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A proposal based on the wishes of the people of the Dyfi Valley
History:

The closure of the Celtica tourist attraction and discussions about the future of The Plas building and grounds aroused huge interest from members of the community.

Over 100 people came to the initial public meeting where individuals made presentations of potential ideas.  At the second meeting a smaller but committed representation was directed into focus groups.  The focus groups researched the following interests: 

· Office rental

· Creative Industries

· Community Arts

· Education

· Heritage

Information was collated through visits to arts and business centres, local surveys, analysis of figures and from expert advice.  These groups made presentations of their findings at the steering group meetings which have met regularly since February.

A task and finish sub-group was set up to draw together a report of recommendations that summarises the vision of the community for the Plas.

This report is enclosed with architectural drawings that illustrate these possibilities and show provisional costings.

The future:

The steering group considers that a feasibility study of the project needs to be conducted and that the project needs to be driven by a paid committed individual or small working team.  We are looking into the potential of independent funding and also the possibility of being incorporated into the council’s feasibility study for The Plas.

Secondly the steering group considers that the process needs to come full circle and seek approval and support from the community. The group intends to present to the community a summary of our findings and of the vision. 

Thirdly the steering group needs to develop a constitutional body in order to be recognised as an entity eligible for funding. We intend to seek advice from funding bodies to ensure that we meet the relevant criteria and policies. 

Plas Machynlleth - Community Business Arts Cultural Centre

Community Plas

Y Plas has been so much more than a tourist attraction over the years.  The building and grounds have hosted excellent cultural events and offered opportunities for both education and play.  Our vision for Y Plas is to build on this reputation, developing a centre for the people of the Dyfi Valley and its visitors. 

The building is ideal for serving economic, creative and community needs of the Dyfi Valley. It can provide workspace for small businesses, facilities for meetings, conferences; also space for the arts and entertainments, community events and education and training.  Further it offers a sense of place where the public of all ages can enjoy this prestigious building and its beautiful surroundings, a platform where different cultures and interests could be equally encouraged and harmoniously integrated.

Meeting Plas
Machynlleth is on the A487, major North-South road link and has access by road to eastern Wales and the English midlands.  It enjoys rail links to Aberystwyth and Porthmadog, Shrewsbury and Birmingham.  Y Plas is well situated therefore; to host Wales-wide conferences, training courses, trade fairs and other events, and thereby boost the economy of Bro Ddyfi.  Our research suggests that there is little competition with Y Plas in this part of Wales able to provide comparable conference facilities and ambience. There is also great scope for collaboration with other organisations such as the Centre for Alternative Technology who is planning a £5 million development, which will include a conference centre, theatre and other facilities.

Celtica was used for meetings mainly by the Welsh public sector. There is scope to attract the West Midlands private sector if the area can offer an integrated leisure and business product eg a sales conference at the Plas together with quad biking or team-building in the outdoors or a swim in the Leisure Centre.

The size of residential conferences would be limited by a lack of large hotels in Machynlleth. Day meetings may be a good proposition, for example if Aberystwyth lacks sufficient venues to service visitors to the Assembly civil service after 2007.

Machynlleth Town Council wishes to re-establish a Chamber for its use in the Plas. The simplest way to achieve this would be to provide suitable furnishings so that one of the multi-function meeting rooms could be easily set out for Council meetings. Some of the wall space in this room could be dedicated to the Council’s artefacts without compromising other uses.

Work Plas

Machynlleth has an enterprise culture where many consultants, professionals, entrepreneurs, creative businesses and artists survive.  Currently the lack of appropriate small business space means that these professionals work from home.  Providing a hub would enable these individuals to become more visible and allow them the opportunity to integrate and support each other. Y Plas can play a central role for these businesses and entrepreneurs becoming the heart of a thriving enterprise culture in Machynlleth.  

A broadband connection and wi-fi (wireless network) throughout the building would be an efficient way to support the businesses and conferences.  It will also provide a service to the visitors.  Visitors or any building users with laptops and internet-enabled mobile phones could access the Internet through it.
Renting out office space in Y Plas offers the chance of generating an income from the building relatively quickly with little capital expenditure.

Tourism Plas
The Dyfi Valley is rich in many aspects, whether is its geology and archeology, its history, the characters and stories that abound in the area, its myths and it magic, its Celtic origins, its arts and crafts, the Roman connections and the strong Welsh heritage and tradition.  A changing themed exhibition with complementary screenings in the cinema with a focus on the topics mentioned above would attract a wider audience.  Unlike a permanent display, it would  encourage visitors to make repeat visits.  
The area known as the 'vortex' is ideal to house the installation of an imaginative exhibition, providing a low budget and informative experience for school parties and tourists.  It can also house events demonstrating how to knap flints or make arrows, cook bread or make mead, pan gold or extract lead, weave wool or ret flax.  

The exhibitions and events would create employment for storytellers, teachers, event organizers, artists and craftspeople, performers and musicians.  It would also bring a constant flow of people to the café, shop, Tir Na Nog; so that members of the public of all ages would have a share in the Plas experience.
 
Training Plas
The Plas has the potential to offer high quality training opportunities for young people through audio-visual projects, artisan workshops and direct work experience.  Cross-fertilisation between businesses and training provision under one roof is possible.  These ideas will have to be progressed within the context of the Welsh Assembly Government’s possible implementation of the former ELWa ‘Pathfinder’ proposals. 

Educational Plas

To date Celtica has housed an education as well as cultural facility. 75% of visitors in 2005 paid for workshops in conjunction with visiting the Celtica Experience.  Because of the historic significance of the town and the proximity to the Owain Glyndwr Parliament House (OGI), Y Plas could continue to offer education about Welsh and Celtic History through partnership. There remains scope for incorporating some of the former Celtica displays and artefacts into some of the public spaces referred to elsewhere in this document.

The path through the woods from Y Plas to the OGI is a beautiful walk and forms an ideal artery for exchange. The OGI could provide the place for absorption of ideas and information and Y Plas could become the place for expression of thoughts and ideas generated.  Y Plas grounds are particularly suited for creative education, enabling children and adults to explore local Welsh and Celtic history through the visual and sensory gardens.  Use could be made of local strengths in Welsh ‘cynghanedd’ (strict metre) poetry in dynamic, innovative ways, targeted at children, young people and adults.

Arts Plas

Rhayader, Harlech, Aberaeron and Caernarvon are nearby towns of varying size and connectivity that all have arts centres combining business and creativity within the community.  These offer cinema, theatre, dance studio space, exhibition areas, café/ bars and space for small businesses and artists.  Case studies of the above and other centres show that a similar yet appropriate centre in Machynlleth would not only be viable but would stimulate the growth of creative industries and opportunities for local people.  Bro Ddyfi has an excellent reputation in the Welsh youth performing arts sector – a possible basis for using Y Plas for both rehearsals and regular theatrical performances.

Effective partnerships can evolve within the centre and the community as Y Plas functions as a centralised point of contact for musicians, artists, craftspeople and designers alike.  Y Plas can become a platform where arts in all forms: dance, theatre, sculptures, AV media, 2D arts can integrate.  

Dance Plas

Currently there is a lack of provision of indoor soft shoe space in the area.  Popular activities such as Yoga, Pilates and Tai chi struggle to find the appropriate venue for classes. Research has shown that many children in the area travel to Aberystwyth Arts Centre for dance lessons.  Currently there are waiting lists up to a year. The Plas has the potential to promote healthy living offering dance and movement classes for locals and offering weekend workshops drawing people from further a field.  A suitably sized dance studio would enable this provision in an ideal location.  These activities could provide a platform for exploring opportunities for ‘fusion’ dance forms, combining traditional group and individual Welsh ‘dawnsio gwerin’ with modern movements and techniques.

Cinema Plas
Surveys conducted in local schools and in the town reinforce the desire for a cinema offering a Welsh or local experience.  The contribution that a small cinema could make to strengthen the local economy and local cultures is immense.  If available for screenings both day and evening, the cinema could be a venue for multi-disciplinary events, showing videos or films for different interests and cultures, to arouse, encourage, educate and entertain, for all ages and all backgrounds, offering some or all of the following:

1. Designed to enhance the holiday experience for tourists, a flexible programme could be published giving daily screening times of short videos of local interest. This would make a welcome short activity on a rainy day, especially for families with children, in conjunction with a swim or a visit to the indoor Tir Na Nog or the outdoor play areas etc.  An example of a day's screening;

10.00 & 12.00, 
'A Celtic Journey through Wales'  
11.00 & 1.00 
'Great Little Train Journeys Through Wales'

2.00 pm 
Giraldus Cambrensis - Medieval Wales (cartoon) 

3.00 pm             Byd y Llwyfan / Welsh stars of screen and stage  (National Screen and Sound Archive of Wales) 



4.00 pm 
Aren't Welsh Birds Brilliant - the Return of the Osprey



4.30 pm 
Wales - Its Art and Artists



2. Dyfi History Walk - The Video could be a great local project which could weave together the many strands of the Dyfi Valley - stunning scenery and photography of the biosphere, local folk stories, local history (Celts - Bedd Taliesin, Romans - Pennal, and ' Owain Glyndwr - the real Man'), geology, mining, farming … the whole rich tapestry.

     3.   Eco-heritage walk- the Dyfi Valley area has been selected as an 

           International Biosphere Reserve, a rare accolade for an area which 

           already has National Nature Reserves and a major RSPB reserve. The

           area also features an impressive Geodiversity, with exposed strata 

           revealing a history stretching back for over 470 million years.  Video of 

          such showing the time when a wide ocean separated Wales from Scotland

          and volcanoes lit up the night skies and how the landscape has been

          shaped by climate changes almost too dramatic to imagine and at points 

          the area has either been forest, desert or ice-cap would be extremely 

          educational and attractive to locals and visitors

4. Schools could book a screening time for a video of their own choice and watch it in comfort. Audio Visual presentations make unique media rich contributions to all levels of education. This will enhance the use of other Plas facilities, e.g. café, education centre.


5. Local people working in the media could show their own work, for example Fideo i Bawb.

6. Film events could be screened attracting people into Machynlleth (e.g. a programme of 'World Cinema', new works, South American Music etc.) 

7. Birthday events could be extended to include the screening of a favourite film as part of the day's entertainment.

8. Professional training videos could be shown to company employees e.g. leisure, sports, and tourism as part of a conference programme or as a one off. 


9. Residents could spend their money locally and view films in comfort.  This cinema could be an alternative venue for the excellent Video Club at Yr Tabernacl. 


10. Local organisations could view videos of interest e.g. cycle events, yr Eisteddfod, Welsh for Adults learners could watch Welsh Soaps for beginners, parents at Ysgol Gynradd could watch a video of the school Christmas Play … etc

11. Interactive experience could link to different activities around the stories of, for example, the Mabinogion.                                                

Family Plas

Other key desires from the survey were a good quality evening café, a properly set up venue for drama, music and arts facilities as well as music events and a truly bilingual youth centre with access to computers especially for gaming.
Our desire to move the currently popular Tir na Nog ballpark and play area to the ground floor near the café and the outdoor playground would be hugely popular with local families as well as visitors.

Events such as the annual Machynlleth lantern procession and the Latin music festival, El Sueno Existe have paved the way for a continued programme of successful family events.  Some of the Welsh and pan Celtic events introduced by the Celtica team could also be revived or developed.

The existing outdoor teen zone has to date, been under used but could provide outdoor performance space for young people were they adequately supported. 
Future Plas

Y Plas would succeed in mutually beneficial relationships with local and national providers. The range of activities and events listed above could be used for building bridges between local cultural groups, in particular for developing a better understanding between representatives of the indigenous Welsh language culture and new arrivals. The support and encouragement from the Tabernacl Museum of Modern Art has given us confidence in our proposal. Initial conversation with The Aberystwyth Arts Centre has provided support and advice; networking with these organisations is possible.

Community businesses can be profitable; investing public money at a grass roots level can create a strong and vital community that is self-reliant.  Our research and figures show that a multi functional centre would be financially viable both in terms of revenue generation and in attracting funding.  

We would like to see a feasibility study undertaken to continue the work that we as a collective have begun. We can provide details of survey results, case studies, analysis of figures and architectural reasoning to aid in the development of this proposal.

Appendix:


Report from Offices for Small Business focus group

Report from Creative and Digital Media focus group

Report from Arts and Community Events focus group

Report from Education focus group

THE BUILDING

Architecturally there is a lot of potential.  With some modification, the Plas can easily be transformed into an uplifting, welcoming, user friendly, multi functional community cultural resource centre. 

Through minor modification of the interior on the ground floor, circulation can be made clearer to the public.  On the top two floors, certain circulation spaces could be opened up to increase transparency and create incidental meeting and discussion areas. This would provide an interactive working environment that allows for cross-fertilisation of businesses and ideas. 

A proposed glazed roof connecting the main building and the 'black box' will be able to provide for the conference/ training/ workshop rooms as an entrance and dispersal area.

The 'black box' measures 28x28m square, an ideal space for cinema/ theatre/ AV studios/ performances where natural lighting is not required.  

OUR PRELIMINARY LAYOUT

We have identified the following needs and have made an attempt to apply them to the building plans and found harmony with the flow of space.  Nevertheless, the layout is merely a tool for visualisation.  Further investigation and study is required.

Ground Floor:

· Reception area/ Shop – spatially articulated to clearly direct the public.  The shop is integrated into this area selling and displaying local art works and crafts.

· Café/bar to open in the evenings, as a non-smoking venue, providing real food and quality drinks, a venue for exhibitions, gigs and performances.

· Tir Na Nog - Popular play area relocated to the ground floor in the re-instated Orangery for easy access; family friendly.  The play area will be integrated with the café and the outdoor children’s playground. 

· Tele-centre/ I.T support - an accessible venue providing I.T and business facilities, computers, hot desks, broadband internet services, photocopier, colour printers and scanners.  (The present Tele-centre receives over 5000 users per annum even though its location is hard to find and its premises 

· small, and it is an important asset to the locals and the visitors.)  This centre would be a technical support for Y Plas businesses.

· Multi-functional Conference spaces - Four main conference rooms with supporting break out areas.  All of the rooms can double as education units to accommodate primary school as well as older students, the spaces can also be used for workshops, seminars, and rehearsal studio. 

· 80-100 seat cinema/ theatre with small backstage areas. All resources are designed to be flexible and adaptable for a number of uses such as community activities, workshops, trade fairs.

· Multi-functional Exhibition area - the space next to the cinema is an ideal place for rolling exhibitions of various focuses.  The original 8m x 2m deep section 'vortex' in the centre lends itself to the amphitheatre in the round for education, children workshops, theatre, performances for young people, AV events, evening music sessions, presented in a more stimulating and adventurous way, surrounded by exhibitions. 

· Storage space for theatre wardrobes and scenery, or storage for equipments for Y Plas.

First Floor:

· Interactive working environment – Offices/ studios for individual or shared offices with supporting facilities and meeting spaces.
Second floor:

· Interactive working environment as first floor.

· Dance and physical movement studio (approx. 12 x 15m) for dance, ballet, yoga, Tai chi, Pilates and movement classes offering weekend workshops and dance rehearsal space.  

Basement floor:

· Rehearsal space 

· Recording studio

· Dark room for photographers

· Teenager space with comfy sofas, games and music

Garden and Grounds:


The grounds can offer huge scope for games and play as well as for excellent outdoor events.  Creating a visual and sensory journey through the Plas grounds would enable other levels of connection to the landscape and could provide inspiration for workshops and education possibilities. 

· Dye garden

· Sensory garden

· Medicine and culinary herb garden  

· Pond and wildlife area

Linked workshops or demonstrations: 

· Seedling propagation

· Spinning, dyeing and weaving

· Making herbal preparations

PAGE  
7

