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1. Purpose of report  

 
1.1  To inform the Cabinet Member of the increased audience attendances at this 

year's BookFest following its rescheduling; the continuing impact of partnerships 
with local authors and venues and to make recommendations that will further 
improve aspects of the event, including ticketing arrangements.  

 
2. Recommendations 
 
2.1          That BookFest continues to take place in February and early March. 
 
2.2          That BookFest continues to work with local authors and writers' groups to 

present a wide range of events. 
 
2.3          That the Portsmouth Short Story Prize becomes an annual event and is  

opened up to anyone who lives, works or studies in the city or can 
demonstrate a close personal connection to the city. 
 

2.4          That different solutions for online ticketing are investigated 
 
3. Background 
 
3.1           In 2016 audience figures doubled compared to 2014 with 819 people attending  

the public events compared to just over 400 in 2014. This can be attributed 
to active promotion from local authors, a wider range of events and a 
change of time of year. Early years event were a great success with all 
nine libraries sold out for the Gruffalo tea parties reaching small children 
and parents/carers from all across the city. Over 100 people attended CSI 

                Portsmouth. Its popularity is due to the unusual aspect of combining fiction 
authors with experts in the crime field in two panel debates.  
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 Audiences and authors are attracted to this format. BookFest will be exploring 
the delivery of this event for future years, taking into account feedback on 
timings for the day and costings. 

 
3.2           Portsmouth BookFest launched in October 2010 with the aims of promoting 

reading for pleasure and book ownership. A key aim was attracting people who 
might not ordinarily attend book events to the festival by offering accessible 
events with wide appeal. Over the years the festival has presented events with 
some high profile authors including James Herbert, Michael Morpurgo and 
Jacqueline Wilson. These events have attracted high attendance and brought in 
audiences from Portsmouth and further afield.  
 

3.3           As well as nationally known authors, BookFest has worked with local authors 
from the beginning, offering them the chance to promote their work. This year 
BookFest involved local authors much more directly in planning and promoting 
events and this has been particularly fruitful for the festival with a wide range of 
events presented and greater attendance at the festival overall.  
 

3.4           BookFest has always offered a complementing schools programme of events  
where authors give talks in schools. Schools events reached 2,959 pupils from 
18 schools this year with 1000 books sold at these events. This is a tremendous 
figure and demonstrates the way that schools events can engage so many 
children in reading.  
 

3.5 BookFest has also benefitted from partnership with local venues including Pie &  
Vinyl, the Pyramids, the Wave Maiden, Portsmouth University, the Square 
Tower, City Museum, and New Theatre Royal. Again these partnerships have 
enabled the festival to present diverse events. The partnership with Pie and 
Vinyl enabled a popular music event with Viv Albertine. Those venues also have 
their own publicity mechanisms which allows for greater exposure of BookFest 
within the city and beyond. 
 

4. Reasons for recommendations 
 
4.1           Compared with the last BookFest which took place in Autumn 2014, ticket 

numbers doubled for 2016 from around 400 to 800 attendees at public events. 
Whilst part of this success can be attributed to a higher number of free events 
taking place, the change of season for BookFest from autumn to early spring 
certainly appears to have been of benefit. The festival is no longer clashing with 
other local book festivals, which mostly take place in the autumn, nor is it 
clashing with significant social dates such as Halloween and Bonfire Night. 
Bookfest also benefitted from a wide range of events to cater to all tastes this 
year. The Viv Albertine event with Pie and Vinyl sold out very quickly and 
bestselling author Adele Parks made an appearance with the Portsmouth 
Writers' Hub. It is essential that BookFest continues to attract interesting and 
varied events. 
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4.2           Engagement with local authors was particularly high this year and was of real 
benefit to the festival in terms of presenting a wide range of events and in 
promoting them. BookFest worked closely with the Portsmouth Writers' Hub and 
New Writing South to arrange events. This collaboration resulted in three talks 
about historical Portsmouth authors by Matt Wingett. It also resulted in a very 
successful event for writers with bestselling author Adele Parks. Working with 
Lynne Blackwood brought about a partnership with Peepal Tree Press, a 
publisher of British Black and Asian writers based in Leeds. Working with local 
publishing co-op Pentangle Press also brought about a well subscribed event on 
self-publishing which received 100% 'excellent' ratings. This year the CSI 
afternoon panel featured local crime authors William Sutton, J.S Law and Diana 
Bretherick. Working so closely with local authors enables BookFest to 
programme a wide range of events. Local writers also have many contacts and 
were able to help publicise BookFest. 

 
4.3           2016 Saw the launch of the Portsmouth Short Story Prize. The competition was 

a great way to promote writing talent and to promote the book festival, giving a 
structure and excitement to the launch night. The competition was open to 
writers with a PO1-PO6 postcode, thereby ensuring it really promoted local 
writing talent. Entries were of a very high standard and it was wonderful to be 
able to encourage local writers to continue with their work. BookFest 
recommends that in 2016/17 the prize is opened up to anyone who lives, works 
or studies in the city or can demonstrate a close personal connection to the city. 
This is to enable more people to take part who feel they identify with the city. 
There was some email feedback that the competition should be open to people 
who work in Portsmouth and also people who have grown up in the city but 
since moved away, so opening up the competition in this way is making it more 
accessible whilst at the same time ensuring it remains very much about 
Portsmouth. 

 
4.4           In order to provide an online ticketing service, which was much requested by 

authors and audiences in previous years, BookFest has used an online ticketing 
company, Eventbrite, for the last two festivals. This service has provided an 
accessible, smooth ticket solution, helping to increase sales by providing access 
to ticket purchases 24/7 and it is essential that BookFest continues to offer an 
online service to stimulate ticket sales. Naturally, being a business, fees are 
charged on ticket income where tickets have a charge on Eventbrite. This 
means that BookFest is unable to make as much profit in ticket income to cover 
the costs of events. In 2015 Eventbrite's ticket fees were increased meaning that 
for every ticket sale with a charge, a fee of 99p plus 2.5% were deducted. In 
many cases another 2.5% was also deducted if Eventbrite's payment processing 
of card payments was used. Deducting another 20% for VAT on ticket prices 
makes it hard for BookFest to meet its event costs. For 2017 BookFest hopes to 
be able to use an online ticketing system built in to the updated version of the 
Library Management System Civica Spydus which will mean that ticket sales do 
not generate extra fees.  
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5. Equality impact assessment (EIA) 
 
5.1 A preliminary EIA has been completed and this is attached as an appendix to 
                the report 
 
6. Legal comments 
 
6.1 A full EIA would be recommended to ensure compliance. 
 
7. Director of Finance comments 
 
7.1 The final outturn for this event was a small deficit of £206.   
 
7.2 The charges incurred through the use of the Eventbrite online ticketing service 

had a significant impact on the income received as the 99p charge per ticket and 
the 2.5% handling charge made up a large proportion of the lower value ticket 
income.  The implementation of an in house system for next year's event and 
the associated saving in costs will ensure that income is maximised. 

 
7.3 The Portsmouth Short Story competition was run in order to promote the 

BookFest event and local writing talent.  The support for this and the prize of 
£500 was and will continue to be funded through existing library budgets. 

 
 
 
 
 
……………………………………………… 
Signed by:  
Stephen Baily 
Director of Culture and City Development 
 
 
Appendices:     Appendix A:  BookFest  programme leaflet 2016 
       Appendix B:  Equality Impact Assessment   
 
 
Background list of documents: Section 100D of the Local Government Act 1972 
 
The following documents disclose facts or matters, which have been relied upon to a 
material extent by the author in preparing this report: 
 

Title of document Location 
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The recommendation(s) set out above were approved/ approved as amended/ deferred/ 
rejected by ……………………………… on ……………………………… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
……………………………………………… 
Signed by:  
Councillor Linda Symes 
Cabinet Member for Culture, Leisure and Sport 


