Agenda Item: 8

Full Council

Report Title: UK Town of Culture Bid for Thame
Meeting Date: 3 February 2026

Contact Officer: Mandy Sturdy, Town Clerk

Purpose of the Report

1.

To propose that Thame Town Council submits an application for the UK Town of Culture,
2028.

Action Required

2.

To consider supporting the proposal to submit an application for the UK Town of Culture 2028.

Background

3.

The UK Government Department of Culture, Media and Sport have launched the ‘UK Town of
Culture, 2028’ competition. The purpose is to celebrate towns and help to create a lasting
cultural legacy. They will select the best small, medium and large towns from the full
applications they receive. One of these will be named UK Town of Culture 2028 and receive
£3 million, while the other two finalists will each receive £250,000 to deliver an ambitious
programme of cultural activity in 2028. This is in addition to development grants for shortlisted
places to work up their full bids.

. Guidance has been produced by the Department for Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS) to assist

towns that wish to bid for the title of UK Town of Culture 2028. This guidance outlines the aims
of the competition and details the requirements for the initial Expression of Interest (EOI) stage.
This guidance also sets out the bidding and selection process for the later stages of the
competition to support planning.

For the first time, DCMS is inviting towns across the UK to enter the competition to showcase
original storytelling, and empowering, accessible culture. The competition is targeted at all
towns, whether small, medium or large. Inspired by the success of the flagship UK City of
Culture, which is a proven model for cultural placemaking, this competition aims to spotlight
the cultural contribution of towns to our national story.

They will be introducing small, medium and large-size category winners and from these three
designations, an overall UK Town of Culture winner will be selected. Thame would sit in the
Small town category with a population < 20000 people.

The UK Town of Culture competition aims to celebrate the significant contributions of towns to
our national story. The competition focuses on building a more socially cohesive country where
communities feel proud of their place and empowered to celebrate it. The UK Town of Culture

Report Author: Clir Wainwright Page 1



Agenda Item: 8

is an opportunity for places and communities to use culture and creativity to tell their story and
why they are proud of their community.

8. Benefits of winning - In addition to the £3 million main prize and £250,000 finalist prizes, they
anticipate that winning will lead to significant, demonstrable outcomes, including a boost in
civic pride, greater participation in cultural activities, and the formation of enduring community
partnerships. These partnerships will help build a strong sense of place and champion
grassroots arts and culture, mirroring the proven impact of the UK City of Culture programme.
Research has shown that for the UK City of Culture programme more than 70% of attendees
to UK City of Culture events feel a greater sense of pride. We also know that the benefits for
places extend well beyond their title period, leading to a lasting legacy of social and cultural
change. We expect to see similar benefits for the UK Town of Culture

9. Benefits of Bidding - Competing for the title, irrespective of whether, or not a place wins, can
have a hugely positive impact on the local community. It fosters a sense of local pride and
strengthens collaboration among local partners. Previous bidders for the UK City of Culture
report that the process brought the community together to develop strategic and cohesive
cultural leadership. In turn, this enabled them to showcase — and open access to — local
heritage, art, and culture. Therefore, the DCMS want as many places as possible from across
the UK to have the opportunity to draw on the benefits of bidding. They have designed the
competition with this in mind: with an initial EOI stage and funding to support bidders in the
later stage of the competition.

10. The competition criteria are outlined below

Table 1: UK Town of Culture 2028 competition aims and criteria

Aims Criteria

1. Your story: tell us about the 1. Vision: A strong, compelling local story that uses
unique story and culture of your culture to bring people together, reflecting place, pride,
town. and contribution to the national story.

2. Local Need: How your programme builds on local
strengths while addressing specific local priorities.

3. Empower: Commitment to involving communities,
grassroots artists, creatives, and local leaders in shaping
the bid, programme, and legacy, devolving
decision-making where possible.

2. Culture for Everyone: how you 5. Quality and Innovation: A high-quality, bold
will design a cultural programme programme drawing on arts, heritage, and creative
that provides visible, accessible industries, demonstrating excellence, creativity,
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Aims Criteria
culture and boosts your town’s innovation, and use of technology to widen access.
profile.

6. Opportunity: Expanding opportunities for those who
currently do not access cultural infrastructure, especially
young people, while creating new opportunities for existing
participants.

7. Accessibility: Ensuring the programme is accessible to
all ages and underserved communities, providing a safe,
supportive, non-discriminatory environment.

8. Communication: A well-resourced communications
plan that reaches multiple audiences and shines a
spotlight on the town’s contribution to national life.

3. Making it happen: how you will 9. Partnerships: Strong, collaborative leadership with

deliver a successful programme. clear commitment from local authorities, community
organisations, and cultural/heritage partners, including
pursuit of new opportunities and lasting connections.

10. Programme Management: Evidence of capacity,
capability, and effective processes to deliver the
programme successfully.

11. Financial Management: A realistic, viable budget
representing value for money, with clear monitoring
processes and plans to attract appropriate funding.

12. Monitoring, Evaluation & Legacy: A clear plan for
evaluating impact (including environmental sustainability),
sharing insights, and strengthening or rejuvenating cultural
and heritage infrastructure with realistic expectations.

11.Thame has a community that has a strong heritage, with a history that goes back at least 6000
years, according to latest archaeological findings, with a beautiful group of historic buildings in
the town centre, a thriving charter market, and local businesses who are involved in community
life. The town has an active cultural life, regularly putting on events like Music in the Park, a
series of Christmas events, food festivals, and the hugely successful, and inclusive ‘Thame
Pride’. There is an active community theatre, museum and cinema venue, and successful
sports clubs, including football, cricket, hockey, netball, and a rugby club that is well supported.
There are already events such as the Thame 10K, Taste of Thame, and Thame Sportive in

place. There are full xouth groups in town, including Scouts, Guides, Thame Youth Theatre,
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Thame Youth Projects, and a large number of voluntary groups in our community, as witnessed
at the recent volunteer’s fair. Other activities to celebrate in Thame supporting the community
are the Cuttle Brook volunteers, Red Kite Family Centre, and the unique Thame Remembers
project.

12. Thame Community & Youth Centre is an exciting community driven project which Thame Town
Council are working to deliver to the community in 2027/28 and are actively seeking Lottery
funding to support the development and to reduce the reliance on the Public Works Loan.

13. Thame has been encouraged by our local MP to submit a bid and is well positioned to make a
strong Expression of Interest for the UK Town of Culture. This work would need to be led by
the Town Council.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-town-of-culture-2028-expression-of-
interest/uk-town-of-culture-2028-expression-of-interest-qguidance-for-bidders

Action taken

14.This report is presented to Full Council for consideration to support the bid to become the first
UK Town of Culture.

Resource Appraisal

15. A committed Start and Finish Working Group to include Councillors, residents and Officers.
16. Officer time, and Fundraiser support to prepare the bid.

Risk Assessment

17.Increased workload for staff could impact on other projects

Legal Powers:

e The Parish Councils (General Power of Competence) (Prescribed Conditions) Order
2012

e Local Government Act 1972 Section 142 & Section 145

e Equality Act 2010

Recommendation:

i) To approve the Town Council’s application to submit an Expression of Interest bid for
the UK Town of Culture Awards 2028.
ii) Subject to i:
a. the approval of the creation of a start and finish working group to manage the
application process.
b. confirming the Council membership of the working group.
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