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The Forum Music Studios
The Forum Music Studios is the trading name of The Forum Music Studios Limited, a 
Community Benefit Society registered on 28th June 2019 under the Co-operative and 
Community Benefit Societies Act with the Financial Conduct Authority (registration 
number 4453). 

The registered address is:
The Forum, Borough Road, Darlington, DL1 1SG. 

Prior to this date the society was registered as Humantics CIC with company number 
06724261.

By subscribing for shares issued by the society in this share offer you will become a 
member of it thus co-owner of the society. Our rules and other supporting documents 
are available on our website: www.theforumonline.co.uk

What are Community Shares?
Community Shares are withdrawable shares that cannot be sold, traded or transferred, 
unlike shares in a typical company. All Members are entitled to one vote – regardless of 
how many shares they hold. Members can be paid interest on their shares if the Board 
believe it would be sensible to do so, and can also withdraw their shareholding, again 
subject to the approval of the Board.

Community Shares are fully at risk
You could lose some or all of the money you subscribe. You have no right to 
compensation from the Financial Services Compensation Scheme, nor any right of 
complaint to the Financial Ombudsman Service. Please don’t invest any money you can’t 
afford to lose.

The Community Shares Standard Mark
The Community Shares Standard Mark is awarded by the Community Shares Unit to 
offers that meet national standards of good practice. For more information on 
community shares, the Community Shares Standards Mark and the Community Shares 
Unit see www.communityshares.org.uk



The Forum Music Studios is undertaking a share issue to raise capital 
to upgrade and improve the building.

Opening date: 20th September 2024
Closing date: 31st October 2024 

The board of the society may choose to extend the period of the share offer by up 
to 8 weeks, if they believe that by doing so they increase the chances of reaching 
the maximum target.

• Minimum target to be raised: £50,000 
• Maximum target to be raised: £100,000

• Minimum share subscription per person: £25 for people under 25, £50 for 
everyone else.
• Maximum share subscription per person: £2,500
• Member rewards will be granted annually from Year 1 onwards, funds permitting.
• Withdrawal of up to 10% of total capital annually from Year 3 onwards, funds 
permitting.

Note that unless the share offer reaches the minimum target at least by the 
closing date, then all money already pledged will be returned and the offer will not 
be successful.

IN SUMMARY



MAKE A 
SOUND 
INVESTMENT

Arts Council UK have awarded £404,000 to 
enable us to make significant and much 
needed improvements to our building but 
we need YOU to help raise the final £50,000.

The Forum Music Studios are offering community 
member shares in our grassroots music venue. 
Investment raised will act as a trigger to unlock 
grant funding to extend and upgrade existing 
facilities to improve artist, participant & audience 
experience. 

As members with shared ownership you will help 
steer our future ambitions in becoming a carbon net 
zero grassroots arts hub, giving residents & future 
generations pride of place as we become a leading 
example of an eco-friendly sustainable music venue 
that invests in the local and national cultural 
creative community.

IN THE FORUM MUSIC STUDIOS
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“For young musicians, places like

The Forum can be LIFE-CHANGING.”

Ryan Ward, local artist, New Age Vinyl



Darlington is a historic industrial and market town in the Tees Valley region of 
North East England, is undergoing a significant period of redevelopment and 
regeneration. In 2019, 15.3% of Darlington’s population of just over 100,000 were 
income-deprived, ranking the town as the 70th most income-deprived local 
authority out of 316 in England. However, recent developments are paving the 
way for positive change.

The town is seeing major investment in several key projects, including the 
redevelopment of Darlington train station and the new Hopetown Museum. 
Additionally, Darlington has been chosen as the site for the new Darlington 
Economic Campus, which will bring 1,100 new roles across His Majesty's 
Treasury to the area. The construction of this large building, located next to the 
Forum, is expected to significantly boost local footfall and aid in the 
regeneration of the surrounding area, creating a fantastic opportunity to 
increase trade and engage more people in local products, activities, and 
services.

DARLINGTON



The Forum Music Studios is the vibrant live music and entertainment venue 
that has helped put Darlington on the map for music, comedy and culture.

We’ve worked really hard to make The Forum something Darlington can be 
proud of and this was acknowledged when we won Best Arts and Leisure 
Venue in the 2019 LoveDarlo Awards 2019.

It is a platform where talents are nurtured, bands rehearse, songs are 
produced and recorded, young people learn to play instruments and members 
of our community host meetings, socialise and participate in weekly activities 
for young and old. But there’s a few things we really want to do which will 
protect all our good work into the future, which will give everyone who comes 
here the sort of experience we think they deserve.

The building was first opened in 1879 as a school it housed up to 120 young 
students. In the 70’s it was home to Durham Music Services. It stood derelict 
for years after that before being resurrected it into the Forum Music Centre in 
2004. In 2011 we became on not-for-profit social enterprise.

BELONGS TO EVERYONE

OWNED BY YOU



Year-on-year it has gone from strength to strength and all that we have 
achieved has come from the support of our community and amazing efforts 
by staff and volunteers. 

We converted from a CIC to a Community Benefit Society in 2019 in 
preparation for running this share issue, so our community could have the 
opportunity to be a real part of the future, shaping what we do and how we do 
it. And then the pandemic happened…

With no music and people, the Forum showed real vulnerability, this dismal 
experience strengthened our stance and drive to create and improve our 
sustainable and vibrant music arts facility for all. Steered by the people to 
ensure live music continues to thrive in Darlington. Thankfully our efforts had 
been recognised and various organisations including the Cultural Recovery 
Fund stepped in to secure the Forum Music Studios through the pandemic.

Here is the exciting bit: we’re not asking for people to give us money as a 
donation. We’re offering something very special – shared ownership of the 
Forum and a return on your investment to boot. 

BELONGS TO EVERYONE

OWNED BY YOU



WHAT ARE
COMMUNITY 
SHARES?

This is a community share issue, which is a much snappier name for what they 
are legally-speaking: ‘withdrawable shares in a society’. 

Unlike shares in companies, you’ll not get a cut of the profits and can’t sell them 
to someone else, we can give your money back to you in time if we’re doing well 
as a business. Whilst you remain an investor, we will give perks and for higher 
levels of investment, we can give you an interest payment as a thank you for 
letting us use your money which will be 3%, paid from the second year after the 
share issue. 

Interest will be paid as a cash credit to be spent at The Forum. 

After three years (and each year thereafter), if the society is profitable enough, 
we will decide whether it would be sensible to allow shares to be withdrawn, and 
if so, how many. If we weren’t profitable enough, or the Board didn’t think it 
sensible enough we also plan to open up the share offer to new members on a 
permanent basis, which will generate potential new capital that we could 
potentially use to allow people to get their investment returned, but that is 
unlikely to be for a few years after this first share issue. Investments would be 
returned in the order that they were requested to be returned. 

The best way to get your money back is to continue to support us and crucially, 
persuade other people to support us too. That’s the real secret of community 
ownership – we make the rewards of our success something we can share with 
the people who matter the most to us. 



WE WANT TO PROTECT THE FORUM FOR THE FUTURE
We’ve got a beautiful old building but it desperately needs some love and 
attention to help secure it, and to make the Forum the kind of venue we really 
want it to be and we think the people of Darlington deserve. We also aim to lead 
the way in making considerable steps in creating a carbon net zero live music 
venue.

PUT DARLINGTON ON THE GIG CIRCUIT AND ATTRACT BIGGER ACTS  
We’ll create space for artists/bands with private washroom facilities plus 
loading / parking area with power for touring vehicles. This will improve the 
experience for artists and give us the ability to attract higher profile, touring 
artists to help diversify our live music and events schedule. 

New standalone CARBON NET-ZERO RECORDING STUDIO with a much larger 
footprint & sensory production suite that is, soundproofed with 24/7 easy 
access. The current studio will become a digital production training suite.

INSTALL A MEZZANINE in the main performance hall to improve the experience 
for audience with assessable and mobility needs.

REBUILD AND EXTEND a redesigned galley KITCHEN as a high-quality workable 
environment to accommodate a local, ethical food entrepreneur, giving us a 
daily food service to improve visitor experience and create new jobs for local 
people. Along side this we will CREATE  a new entrance that is welcoming and 
accessible that will enhance the external aspect of The Forum.

POSATIVE STEPS TOWARDS CARBON NET-ZERO
INSTAL SOLAR PANELS & repair / insulate / renew parts of roof. This will 
reduce energy costs and increase energy efficiency, reduce our carbon 
footprint and secure the building for the future. CREATE a living roof garden to 
act a calm creative space for wild life and visitors. 

Increase capacity.
Improve the experience for artists and the audience.
Enable us to extend our engagement with young people in the most deprived 
central ward in Darlington.



We don’t just want your money – we want your ideas too. 

It’s our mission to ensure that Darlington stays firmly on the map for music, comedy 
and culture and the Forum continues to be firmly rooted within our community. We 
regularly sell out gigs and events and receive great feedback from the national touring 
artists and bands that perform here.

We want ideas from our members to help steer us and ensure we are serving your 
needs. We want a Board of Directors that are voted in by YOU to ensure we remain 
transparent. We have many exciting and ambitious development plans in action and 
we can’t wait to share with you but we first need to secure the investment. 

We’re excited about what we can do if we got a building that was something we were 
as proud of as we are of the acts we put on and the atmosphere inside. 

£136,271

£25,000

£131,675

£57,000

£25,000

£79,090

Kitchen Extension
and Entrance
construction
Mezzanine

Recording Studio,
Green Room & Roof
Garden
Replacing Parts of
Roof plus roof
Insulation
Solar Panels

Construction
Management, Inflation
& Contingency

If the share issue is super-successful and there’s appetite for people 
to invest more than the minimum £50,000, we’re aiming to raise up to a further 
£50,000; this additional money will be used to make some improvements that 
aren’t part of the Arts Council bid – replacing the windows in the bar area 
(£30,000), Heat Pump (£10,000) and new bar furniture (£5,000) and contingency 
(£5,000).



INVESTMENT 
OPTIONS

All members will receive exclusive annual offers and promotions, 
priority gig announcements and an invite to AGM.

£25 (For under 25-year-olds only)
£50 Minimum - £199 Maximum 

Silver Plaque
A name on a plaque along with other members displayed at The Forum

£200 Minimum - £349 Maximum 

Gold Disc
The above plus priority ticket reserve. A choice of their or another name 
on a gold disc displayed at the Forum.

£350 Minimum - £2,500 Maximum

Platinum Disc
The above with  a choice of theirs or another name on a Platinum Disc displayed at 
The Forum plus 3% annual interest to be paid in redeemable vouchers to spend on 
any good or service at the Forum.

Decision Making
All members will be invited to our Annual General Meeting where they will steer The 
Forum by making decisions about issues the Board want members’ input on, and 
can stand for and elect the Board of Directors, decide how much money to return to 
shareholders and how much to use towards meeting our community benefit 
objectives. Please note you must be 18 or over to stand for election on the board.



-£50,000

£50,000

£150,000

£250,000

£350,000

£450,000

£550,000

£650,000

£750,000

£850,000

2019 2022 2023 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028

Bar sales

Room hire

Music education

Forum events

Catering

Other

Net profit

FINANCIAL PROJECTIONS

Cashflow Forecast The cashflow forecast is modelled on The Forum’s historical trading data.

In Year One the key assumptions are:
• Decreased turnover - This is based on having to fully / partially close for amounts of 
time whilst capital works are taking place.
• Increased staff costs - To bring in additional internal and external staff to project 
manage the capital works.
• Increased marketing costs - To market the improvements and new facilities created by 
the capital investment

After Year One the key assumptions are:
• Increased turnover - This is based on the improved offering detailed throughout this 
Business Plan
• Reduced in energy costs - As a result of energy efficiency improvements
• Increase in wages - Assumed increase in the cost of senior management after Allison 
retires.

Jun 
2019

Jun 
2021

Jun 
2022

Jun 
2023

Jun 
2024

Jun 
2025

Jun 
2026

Jun 
2027

Jun 
2028



Current Finances
After a tough couple of years through the pandemic we’ve weathered the storm and finished 
the last financial year to the end of June 2024 with our highest ever turnover of £539,000, up 
£50,000 from the previous year, with a profit of £4,500. 

No small music and arts venue like ours will ever be in such a lucky position as to say they’ve 
cracked it, but we do feel we’ve got a great team, who have the ability to programme a great 
mix of events that respond to what local people want. Saving the Forum from closure in 2011 
and growing it into a profitable organisation,  our trading history is something we’re very 
proud of (you can see more about our detailed financial history by viewing previous years’ 
accounts on the Forum website, and in our Business Plan).

We have a vital cash reserve of £88,000  however, much of this is restricted to community 
projects that we are currently committed to delivering, plus an allocation for emergency 
funds (such as replacing the £30,000 sound desk if it fails). We also know from Covid just 
how vital cash reserve is especially ensuring staff costs are covered for a few months if the 
business operations are halted. So whilst we could use it to fund 10% to match the Arts 
Council grant, it would leave us very vulnerable to the ups and downs of the year. A business 
like ours has staff costs and overheads for 52 weeks of the year, but the income to pay for 
those comes in fits and starts depending on when events are happening.

Future Finances
With the facilities as they are at present, we’re pretty much at full capacity in terms of the 
money we can earn from what we do at the Forum. Whilst we try our best to provide a service 
that is affordable for all the investment plan will help protect us from the rising costs in the 
future.

Kitchen Extension - By increasing the size and presence of the kitchen we will be able to 
attract a local food business to take on the space giving us a rental income from them and by 
increasing our attractiveness to visitors, we’ll benefit as more people will know about the 
Forum and what’s on, and by enabling people to eat before performances, we think people will 
be more likely to come earlier and have some food and so use our bar more.

Studio & Green Room Facilities - Providing dedicated Green Room space for visiting artists 
and an improved Studio facility will allow us to host Bands & Artists that we may otherwise not 
be able to attract. As bands often travel long distances to perform at the venue, having those 
facilities makes us an attractive option compared to some of our local competitors. Having 
more varied acts and bigger names will increase our attractiveness to a wider audience than 
we’re currently seeing, and from further afield.

Improved Disabled Access - Creating a dedicated seating area for disabled visitors will allow 
Disabled guests to be able to enjoy shows as much as an able-bodied visitors. Disabled fans 
are a crucial and underserved part of the gig-going market, especially in our region which has 
the highest proportion of people with disabilities in the country. 

Roof Terrace & Energy Saving - Our planned garden terrace will attract local customers to 
use the facilities on a more regular basis, providing a welcoming space that is also thoughtful 
to the local environment. Similarly, our planned installation of solar panels and a heat pump 
will both allow us to cut our costs and also help us on our way to being Carbon Neutral.



KEEPING YOU PLUGGED IN

We’ll regularly update members about what’s going on, consulting on new 
plans and announcing new ventures to members first. We’ll also use events 
to chat to members and get their feedback on how we’re doing and what 
improvements we can make to what we do.

YOUNG PEOPLE’S FORUM

Music is something lots of young people are passionate about, and we get 
lots of people under 16 using our studios. Unfortunately, they can’t be 
members of the society as you have to be over 16 to become a legal owner 
and member. Even so, we really want to get their input into what we offer 
and so we’re setting up a Young People’s Forum to make sure we understand 
what they want from us and to make sure they feel as connected and 
plugged in as possible.

PLUGGED INTO 
COMMUNITY



Day-to-day running will be led as now by Chief Executive Allison McKay, 
assisted by her staff team, and under them, the casual bar staff and 
volunteers. Allison also sits on the Board of Directors as the link 
between the operational side of the business and the more strategic 
focus of the Board.

WHO WILL
RUN THEFORUM?

Current Staff
From top left to bottom right: Chris Davison, Matt Eland, Steve 
Matthews, Dave Smith, June Daly, Kirsten Yates, Phil Wilson, Allison 
Mckay, Katie Wilson, Ria Robinson (Not Pictured, new staff member)



Allison McKay – Chief Executive 
Allison grew up in the Northeast and moved to London in her early 
20’s where she rose to Artistic Director of a chain of Hair Salons. This 
experience led her to pursue a successful career as a session stylist 
in various aspects of media and TV which span globally. As a founder 
Director, she was involved in the early planning and creation of the 
social enterprise that would save the Forum from closure. Since 
start of trading in Jan 2011 and as the CEO, Allison has dedicated her 
career with passion and drive to ensure the Forum Music Studios is a 
vibrant and sustainable cultural community hub for Darlington. 

Non-Executive Directors

Michael Bainbridge (Chair) –
Michael works as Senior Accountant at HC One in Darlington. He has 
previously worked for Darlington Building Society and Wolseley. 
Michael qualified as a Chartered Certified Accountant in 2019. He 
joined the Forum’s Board of Directors in 2020, to help us achieve our 
community benefit ambitions. Joining shortly before the Covid 
pandemic, Michael was quickly involved in assisting Allison in the 
production of financial assessments aiding grant applications 
including the Culture Recovery Fund. Outside of work, Michael enjoys 
attending gigs, cinema visits and days away with his wife. He has 
previous volunteering experience from a couple of Northern League 
Football clubs. 

At each Annual General Meeting (usually held late November/ early December) elections 
will be held. Each year, the position of the Director(s) who have served longest will be up 
for election. The existing Director can stand again, as can any other member. The AGM 
will also receive the Annual Accounts and a report on how the year has gone and what 
the plans are for the next 12 months. 



Tori Gill –
Tori, worked in Local Government for 15 years then established TGI 
MEDIA, her own marketing company specialising in digital marketing 
and web design & build. Tori was also the Commercial Director at 
Darlington Football Club for two years and is the deputy chair of Bike 
Stop Darlington, which is a social enterprise. She joined the board in 
2022 to strengthen links between a range of external bodies plus 
inputs in to the marketing & PR of The Forum Music Centre. In her 
spare time, Tori, enjoys spending time with family & friends, going to 
live music gigs & holidays abroad. 

Steve Milbourne –
Steve has worked in the music industry at a high level in both labels 
and management for twenty years. He started his career at 
Kitchenware Records where he worked with the multi-platinum 
selling band Editors. He then moved to Sony Music where he served 
as Creative Director for almost a decade, creating award winning 
work with artists including AC/DC, Mark Ronson and Kasabian. In 
2016 he set up an artist management company, later merging with 
the Blue Raincoat Chrysalis Group where he served on the senior 
management team. Since 2021 he has ran Nebraska Management, 
representing songwriters and producers, including the multiple #1 
selling producer/writers Seb Sternberg and Pedro Vito and twice 
Grammy nominated producer Okan. 



All of the serving Directors will resign at the First AGM of the society, due to be held in 
late 2020, to enable a new board to be elected with the confidence and legitimacy of 
being chosen by all our members. Existing Directors can stand for re-election, as can 
any member who can be nominated. Until then, the founding board will be running 
things.

Laura Saunders –Jerrom – Law –
Laura has been a qualified lawyer since 1998. She began her career in 
London with the Crown Prosecution Service working at one point 
with the Flying Squad and attending the “Old Bailey” (Central Criminal 
Courts) Over the past 25 years she has practised in criminal law, 
mental health law and now children’s law and has achieved 
accredited status from the Law Society in each area. She is currently 
a partner in Hewitt’s one of the largest firms of solicitors in County 
Durham Laura is a classically trained trumpet player and for many 
years played with brass bands in the County Durham area. In her 
spare time, she enjoys socialising and pursues her interest in 
reclamation and interior design.

Jack William Mckay –
Jack qualified as a chartered accountant while working as an auditor 
for Ernst & Young LLP. Following 5 years working with a range of 
listed PLCs to smaller SME arrangements, Jack moved to work at the 
global headquarters of Froneri, producing consolidated financial 
statements, reporting, controls and other group accounting 
functions. After over 3 years at Froneri, Jack took on the role as 
Group Financial Controller, at Bremsen Technik group, where he is 
responsible for the financial reporting and day to day financial 
controls within the organisation. Outside of work Jack has a keen 
passion for music, being a grade 8 guitarist himself as well as 
enjoying football and golf.



How can I invest?
We are running this share offer through our website – visit 
https://www.theforumonline.co.uk where you can use a credit or debit 
card to make your share purchase from 20th September 2024.

All money will be held in an account at the Co-op Bank which is separate from 
the day-to-day spending for the business. Unless the share offer reaches the 
minimum target at least by the closing date, then all money already pledged 
will be returned and the offer will not be successful. 

If the share offer reaches its maximum target, any sums invested above that 
amount will be refunded on a last-in, first out basis. We reserve the right to 
require further identification before accepting an investment for the 
purposes of anti-money laundering legislation.

What is the minimum and maximum investment?
The minimum investment is £25. The maximum is £2,500.

We are also applying to the Community Shares Booster Fund for a matching 
investment of £25,000, which will be an institutional investment by Co-
operatives UK, using funds provided by a variety of grant funders. The 
investment will be treated the same as all other investments, and like 
Platinum investors, Co-operatives UK will receive interest and be eligible to 
request withdrawal of their funds in due course.

QUESTIONS & 
ANSWERS



Who Can Invest?
Anyone can invest and become a member, but only people aged 18 or above can 
serve as directors. After the share offer closes, we’ll be launching a new 
membership scheme for the Forum which will be available to anyone, including 
under 16s.

Can organisations and businesses subscribe for Community Shares?
Yes. A representative of that organisation will need to become a member of the 
society as nominee for their organisation/business. If you are an incorporated 
organisation, you can apply via our website and a member of our team will get back 
to you.

Can people club together to buy shares?
Yes, but as with organisations, you’ll have to nominate a member of your group to be 
the named shareholder in our share register.

Can my investment be gift aided?
No, because we aren’t a charity.

Will I get a Share Certificate?
Everyone who invests will receive a community share certificate.

Can shares increase in value?
Shares cannot rise in value, so there will never be a capital gain. They may be 
reduced in value if our auditors instruct us to do so, if they believe that the value of 
our assets has fallen.

Can I Sell My Shares?
No. This investment is in withdrawable share capital, which cannot be transferred, 
sold, or given to anyone else, except on your death to someone you have nominated 
and told us about. If you nominate someone, then we can transfer that sum to them 
on your death without waiting for your will (and who you nominate takes precedence 
over what you will says). If you haven’t nominated anyone, we will take instructions 
from your executors.

What will you do with my personal details and data?
Your personal details as submitted on the application form will be held by the society 
and used in accordance with the provisions of the rules and of the 2014 Co-operative 
and Community Benefit Societies Act. Only members can inspect the members’ 
register and view members’ names and addresses (but not how much they have 
invested). The society will not share, sell, or provide your details to any other 
individual or organisation, and will ensure compliance with the GPDR regulation in 
accordance with its responsibility as a data controller.



What if the society isn’t financially successful enough to survive? 
The first thing to say is that we’re not predicting any difficulties at all, and we’re 
including it here simply because we’re covering all the questions we know people 
might have. The second thing to say is that if this did ever happen, there is no 
comeback on anyone who is a shareholder. 

Shareholders are not liable for our debts in any way, and aren’t liable to invest 
more if we ever needed the money. Since we don’t own the venue freehold, the 
lease would revert back to the Council if we became insolvent, and so the only 
assets would be things like equipment and bar stock. We’re also in receipt of 
grants from the Arts Council which means that they would have first rights to any 
proceeds, and then any other people we owed money to, and finally our 
investors. In reality is we went bust, people would almost certainly not get any of 
their investment returned.

The Forum also has a ‘Statutory Asset Lock’ which means that all our assets must 
always be used to support our objectives, and if we ceased to exist and there 
was a cash surplus after paying back creditors and investors,  this would be 
donated to other organisations with similar objectives which also had an asset 
lock like ours. This cannot ever be changed by members. 

What happens if I didn’t get all my investment back? 
Although we are registered as a society with The Financial Conduct Authority 
(FCA), the sale of withdrawable shares in the society is not regulated by the FCA. 
Like many investments, these community shares are at risk, and you could lose 
some or all of the money you invest.

Unlike deposits with high street banks, community shares are not covered by the 
Financial Services Compensation Scheme, nor is there any right of complaint to 
the Financial Ombudsman Service. If you are considering investing a significant 
amount, then you may wish to seek independent financial advice before doing so



THE FORUM MUSIC STUDIOS

Address:
Borough Road, Darlington, DL1 1SG

Tel: 01325 363135
Web: www.theforumonline.co.uk

What3Words:
///saves.ages.thin



The Forum Music Studios
Borough Road,

Darlington
DL1 1SG

Tel: 01325 363135

www.theforumonline.co.uk

A not for profit Community
Benefit Society
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