‘Spaces within Cultural Regeneration’
SAF Networking Event - Southwark Playhouse

3 April 2008

Chair: Kate Mason (KM)-Southwark Arts Forum 

Speakers 

Chris Smyrnios (CS)- Southwark Playhouse (case study)

Auro Foxcroft (AF)-Village Underground (case study)

Cllr Paul Noblet (PN)- Southwark Council

Jonathan Harvey (JH)- ACME studios

John Burton (JB) -Urban Space Management

Rachel Pims (RP)- Auto Italia

KM welcomed the audience and introduced the speakers. She said that the theme of cultural space an its use often raises interesting debates concerning affordable working and living space, artist studios, incubators, high value of space. She mentioned that this event’s aim was to raise these issues and to learn from the speaker’s experiences. She shortly outlined the format of the event and explained that it consisted of two case studies and of an 8 minute presentation slot for each speaker. The event would then continue with a Q+A session from the audience and the speakers.

 Part 1: Case Studies

Southwark Playhouse www.southwarkplayhouse.co.uk

Southwark Playhouse started operating in the Southwark in 1993 and was involved with educational programs as well as projects including the local community. CS said that the need to change promises appeared, and therefore the Playhouse team met the developers involved in the regeneration of Elephant and Castle. At that time Southwark Playhouse needed to keep its profile up and to secure a venue and funding. Since London Bridge was an area that had lots of spaces to use, the two parts came up with a deal that included using their current premises situated under the railway arches temporarily until their new venue near the Elephant and Castle roundabout was ready. The deal included that Southwark Playhouse would have to dress up the temporary place and resolve issues like heat, Health and Safety, seats and technical requirements. Their final new venue will be prepared by the developers and managed by the Playhouse team. However, the developers will keep part of its operation, using the Theatre for commercial reasons, i.e the Bar area and hiring out the space.   
Village Underground www.thevillageunderground.com

Village Underground’s concept and operation started 4 years ago. The idea was to start a social enterprise for artists and various creative people in London. The initial team consisted of graphic and furniture designers, filmmakers, writers and artists who wanted to provide artists with affordable studios, as the value of space in London was very high. They decided to buy a few old train wagons in a very cheap rate to use as artists studios and create an eco-friendly project. It started in a space in Stoke Newington and then moved to the roof of a building in Shoreditch as the new ‘up and coming’ area where artists meet and work.  To put together this project the team was in discussions with the developers who pulled out at the last minute. They eventually managed to get funding from the local Council, which would secure their lease for the first 2-3 years. Today, Village Underground is involved with both commercial events (60%) such as hosting fashion shootings and filming as well as parties, which they use as a source, to fund their non- commercial shows (40%), such as visual arts exhibitions. They have recently been involved with international projects in several European cities such as Berlin and others. AF said to the audience that the moral of this story was that people should learn how to be flexible and to take risk when they want to make something happen. He also said that it is always useful to work in groups, as groups have power, and using his own words ‘little help from my friends’ was what made this project a reality.

Part 2: Presentations

Urban Space Management www.urbanspace.com
Urban Space Management has been operating for a number of years and has been involved with numerous projects. One of these is the Container City, which involves the re-use of containers. This project seems to be working because of the economics, as it is low cost and speedy and it involves small buildings as opposed to the usual big building, but offering lots of space at the same time. JB also presented a project which was an initiative of CIDA along with Urban Space Management to respond to the increasing business rates for the use of empty spaces which had until that point either zero or very low rates. The aim of the project was to help the creative industries to find space for projects that would last 6 weeks. He said that Urban Space Management was at the time creating a database of individuals interested to take part and invited those present to take art. He committed from his side to provide further information to those interested through SAF, along with a document with advice to those interested in finding a working space.  
A few more useful links for those interested in finding studios are:

http://www.csa.gov.uk/
http://www.hiddenart.com/
http://www.greenwicharts.org/index.asp
http://www.creativelewisham.org
http://www.gumtree.com
JB also mentioned Greenwich market, as a successful example of artists and designers using space on their benefit and managing to make a living from the use of an open space. The market was again a project of Urban Space Management which gave life and identity to the area as well as several economic benefits.

ACME Studios  www.acme.org.uk
ACME studios started 35 years ago, as an initiative of some artists to provide artists with affordable spaces to work, by finding derelict places that nobody wanted to use. The reality today is that because of the regeneration of some areas these studios got priced out especially in the boroughs that are now being developed because of the 2012 Olympics. JH said that ACME is today one of the largest studio providers in London which helped them get Lottery funding to build The Galleria in South London. This building is a unique model of working and living space. This specific project, as well as the others that follow, was realised in a tight partnership with the local Council and they seem to be working well as a successful model of providing housing and work space with different levels of affordability. Similar places will follow in east London, such as Newham, Tower Hamlets and Hackney.

JH also made the following points: 

· Affordable studio provision is currently under threat through the process of regeneration generally and through 2012 in particular. 

· Local authorities need to be actively planning artists into new developments through the use of s.106 agreements. 

· Artists should be considerer as key workers and be at the centre of our communities. 

 JH mentioned Ireland as a good model of providing artist with social benefits, since artists are considered to be real workers placing them in the same position as teachers and nurses.
auto-italia south east 

www.autoitaliasoutheast.org    www.myspace.com/artautoitalia
auto-italia south east project is a collective of 3 people, 2 of them artists. The project started with the team using a garage as a squatted space. They then contacted the developers, the Family Mosaic Housing Trust, with a proposal of a series of events to secure the future use of the space. In their approach they pointed out how their project would keep the area clean and safe and would give back to the community by creating a culturally vibrant area and attracting new audience. This proposal led to a contract allowing them to use the space. Gradually this contact also gave them the opportunity to use a new space next to the old one, when the contract was overdue.

RP said that this contract proved beneficial for both parts as the developers managed to keep the space clear ‘ironically against squatters’ as she said, but also to have a better image in the community and to find a way to integrate and interact with it. For the collective this contract gave them a free space to use as they found it difficult to depend on ACE and other sources of funding. They put together a series of various shows open to the public and they installed caravans and cheap plumbing facilities for the 3 to live there and to be able to use the free space to produce work at the same time. 

They too work with the commercial and non-commercial business mix to make profit from shootings and also by renting cheap studio space to artists to be able to put up their own shows. At the moment auto-italia is also involved with publications, projects on and off-site involving international and London students and young artists with the aim to create a sustainable community in the area. RP said to the audience that this story showed that to achieve something it only requires a lucky start, a good attitude and commitment and not necessarily entrepreneurial skills.

Southwark Council www.southwark.gov.uk
Cllr PN is the newly appointed Executive member for Regeneration, [image: image1.png]


Southwark Council. During his speech he said that he believed that there is always a challenge for the Council to achieve goals linked to the use of space. He pointed out some existing factors that do not facilitate the team’s work. These issues were the fact that the Regeneration team in Southwark Council is working closely with other services and is placed in between departments such as Leisure and Housing and the fact that they all have to work with tight budgets. He said that the Council often needs to subsidy some of the property managed by it and that this may lead to less affordable housing provision. Regarding the development and the regeneration of Elephant and Castle he noticed that the aim was to build affordable flats for the people in the area and to achieve mixed communities living in the area. His point was that the developers are an important element of the property equation and therefore should be taken into consideration. Cll PN also commented that the Council should try to be more flexible in its difficult task to achieve the government’s goals through Big Lottery funds but also through involving the local communities, the voluntary sector and cultural institutions of the area.  Cllr PN mentioned the term of soft regeneration, which usually leads to a positive impact for the community and said that it is important  in his words ‘to keep the old and bring in some new’ to achieve a successful new development.

Part 3: Q&A

· 1st Question

  Richard Lee- Director of Jerwood Space- addressed to the whole panel
He congratulated the panel and Southwark Playhouse and then asked how many people work in their organisations/ projects how many people are involved with the management.

-RP said that there are 3 people living and working at the space, which was also the management committee. She continued saying that often for projects there are more people involved in a voluntary basis, such as friends, other artists, or individuals interested in the projects.

-AF said that the team consists of him and his brother that run the project, but that from times to times they as well involve other people. He said that up to now up to all in all 70-80 people have orchestrated the whole project.

-CS said there are 3 full time members of staff and that they also take on board volunteers. 

-JH said that ACME has at present 10 buildings and 9 members of staff.

-JB said that they are a bigger team of and that like ACME them too have evolved already as organisations as they have been operating for a while, whereas AF and RP are only just starting up and therefore have a lot of space to develop.

· 2nd Question

Michelle Baharier- Director of Cooltan Arts addressed to the Council

She raised the issue that prices of the properties are rising constantly and that the planning department of the council was not putting much effort in giving the buildings managed by them back to the communities.

-Cllr PN said that he is very aware that leases are a big problem for the VCS. He added that the Council is exploring of ways to work with the sector to overcome this problem.

· 3rd Question

Amanda  Moss- Director of Corsica Studios addressed to all the speakers but mostly to Cll PN

She raised the issue of establishing an equal relationship with the developers, so that both sides have obligations that can be measured with tangible targets.  

-Cllr PN mentioned that usually both sides have an interest in developing successful deals between them.. He pointed out that involving all parties from an early stage is generally good practice and mentioned as an example the Rotherhithe Housing Forum that organised the Rotherhithe Festival.

· 4th Question

Howard Barnes- Head of Culture for Southwark Council addressed to AF

HB asked what the implications are when individuals try to involve Local Authorities and Councils in various projects.

-AF said that a usual problem is that the Councils work in a very much formed environment which does not allow individuals to be entrepreneurial. He mentioned as an example the difficulties in getting licence to operate bar in a project space.

· 5th Question

Abigail Tripp 

She commented on the fact that it would be useful to have developers in the panel and that their absence is an indication of their attitude towards their all in all involvement with similar initiatives.

· 6th Question 

Eleanor Margolies- artist 

Commented on the fact that London is becoming a very expensive place for artists to live and said that London is a city where both creative industries and banking services exist and flourish. She mentioned as a successful example of hosting artist Berlin.

· 7th Question

Lia Ghilardi- Director of Noema Consulting

She made the comment that often success comes from joining different forces and from bringing individuals together and raised the issue of the existence of an intermediate power that could work as a joined up planning mechanism. She then mentioned the Essex Arts Centre as an example of a successful regeneration centre. 

· 8th Question

Richard Lee 

He suggested giving work to joined planning teams that would consist of various parties as well as art organisations. 

· 9th Question

Zhana Books- local Writer/Publisher 

She raised the point that artists of African heritage, and organisations run by them, get left out from discussions in relation to these issues.  She made the point that their events and organisations are often forgotten, which is one way in which they get marginalised.  She also said that she hardly sees members of African communities represented in networking events.   
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