
 

 
 

1 

Item No.  
10. 

 

Classification: 
Open  

Date: 
27 January 2015 
 

Meeting Name: 
Cabinet 
 

Report title: 
 

Free Swim and Gym Implementation 
 

Ward(s) or groups affected: 
 

All 

Cabinet Member: 
 
 

Councillor Barrie Hargrove, Public Health Parks 
and Leisure 
 

 
 
FOREWORD – COUNCILLOR BARRIE HARGROVE, CABINET MEMBER FOR 
PUBLIC HEALTH, PARKS AND LEISURE 
 
Our commitment to helping the people of our borough to live happier, healthier, more 
fulfilling lives is at the heart of what we do, all set out in our Fairer Future promises.  The 
provision of free swim and gym access for Southwark residents is an important practical 
development in our work to deliver these promises and builds on the provision of free 
healthy school meals and a free piece of fruit at break times for our school children. 
 
Over the last several years, the council has invested more than £50 million to improve our 
leisure centres.  This includes a new state of the art centre at Elephant and Castle, due to 
open this year, bringing the Southwark Park Athletics Track back into use later this year 
and upgrades to all of the other centres.  There are also plans to provide another new 
leisure centre in Canada Water as part of the wider regeneration of the north of the 
borough. 
 
This investment has seen a huge increase in the number of people using our centres with 
almost 1.4 million visits last year compared to fewer than 900,000 in 2009/10.  We have 
also seen a significant increase in physical activity levels by our local population.  The 
percentage of residents participating in at least four sessions of at least 30 minutes of 
moderate intensity physical activity in any 28 day period, as measured by Sports 
England’s Active People Survey, rose from 33.9% in 2009/10 to 38% in 2013/14.    
Southwark is one of only 5 London boroughs to be showing an increase since the survey 
began in 2005. 
 
We have good, accessible facilities and many people want to use them, but we know that 
for some people costs remains a barrier for use.  Implementing free swim and gym 
removes that barrier, first of all for those eligible for the pilot schemes which will 
commence in spring 2015 and then from July 2016 for all Southwark residents. 
 
The pilot schemes will focus on young people aged 18 and under and our regular Silver 
sessions for over 60’s.  A pilot scheme for people with disabilities will operate from The 
Castle.  There will be a particular focus on young people because whilst there are obesity 
issues across all age groups, its prevalence amongst young people is particularly 
concerning.  We are already encouraging good eating habits.  We now need to help 
young people get active and develop the habit of regular exercise.  The Silver and 
disability elements of the pilots will also help inform our learning ahead of introducing the 
general offer – to all residents – in July 2016. 
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RECOMMENDATION 
 

Recommendations for the Cabinet 
 

1. That the cabinet agree the proposals for the pilot offer for free swim and gym to 
begin in spring 2015: 

 
• 18s and under free swim - all day Friday; afternoons from 2pm until 6pm on 
Saturday and Sunday 

• 16 to 18 years free gym - all day Friday; afternoons from 2pm until 6pm on 
Saturday and Sunday 

• 14 to 16 years free youth gym sessions – at selected times on Friday 
evenings Saturday and Sunday afternoons 

• Free ‘Silver Sessions’ – access to the 60+ sessions all week 
• Free access to The Castle for those with disabilities (from Summer 2015) 
– all day Friday, afternoons from 2pm until close on Saturday and Sunday 

• Free gym and swim for referrals to key healthy lifestyle schemes (from 
April 2016) 
- MEND family weight management programme 
- GP physical activity referral scheme including Kickstart 
- NHS Health Checks fitness passport scheme. 

 
2. That cabinet approve the outline proposals for the implementation of the general 

free swim and gym offer from July 2016 and instruct officers to further develop 
the offer and report back on the firm proposals by December 2015. 

 
• Free access to gym and swimming for all residents – all day Friday; 
afternoons on Saturday and Sunday until close 

• A selection of targeted offers to be developed which could include: 
• Free `Silver Sessions’ – access to the 60+ sessions all week 
• Free access to all centres for those with disabilities 
• Free swim and gym throughout the week for referrals to key healthy 

lifestyle schemes 
- MEND family weight management programme 
- GP physical activity referral scheme including Kickstart 
- NHS Health Checks fitness passport scheme. 

 
Recommendation for the Leader of the Council 
 
3. That the leader delegates decisions on the details of the pilot scheme to the 

cabinet member for public health, parks and leisure. 
 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 

4. The council recognises the importance of improving access to physical activity 
opportunities as part of the fairer future promises (promise number 2). 
 
‘We will make it easier to be healthier with free swimming and gyms for all 
residents and doubling the number of NHS health checks.’ 
 

5. Physical inactivity is an independent risk factor to multiple health problems 
including cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, stroke, breast cancer, and 
colon cancer. Premature mortality can therefore be attributed directly to physical 
inactivity. The effect of physical activity on mental health is also significant with 
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strong evidence of lower rates of depression in those who are physically active. 
 

6. The recommended levels of physical activity are 150 minutes of moderate 
intensity aerobic exercise per week, equivalent to 30 minutes of activity, five 
times a week. 
 

7. Known barriers to physical activity are time, self-efficacy and health status. When 
specifically looking at gym membership, cost and self confidence (including fear 
of injury, and perceived lack of skill) are the most commonly cited barriers. 
Research has shown women, older adults, ethnic minorities, and those with a 
lower educational level are the least likely to be active. 
 

8. The leading causes of death in Southwark, along with the rest of the UK, are 
cardiovascular disease and cancers, with rates of cardiovascular disease 
specifically 10% higher than the national average.  
 

9. The Active People Survey (commissioned by Sport England) collects data on the 
levels of participation in sport throughout the country. Data collected from 
Southwark shows that 45% of residents had not participated in any exercise or 
active recreation in the past 28 days. Overall 25% of residents had participated 
in exercise or active recreation for at least three 30 minute sessions per week, 
with the most active residents being white males aged 16 – 34yrs old. 
 

10. Key target groups amongst the inactive population are detailed below. Inactive 
means those who do less than 30 minutes of physical activity per week.  
 

11. Low income groups - Within Southwark a social gradient is seen, where those 
from the lowest socioeconomic groups have the poorest health, consistent with 
findings from the rest of the UK. Physical activity is no exception to this 
phenomenon, with the most inactive people also being amongst the poorest in 
the borough. Financially stretched families and older people are two dominant 
segments amongst the ‘inactive’ population. 
 

12. Children and young people - Southwark currently has the highest rate of 
childhood obesity in the country with 44% of children in year six classed as 
overweight or obese. By adulthood, levels of overweight and obesity have further 
increased to 56% of the population.  Healthy lifestyle habits formed early are 
more likely to continue. 
 

13. Older people - Interventions that support older people to stay physically active 
are very cost effective, as they lower the risk of falls and hospitalisation in later 
years.  Exercise, such as aerobic, resistance or balance activity, is also the most 
effective way to ward off cognitive decline in healthy older people and to reduce 
the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease. 

 
14. People with health conditions modifiable with exercise - Regular sustained 

exercise can lower the risk associated with several health conditions that are 
highly prevalent in the borough including cardiovascular disease, type 2 
diabetes, stroke, cancer, breathlessness, depression.  Lowering the risk of these 
conditions could help save lives over the longer term. 
 

15. People with disabilities – The number of residents in Southwark registered as 
having a disability is nearly 39,000, 15% of the borough’s population. The level 
of activity recorded for people with a disability is generally very low across the 
country. Sport England’s Active People Interactive Tool reports that from 
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information gathered in their Active People Survey version 8 (latest data) that 
64% of Southwark people over the age of 16 living with a limiting illness or 
disability would like to do more sport. There are clear benefits for their mental 
and physical wellbeing through the use of all-ability facilities.  
 

16. The Council has a £70m leisure investment programme that seeks to transform 
the facilities across the borough, to increase participation in physical activity and 
sport and improve health by providing access to excellent facilities. The 
investment has already improved participation figures by increasing visitor 
numbers from nearly 900,000 in 2009/10 to almost 1.4 million visitors in 2013/14. 
Whilst this is a very substantial increase for some people price is still a barrier to 
participation in physical activity. 
 

KEY ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION 
 
17. Project development so far has centred around the following areas: 
 

• Background research and options formulation 
• Options appraisal 
• Development of general offer and pilot schemes. 

 
Research 
 
18. In order to develop the proposal, research has been undertaken in relation to 

existing free provision by other authorities and also what the Council already 
provides.  
 

19. Research has been focused on other authorities where free access schemes 
already exist. 
 

Birmingham Be Active 
 

20. All residents of Birmingham are entitled to use any of the council run leisure 
centre facilities for free during off-peak times (before 17.00 on a weekday and 
after 13.00 on a weekend). This is usually in the form of a 1 hour free gym and 
swim session per day, with the addition of various free exercise classes. 
 

21. Birmingham have also continued to provide a 12 week GP exercise referral 
programme with patients able to take advantage of Be Active to complete this.  
 

22. Since its launch in 2009 over 350,000 residents have registered (1 in 3 people in 
Birmingham). The majority (74%) were not members of their leisure centre prior 
to registering and users were in the main poor and from ethnic minorities.  

 
23. Evaluation of the scheme found that there was an 89% increase in activity to 

moderate or very active over 3 months in those who reported being inactive 
before joining. Economic analysis of the scheme found it to be cost-effective as a 
public health intervention. Evaluation also exposed that 73% of participants felt 
more positive about Birmingham as a city after taking part in the scheme. 
 

Let’s Get Active Leeds 
 

24. Based on the Birmingham model, all residents have free access to council run 
leisure centre facilities for 1 hour per day, with access extended to 2 hours per 
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day in deprived areas. The scheme was launched in 2013 with a budget of £1.38 
million for 18 months provision. Since the launch 29,461 people have registered, 
with 49% of these making at least 1 visit. At 5 month follow-up 79% of users at 
baseline were no longer considered inactive, with swimming found to be the most 
popular activity.  
 

Existing provision 
 

25. There are seven leisure centres across Southwark run by Fusion Lifestyle.  
There are broadly two types of leisure offer: membership with a monthly fee run 
through a card scheme, and pay as you go where people turn up and pay on the 
day. 78% of the members (just over 10,000) are residents. The visits per year to 
the seven centres increased from nearly 900,000 in 2009/10 to nearly 1.4 million 
in 2013/14, with attendance mostly by residents (74%).  
 

26. One of the ways to access the leisure centres in the borough is via a casual use, 
pay as you play card. This is called a Leisure Axess card and for an annual fee, 
holders of the card receive discounted rates on standard prices for a wide variety 
of activities. Residents of Southwark receive a considerable discount on the card 
(30% on standard adult card) and depending on personal circumstances some 
individuals might also qualify for a Concession Leisure Axess card which is 
available at a nominal annual fee.  
 

27. Individuals who fall into one of the following categories are entitled to this 
concession upon production of valid documentation and again Southwark 
residents receive a discounted rate compared to non-residents. 

 
• customers with a disability 
• customers on a low income 
• young people below the age of 19 
• full time students 
• customers over the age of 60. 

 
28. The council already provides some free access to leisure centres for Looked 

after Children.  
 

29. As a result of the initial review, a range of options are identified for delivering the 
scheme: everyone, all day every day; the Birmingham model; time specific offers 
and targeted offers.  
 

30. The current leisure contract is a key determining component as the agreement 
with Fusion, the council’s current leisure provider, is due to expire in 2016 and 
the general scheme can only be delivered through major renegotiation of the 
leisure management contract which may provide the Council with the ability to 
partially fund the scheme. 
 

31. It is important that the scheme reaches those residents most in need by creating 
sustainable opportunities to participate in physical activity for those who do not 
currently use the leisure centres or take part in any physical activity.  
 

32. Current capacity of the leisure centres is an important factor. Current patterns of 
use show that centres have most spare capacity towards the end of the week, 
especially Fridays and Saturday and Sunday afternoons. See attached tables (at 
appendix 1) outlining capacity of the pools and gyms at the different centres. It 
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shows the current pattern of usage across facilities at different times and days of 
the week, indicating times of heavy usage and spare capacity. 
 

Options appraisal 
 
33. The following options have been assessed. Estimated costs are also set out 

below. These figures are purely indicative but give a good guide to the relative 
costs of the different options.   
 
• Everyone, all day, every day 
 
• The Birmingham model – off peak, selected hourly slots 
 
• Time limited offers - Free Fridays 
    - Free Friday, Saturday and Sunday afternoons 
    - Extended opening hours 
 
• Targeted offers - Free swimming for over 60’s and under 16’s 
    - Free GP referral and health checks schemes 
    - Free access for people with disabilities 
    - Free ‘Silver’ sessions (programmed session for 60+) 

 
34. Everyone, all day, every day (£8.7m) - The most comprehensive potential 

option is to offer free swim and gym to all residents at all times. However, the 
likely cost of offering this would currently be prohibitive whilst managing demand 
at peak times would be difficult with potential for residents to be turned away 
from facilities.  
 

35. The Birmingham model (£1.4m) - The case study in Birmingham is one 
example of how free gym and swim for all residents can be provided daily but in 
a manageable way. Offering 1 hour session at specific centres at times of the 
day, mainly at off-peak hours, this would manage capacity issues and lower cost. 
This model provides access 7 days a week therefore participants are able to 
exercise regularly for free, which is important for health benefits to be seen. But 
with access times potentially differing between centres this would be a 
complicated message to deliver. 

 
36. The free leisure offer in Birmingham is the only universal offer which has been 

trialled, evaluated and proven to be effective at improving activity levels. 
Therefore lessons learnt in Birmingham, and potentially Leeds where there is a 
similar programme, have been helpful in informing possible approaches. 

 
37. Free Fridays (£1.4m) - Offering free access to leisure centres one day per week 

is one way in which to continue to provide a universal offer but at a lower cost. 
Use of the gym tends to reduce in the latter part of the week, offering more 
capacity, but managing user surges and the possibility of turning people away 
from centres remains a real risk. Additionally an increase in demand would 
require higher staffing levels on a Friday.  

 
38. ‘Free Fridays’ is a clear message and easy for people to understand. However if 

free access is only provided on one day per week certain sections of the 
population may find it difficult to take advantage of the offer due to other 
commitments. In addition to this, if health benefits are to be maximised sustained 
regular activity needs to be encouraged. 
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39. Consideration also needs to be given to current leisure centre users with a 
monthly membership to ensure they can benefit from this offer. This could 
possibly be addressed by reducing the monthly membership fee, for example by 
1/7, providing one day’s free access.  

 
40. Free all day Friday, Saturday and Sunday afternoons (£2.3m) – all day 

Friday, and Saturday and Sunday afternoons are the quietest times in the week 
for leisure centres. An offer making use free at these times would use spare 
capacity and would also be at a lower cost than the ‘everyone, all day, every day’ 
offer. Also allowing residents to exercise for free on three days of the week has a 
larger potential to impact positively on the borough’s health. 

 
41. As with ‘Free Fridays’, residents who are leisure centre users paying for a monthly 

direct debit membership could possibly benefit from the scheme through reduced 
membership fees.  
 

42. Opening earlier/later (£150,000) - Opening leisure centres earlier, keeping 
them open later and allowing free gym and swim during these times could 
potentially ease capacity issues. However it is unlikely that inactive people would 
find the motivation to start exercising at times of the day that may require a 
drastic change in their daily routine. The risk of an offer like this is that it is used 
largely by active people who want to fit exercise around their busy daily schedule 
and that there would be relatively few new beneficiaries. 
 

Targeted offers 
 
43. Targeted offers can be used to maximise the health benefits of the free swim 

and gym pledge. These would target sections of the population who would 
receive the most health benefit from increasing their activity levels. The cost of 
such targeted offers would be minimal as there is already subsidised provision 
for some of these groups. 

 
44. Free swimming to over 60’s and under 16’s (£200,000) - Southwark has 

previously provided free swimming to over 60’s and under 16’s in 2009 as part of 
England’s Free Swimming Initiative. Analysis has shown that the initiative 
increased physical activity levels throughout the country. Variations of this have 
been put in place elsewhere in the UK with Wales altering the concept by 
providing free swimming for under 16’s during their school holidays, and free 
swimming for over 60’s during school term time. Leisure centres already have 
experience providing free swimming to these age groups and it would be easy to 
communicate the offer to residents. It would also be relatively low-cost in 
comparison to the universal offers. However, to do both may impact on capacity, 
and it would therefore be helpful to test the likely take-up. 

 
45. Free health referrals - Several exercise programmes have been shown to be 

effective in supporting inactive people with health risks or poorer health (e.g. very 
overweight or existing health conditions) to be active. Three of these are 
currently delivered by the Council: 

  
- MEND family weight management programme (9 weeks) 
- GP physical activity -referral scheme including Kickstart (12 weeks) 
- Fitness passport via NHS Health Checks scheme (12 weeks) 
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46. MEND family healthy weight programme (£25,000) (Mind, Exercise, Nutrition, 
Do it!) – This programme is one of the UK's most innovative and effective obesity 
prevention and treatment programmes for 7-14 year olds. MEND's mission is to 
educate, motivate and transform kids and families to change their unhealthy 
habits to ones that support a healthier lifestyle and to ensure sustained health for 
the whole family. 
 

47. NHS Health Checks scheme (£30,000) – The NHS Health Check is aimed at 
adults in England aged 40 to 74, it checks vascular or circulatory health and 
works out the risk of developing some of the most disabling but preventable 
illnesses.  In Southwark the scheme refers suitable patients to additional 
motivational support for behaviour change and the chance to receive a free 3-
month fitness passport. The Council has been trialling this free offer from Jan 
2014.   
 

48. GP physical activity on referral scheme (£100,000) – The programme 
supports people over 16 years of age with specific health conditions including 
obesity, diabetes, cardio-vascular disease and depression.  It offers access to 
three levels of supported physical activity. Those with lower support needs are 
suitable for the ‘Kickstart’ offer including reduced rate gym membership (£20 per 
month). Those with medium and high support needs have a more structured 
timetable of gym and classes with an Exercise Referral instructor and currently 
pay £1.60 per session for the initial 12 weeks programme, they can visit as many 
sessions as they like during this time. Thereafter they are offered a reduced cost 
membership (£20 per month) to help sustain on going activity. 

 
49. Free for over 60’s (‘Silver’ Sessions) and people with disabilities (£30,000 

and £180,000) - This type of offer is one way to target population groups which 
are under represented in terms of participation and would receive some of the 
most significant benefits from increasing their activity levels. 
 

50. People aged over 60 already have a discounted rate of admission through the 
‘Silver Sessions’ programme. The annual membership to access these sessions 
is £1. This allows members to participate in a range of timetabled activity 
sessions for £1 (22 sessions per week) and to swim for 60p (9 sessions per 
week). Those with disabilities are able to use the gym during off peak times for 
£2.70 and swim for 60p. Taking into account the number of people entitled to 
take up this offer and the current cost of the sessions it would be one of the 
lower cost options. The scheme would prioritise some of the Borough’s most 
vulnerable residents.  
 

51. Following the research, it is recommended that a general scheme is developed 
that balances managing costs, capacity and meeting the fairer future promise 
through an offer that includes the following: 
• A medium scale, time limited, general option for example, free Friday, 
Saturday and Sunday afternoons for everyone.  The `Everyone’, all day, every 
day, option is not considered cost effective and is likely to cause capacity 
issues at peak times during the week which could possibly result in negative 
experiences of the centres. 

• A selection of targeted options e.g. free silver sessions and free health 
referrals. This element would tackle health inequalities amongst those in 
greatest need. 

 
52. It is also recommended that a range of pilot schemes are delivered leading up to 

the introduction of the general offer in July 2016. The pilot scheme would then 



 

 
 

9 

provide insight into the potential uptake and success of the programme.  In 
particular, it will give information into how successful the scheme and associate 
marketing are in increasing activity rates, whether any capacity issues arise, and 
what the impact of the free element is on paid memberships and income at other 
times, so that the full cost of the general scheme can be more accurately 
predicted. 

 
53. This approach allows for: 
 

• The general offer to be delivered as part of the new leisure management 
arrangement and therefore making best use of financial resources 

• A scheme that is introduced gradually by the use of smaller pilot schemes 
which enable facilities to better prepare for an increase in demand from new 
customers 

• Targeting those with the greatest health risks early in the roll out of the 
scheme 

• Managing capacity to ensure that all customers have a positive experience 
that will encourage them to make return visits 

• Evaluating the impact of the pilot schemes in order to help shape the general 
offer for 2016 

 
Proposal for the general offer 
 
54. It is recommended that the outline general offer below is further developed and 

introduced in July 2016. It is not possible to give firm costs now as they will be 
affected by the Council’s leisure management arrangements which expire in 
June 2016 and for which detailed work is currently being undertaken. 
• Free access to gym and swimming for all residents – all day Friday; 
afternoons on Saturday and Sunday until close 

• A selection of targeted offers to be developed which could include; 
• Free ‘silver sessions’ – access to the 60+ sessions all week 
• Free access to all centres for those with disabilities 
• Free gym and swim for referrals to key healthy lifestyle schemes 
- MEND family weigh management programme 
- GP physical activity referral scheme including Kickstart 
- NHS Health Checks fitness passport scheme 

 
55. The suggested general offer is spread across three days to provide residents 

with a number of opportunities to participate in physical activity. A flexible offer 
increases the likelihood of making leisure centre visits part of their weekly 
routine. 
 

56. The general offer takes account of where and when the centres are already busy 
and steers the demand for free swim and gym to the quieter times in the centres 
where there is spare capacity to absorb the demand for the scheme.  
 

57. The scheme targets people who do not use the centres currently. Offering 
access at quieter times will ensure that initial visits are not overwhelming for new 
users. Industry evidence shows that peak times are Monday to Thursday 
evenings along with Saturday and Sunday mornings. This is also the case in 
Southwark. 
 

58. The general offer suggests that, following on from the pilot schemes, there 
should be a continuous focus on providing opportunities for residents most at 
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risk. It recognises that some will need support to make important changes to 
their lifestyle by taking part in physical activity. The healthy lifestyle schemes 
provide that support which can then lead to individuals gaining the confidence to 
use facilities independently on a regular basis.  
 

59. Consideration will need to be given as to how members who pay by monthly 
direct debit can benefit from the scheme.  
 

Proposal for pilot schemes 
 

60. The initial options below explore the optimum mix of schemes that may provide 
useful feedback and which target hard to reach groups. It is recommended that 
the following pilot schemes are introduced from spring 2015 at all centres with 
pools and all centres with gyms. 
• 18s and under free swim – all day Friday; afternoons from 2pm until 6pm on 
Saturday and Sunday 

• 16 to 18 years free gym - all day Friday; afternoons from 2pm until 6pm on 
Saturday and Sunday 

• 14-16 years free youth gym sessions – at selected times on Friday 
evenings, Saturday and Sunday afternoons 

• Free `Silver Sessions’ – access to the 60+ sessions all week 
 

• Free access to The Castle for those with disabilities ( in summer 2015) – 
all day Friday, afternoons from 2pm until close on Saturday and Sunday 

• Free gym and swim for referrals to key healthy lifestyle schemes (In 
April 2016) 
- MEND family weight management programme 
- GP physical acidity referral scheme including Kickstart  
- NHS Health Checks fitness passport scheme. 

 
61. Focusing on young people – In order to ensure maximum take up of a target 

group where participation in physical activity is known to decline the pilot offer 
focuses largely on young people. 

 
62. Southwark has the highest rate of childhood obesity in the country for year 6 

pupils. Results from the latest National Child Measurement Programme 
(2013/14) shows that 17.2% of Year 6 pupils are overweight and a further 26.4% 
are obese (compared with London 22.4% and England 19.1%), meaning more 
than 2 in every 5 Southwark children at age 10/11 are either overweight or 
obese. 

 
63. The previous free swim scheme in 2009/2010 showed that a higher take up in 

the under 16s category when compared to the 60+ group. Re-introducing free 
swimming for under-16’s could help them to adopt physical activity habits 
permanently. This will also address the high level of drop-out of this age group. 
 

64. It may be beneficial to also include 18 year olds and under in the youth pilot offer 
in order for a wider group of young people to be able to benefit from the scheme. 
This is also to ensure that all young people who are in education or on 
apprenticeship schemes can gain access due to the recent changes in the 
national school leaving policy. 
 

65. The challenge of post 16 years drop-out from sport and physical activity is 
significant. It is a time when many young people leave formal education and lose 
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access to structured physical activity sessions. Only 12% of 16-18 years are in 
full-time employment and this age group has little disposable income.   

 
66. The pilot schemes will include opportunities for families and young people of 

different ages to use the pools. This will be encouraged through the provision of 
sessions targeted at particular younger age groups as well as more general 
swimming. 
 

67. Free ‘Silver Sessions’ - The ‘Silver’ programme may be a suitable option for the 
pilot. The programme is already successful in all leisure centres, is low cost and 
easily understood. This programme will encourage new over 60s customers to 
use the centres. Research shows that some people in this age group feel more 
comfortable taking part in exercise with their peers. Sessions run at quieter times 
during the day, and are welcoming and accessible.  
 

68. Free access to The Castle for those with disabilities – The Council’s new 
state of the art leisure centre will open in summer 2015. It will be fully accessible 
and will be the ideal venue for this element of the pilot scheme. It will provide 
important learning in relation to customer service and programme requirements 
for the eventual roll out of the scheme to all the other centres, most of which 
have undergone or are in the process of accessibility improvement works as part 
of the Council’s Borough wide leisure investment capital programme.  
 

69. Free swim and gym for referrals to key healthy lifestyle schemes – It is 
proposed to introduce this pilot in April 2016. It will engage with hard to reach 
individuals with serious health risks with a structured programme lasting for a 
minimum of three months. This group are often not confident to participate in 
physical activity and price is often a further barrier.  After three months 
participants will be encouraged to independently continue physical activity. 
Introduction of these schemes more than three months in advance of the general 
offer risks losing those who find price a barrier to participation. The launch of 
these schemes is timed to coincide with the general offer to maximise retention 
of this important group. 

 
70. All of the pilot proposals will allow the council to research what the target groups 

think of the scheme and how their feedback can help shape the general offer.  
They will provide insight into usage patterns, uptake, costs and customer 
satisfaction.  
 
Table 1: Current charges 
U16 swim Leisure Axess - 60p  

                          £1.50 general admission 
18 – 16yrs gym Leisure Axess - £2.70 off peak  

                          £6.30 peak 
                          £8.20 general admission  

14 – 16yrs gym 
session 

Leisure Axess - £2.00  
                          £2.60 general admission 

Silver Sessions Leisure Axess  - 60p swim 
                           £1.00 gym and classes  
                           £1.00 annual membership 

Disability swim Leisure Axess - 60p 
                          £4.10 off peak general admission 
                          £4.40 peak general admission 

Disability gym Leisure Axess - £2.70 off peak  
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                          £6.30 peak 
                          £8.20 general admission 

 
Cost and funding 
 
71. The general scheme can only be delivered through renegotiation of the leisure 

management contract. This may provide the Council with the opportunity to 
partially fund the general scheme. The Council also has public health objectives 
to reduce obesity and increase activity, and it is therefore likely that some 
funding will come from the public health budget. The pilot offer will also reduce 
income, and the cost of this is being negotiated with the current provider. As a 
result the final details of the pilot and the timing of its introduction are being 
settled, and a delegation to the Cabinet Member is requested for approval of the 
details for spring 2015. 
 

72. Estimated costs of all options are set out in table 2. These figures are purely 
indicative but give a good guide to the relative costs of the different options.   
 

73. At this stage there is little evidence to predict people’s behaviours in reaction to 
the offer, so it is not known what the uptake of any of the initiatives is likely to be, 
and how much people will move away from paid to free elements.  
 
Table 2:  Estimated costs 
Option Estimated cost per year 
Everyone, all day, every day £8.7m 
The Birmingham model £1.4m 
Free Fridays £1.4m 
Free Friday all day, Saturday and  
Sunday afternoons 

£2.3m 

Free extended opening hours £150,000 
Free swimming U16 and over 60’s £200,000 
Free health referral schemes £155,000 
Free ‘Silver Sessions’ £30,000 
Free access for people with a 
disability 

£180,000 

 
74. The estimated cost of the pilot scheme will be £200k. A growth bid will be 

submitted as part of the 2015/16 budget process. Costs of the pilot scheme will 
be rigorously monitored each month.  
 

Monitoring, evaluation and reporting back to Cabinet 
 
75. The pilot schemes will be regularly monitored to evaluate uptake and cost. 

Officers will use this information to shape proposals for the general offer to be 
reported back to Cabinet in December 2015.   

 
76. Given the scarcity of evidence for this scale of physical activity intervention, it will 

be of national as well as local interest to properly understand the impact of free 
swim and gym. Support will be obtained from independent evaluation experts to 
capture and share the valuable learning about the impact and the process. There 
has already been some discussion with external partners with regard to 
evaluation and these are progressing. Evaluation of the Birmingham scheme 
demonstrated a range of both health and non-health related benefits. It is 
anticipated that as a minimum, more residents will be more active more often. 
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Implementation of the free swim and gym offer 
 
77. Broadly the timeframes and next stages of the project will be as set out below: 

• January 2015 to Spring 2015 – Planning, initiation and communication of pilot 
offers 

• From spring 2015 -  implementation and roll out of pilot offers 
• July 2016 onwards – Implementation of the general offer  
 

Policy implications 
 
78. The free swim and gym programme is the Fairer Future promise which states - 

‘We will make it easier to be healthier with free swimming and gyms for all 
residents and doubling the number of NHS health checks.’ It will also contribute 
to the Fairer Future promise of making the borough a place to be proud of. 
 

79. Southwark’s Health and Wellbeing strategy focuses on: 
 

• Giving every child and young person the best start in life 
• Building healthier and more resilient communities and tackling the root causes 
of ill health  

• Improving the experience and outcomes of care for our most vulnerable 
residents and enabling them to live more independent lives 
 

80. The free gym and swim offer supports this strategy by: 
 

• encouraging 'the best start in life' – prioritising access for children and young 
people whose early physical activity habits are important in determining their 
later lifestyle choices 

• endorsing 'healthier communities' – with a full offer that allows the whole 
community access to health promoting facilities 

• 'tackling the root causes of ill-health' – with a free offer that overrides the 
barrier of financial inclusion which is one barrier to health 

• supporting 'vulnerable residents – more independent lives' – supporting older 
people, and those with health conditions to access leisure services is key in 
helping them maintain active sociable lives 

 
Community impact statement 
 
81. An initial scoping exercise has been carried out in terms of the potential 

equalities impacts of the proposed FS&G options. 
 
82. Based on the information in this report, there are no directly negative impacts on 

the specific protected characteristic equality groups or the wider community. 
 

83. Due to the nature of the free swim and gym initiative and the involvement of 
partners in this process, the proposals set out in this report are likely to create 
only positive impacts and benefits. 
 

84. However, whilst it is unlikely that the introduction of the pilot scheme or the 
subsequent roll out will have anything other than positive impacts for the 
community, there may be accessibility and parity issues with the timetabling of 
activities and the range of activities being offered. Therefore a further Equalities 
Analysis of the options will be carried out once this level of detail is clearer. 
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Resource implications 

 
85. The estimated cost of the pilot scheme for 2015/16 is £200k. This consists of 

potential reduction in income; additional cleaning and marketing cost payments 
to Fusion Lifestyle.  The actual cost will be dependent on the take up of the pilot 
and the impact of residents’ behaviour and is, therefore, difficult to predict.  A 
growth bid is being be submitted as part of the 2015/16 budget setting process.  
Should the overall cost exceed the estimated £200k; this will be met from within 
the council’s overall budget.  The costs of the pilot scheme will be rigorously 
monitored each month.  
 

86. The cost of implementing the proposed free swim and gym general scheme is 
currently estimated to be approximately £2.8m. The aim is to meet this cost 
through the re-tendering of the leisure contract and re prioritising public health 
spend. This is an initial stage estimate and therefore, the learning from the pilot 
scheme will facilitate an improved estimate of the costs; this will be updated in 
the December 2015 report. 
 

Consultation 
 
87. Partner consultation has been a key part of the formulation of these proposals.  

 
SUPPLEMENTARY ADVICE FROM OTHER OFFICERS 
 
Director of Legal Services 
 
88. This report seeking approval of a free swim and gym offer pilot scheme and 

implementation of the same, the details of which proposal are outlined under 
paragraph 54. The proposed scheme is consistent with corporate policy, in 
particular the council’s Fairer Future promises. 

 
89. Pursuant to Part 3B of the council Constitution, the Cabinet has responsibility to 

formulate the council’s overall policy objectives and priorities and therefore the 
decision to approve the report recommendations is expressly reserved to 
Cabinet. 

 
90. The Public Sector Equality Duty (“PSED”) imposed by the Equality Act 2010 

requires the council to have due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination of 
those individuals and groups within the local community having a “protected 
characteristic” (including disability) under the Act and to advance equality of 
opportunity and to foster good relations between persons having a disability and 
those who do not. The report advises that, when undertaking an options 
appraisal and formulating the report recommendations officers have conducted 
an equality analysis in order to consider and evaluate the likely effect and impact 
of the proposed pilot scheme on those individuals and groups. Such an analysis 
assists the council to demonstrate compliance with the PSED. 

 
91. The report also confirms that a consultation exercise has been carried out as 

part of the review of options and in order to inform the report recommendations. 
Officers should ensure that such consultation is updated on a regular basis with 
customers and key partners for the purpose of monitoring the effectiveness of 
the pilot scheme and to assist future decision making in this area.   
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Strategic Director of Finance and Corporate Services 
 
92. The report seeks cabinet approval to agree the proposals for the pilot offer for 

free swim and gym to begin in spring 2015 and initial, outline proposals for the 
general free swim and gym offer from July 2016. 
 

93. The financial implications are set out in paragraphs 86 and 87; the risks 
regarding the estimated costs are noted. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 

General distribution of usage at Southwark leisure centres 
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