Expand our offline conversations, enabling volunteers to hold these with neighbours and
friends. This would allow those that know the participant best to tailor each conversation
to the part
.
Communication and Branding:
made it unclear at first glance what
where it was suggested the uncertainty of objective may put people off.
With the benefit of hindsight we would:
.
Welcome feedback in advance of our campaign communications to ensure these were
as clear as possible.
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