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PREFACE

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

This research was compiled by our team, The Decorators, a London based art and 
architecture collective working with space. We consist of one architect, a landscape 
architect, a psychologist and an interior designer. 

Our collectives work is inspired and motivated by a desire to understand how the 
social relates to the built environment. For the past two years we have been working 
alongside councils and cultural institutions, making use of temporary architecture 
to create temporary projects for community engagement and community building.

Working within the public realm is challenging due to the number and variety 
of stakeholders. There is never one clear answer of what makes successful 
space where contrasting opinions and aspirations cause long delays and hinder 
development. These temporary / meanwhile projects are an opportunity to develop 
and test alternative responses to issues of economy, politics, sustainability, civic 
space and community space.

This research was an opportunity to critically examine our own projects and  learn 
from other practitioners working with the meanwhile to develop a broad strategy 
for meanwhile use and occupation

For further information on our work, visit 
www.the-decorators.net
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INTRODUCTION
The London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC) have 
commissioned research into past and existing meanwhile projects, 
called Learning from Others, to help put in place a policy and strategy 
for meanwhile use development to support the long term vibrancy 
of the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park (QEOP). 

We are one of six teams carrying out research because for the past two years we 
have been working alongside councils and cultural institutions, making use of 
temporary architecture to create temporary projects for community engagement 
and community building. We work in this way because we believe there is a 
different way of doing city building. In recent years, city living and development 
has been challenged by a new breed of spatial practitioners unwilling to continue 
to work within the constraints of the traditional, top-down masterplanning and 
architectural systems, which are inherently limited, excluding locals from having 
an effect on their neighbourhoods. Urban planners and developers, like these new 
designers and architects, need to evolve from being individual authors of objects, 
buildings, or spaces to being the facilitators of change. 

Rather than just building, these new spatial practitioners are using the meanwhile to 
develop and test alternative responses to issues of economy, politics, sustainability, 
civic space and community space. This approach to city building can only be of value 
if the meanwhile is seen as part of a longer-term strategy for regeneration. That 
is, rather than just a stopgap it is seen as an opportunity to test at the small scale 
and then scale up if successful. This is our definition of meanwhile use – temporary 
projects which are developed to feed into what happens next in the neighbourhood.
Working with councils and their planning departments we are too aware of the rigidity 
of the top down structure that is in place which gives little room for individuals to 
have a role in constructing their own spaces. We believe that the meanwhile could 
be used as a way of mediating that otherwise one-way relationship. What our case 
studies show is that meanwhile projects can serve as an engagement strategy, 
as a means of taking action now, as a dialogue, as a testing ground, as a means 
to source and allocate funding and to resolve disagreements about governance, 
management and maintenance. If meanwhile projects are used in this way as 
action and design research for more integrated and responsive masterplans we 
could perhaps begin to design cities with a sustainable, heterogeneous, rich and 
vibrant landscape. 

This research was an opportunity to learn from spatial designers working with the 
meanwhile about the institutional obstacles to getting their projects off the ground. 
From this we have generated a set of recommendations for LLDC to help them 
think about the kind of structures they would need to put in place to meaningfully 
and sustainably enable and support meanwhile projects in the Queen Elizabeth 
Olympic Park as part of their development. For us it was also an opportunity 
to enter into a dialogue with the organisation responsible for building a brand 
new piece of London. The London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC), the 
commissioners of this research, is in the interesting position of being landowner, 
financiers and the planning authority for five new neighbourhoods. Starting from 
scratch at the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park (QEOP) they have the opportunity to 
lay down new rules to do things differently. If implemented properly a meanwhile 
use development strategy could be a way to resist the homogenisation so prevalent 
in new developments. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This research takes a look at six international case studies. Taking our own work as 
a starting point we have looked at example projects as near as the periphery of the 
QEOP and as far as Tijuana and Thailand to begin to unravel approaches that have 
or have attempted to be successful in:

•	 building local ownership and authorship of public and community spaces 
through meaningful participation and engagement.

•	 identifying, utilising and maximising underused neighbourhood resources 
such as time, space, skills.

•	 linking to and building on existing projects and networks in a neighbourhood.

The criteria for selecting our case studies is based on our analysis of what made 
our temporary Ridley’s restaurant (case study 1) successful. Based on this we have 
chosen projects as case studies that:

•	 have a specific site
•	 have made use of informal approaches
•	 sought alternative modes of development
•	 create a specific programme or typology for the site
•	 embed themselves in a complex network of exchanges and interactions in 

order to address and respond to the complexities of the public realm

The case studies for this research are:

1. Ridley’s temporary restaurant by The Decorators – a temporary restaurant 
built alongside a fresh food market that had an open build process and featured 
a food-for-food exchange.

2. The Opening at The Fair Field by The Decorators – a temporary event used 
as community engagement and as tool to explore and navigate the working 
legislative structures of Croydon Council.

3. The People’s Supermarket in Holborn – a prototype for a new food cooperative 
on the high street which is owned and run by the community.

4. Klong Toey Community Lantern in Bangkok by TYIN Tegnestue architects 
– a small scale, low build-cost intervention used as a catalyst for positive 
transformations inside the community.

5. Espacio Artístico – La Carpa in Seville by Recetas Urbanas (Santiago Cirugeda) 
– community-led build of a new circus school on an empty site on the outskirts 
of Seville.

6. The Dalston Mill by EXYZT – a temporary urban mill, pizza oven and café which 
served as a community space on a derelict site and helped resolve issues of 
future maintenance and management of the site.

 
What can be taken from our case studies is that the future of the city depends 
less on buildings. The initiatives we have looked at sees community activists, 
architects, and artists utilising social networks, existing structures and interacting 
with councils, developers, food growers, and chefs to not only propose physical 
structures but to design tactics, strategies, systems and networks. Their starting 
points have been to understand the fabric of the neighbourhood and in response 
create projects that institutionalise, enhance, connect and maximise it. These 
projects think about the neighbourhood as a site of production, with culture and 
social value as an economic engine for the neighbourhood and the dweller as 
neighbourhood participant.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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The most successful meanwhile projects are those that involved a complex 
structure, encompassing design, programme and a large network of people or 
institutions, to extend beyond the mere construction of a building. They also left 
a tangible heritage; an ability to be implemented after the intervention. We are 
interested in this aspect of the legacy of a project and our recommendations set 
out to consider the conditions that are needed for a project to continue and to be 
taken on by the community.

The recommendations are split into two categories: concept and delivery. A 
summary of these recommendations is as follows:

Concept Recommendations: 
To help develop or identify relevant and sustainable proposals.

1. In-depth research of the context: a pre-requisite.
Investing time and money in research to identify local collaborators, networks, 
resources, skills and funding, which can then be used by many to develop 
relevant and sustainable proposals for the park.

2. Commissioner or enabler?
LLDC will have to play both the role of commissioner and enabler but must 
understand that the roles have different requirements and responsibilities. 

3. Choose a familiar programme and one that can generate revenue or works 
on a system of exchange.
Choose projects with a familiar programme that local collaborators can plug 
into, and one that can generate revenue or works on an alternative system of 
exchange to ensure sustainability.

4. A strong business plan
Socially engaged projects with a strong business plan are more likely to 
succeed.

5. Structure projects to enable ownership transfer from initiators to members/
collaborators.
As commissioners, LLDC will contract artists and architects to develop and 
deliver meanwhile projects. These projects must have structures built in to 
allow the transfer of these projects to local managers.

Delivery recommendations:
To help deliver community engaged meanwhile projects

6. Multiple funding streams
Seek to match up the aims of the project with the agenda of local sponsors. 
Seek multiple funding streams to avoid the agenda of one funder dominating 
the project.

7. Engagement through the build
Build connections in the community by involving them in the delivery of the 
project.

8. Legislation for the meanwhile
Current planning legislation is concerned with permanent buildings and not 
suitable for the temporary architecture used in meanwhile projects. Legislation, 
planning and other, needs to be amended to deal with the meanwhile.

9. Have an on-site space where local groups can go to get information on how to 
initiate and set up projects in the park.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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The research was conducted through a literature review, desk-based research and a series of interviews with those 
delivering the projects, the stakeholders, funders and commissioners as well as visitors and volunteers. Projects were 
looked at along the lines of methodology for successful collaboration, design, program, people, legacy of projects, 
funding, legislation needs, etc.   

An analysis of the information gathered has been summarised in this report. We present nine recommendations that are 
cross-referenced with the relevant case studies. An appendix to these recommendations is a detailed description of the 
delivery of each case study to be used as a reference tool. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. IN-DEPTH RESEARCH OF THE CONTEXT: A PRE-REQUISITE

In depth research to gain complete understanding of a context before a project 
begins has been key to the success of the meanwhile projects we have looked at. This 
research serves to identify collaborators, resources, local funding opportunities 
and can help create links and networks within the immediate community where 
the project is located, which is essential to deliver a highly participatory project and 
to attract the right audience. 

This research phase should be included as part of the commissions or as a project 
brief in its own right. The research then needs to become an open-source resource 
for all future practitioners working on site helping them make quick, responsive 
and informed design decisions specifically related to the context of the QEOP. 

Although this research takes times and money, it has been this investment that 
ensured the success of the projects we have looked at.

At Klong Toey the intense 1-month research, made a year before the project build, 
enabled the team to respond with a quick 4-week build. The research helped them 
identify the site; establish a group of people interested in a continuous process of 
collaboration; identify materials, resources and tools; as well as understand the 
social, cultural and physical environment.

Similarly at The Dalston Mill, a temporary installation designed and produced by 
the collective EXYZT, was built in just 2-weeks. In this particular project EXYZT 
responded to an in-depth research carried out by Muf and J&L Gibbons (Making 
Space in Dalston), which had identified the resources and assets of the area and 
created specific networks for more than a year around Dalston. Later on they 
continued to use the networks identified in this research to enrich the project by 
involving local residents in the running and after life of The Mill and to gain support 
from relevant associations and community groups around the area which made the 
project much more relevant for local people.  

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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Diagram:
Showing how The Dalston Mill became part of the ‘Making space in Dalston’  
research and used its networks and resources. 
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 Research considerations: 

•	 Investment in research is a cost effective way to identify opportunities in the 
QEOP, assets, resources, funding and collaborators.

•	 Research takes time - up to a year to identify your community network, possible 
collaborators and find opportunities

•	 Research as investment - in depth research is expensive but is a valuable tool 
for the success of the project. The Making Space in Dalston research which led 
to the Dalston Mill cost £20,000 and at Klong Toey, the low-cost, high impact 
build was a result of intensive onsite research and build workshops which also 
cost £20,000. 

•	 Research should be shared among various teams working within the same 
area.

•	 Research can help identify matching agendas amongst stakeholders to support 
the success of the project.

•	 Action research can be used to connect with the local community right from 
the start - projects should connect from the start with local groups that have 
already established long-term involvement, investment and connections in the 
area. This local group can potentially act as mediator between the community 
and the outsider team. 

Diagram:
Matching agendas between different organisations helped for the success  
of The Mill. The Mill was used as a test for other future projects in  Dalston 
and for the ongoing ‘Dalston Eastern Curve Garden’ in the  same site.
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2. COMMISSIONER OR ENABLER?

LLDC should position itself within a project as either commissioner or enabler 
depending on desired outcomes or involvement.

1. As enabler – acting to allow and support existing meanwhile initiatives and 
ideas within the community which will give rise to community owned, driven 
and managed projects.

2. As commissioner – acting to search out and appoint projects for community 
development, requiring high investment in research, community engagement 
and project management.

AS ENABLER:

Create framework to facilitate self-initiated meanwhile projects
Have a structure in place that enables bottom-up meanwhile projects and facilitates 
the process of getting permissions and assisting with the preparation of materials 
needed to get approvals. Many small organisations do not have the skills or means 
to go through complex applications (i.e. planning permissions) so it is important to 
have a mediating body or officer specifically dedicated to supporting the realisation 
of meanwhile projects from a more administrative perspective.

Share infrastructural resources 
As a cost effective and sustainable way to support grassroot 
initiatives, LLDC should put structures in place to allow their 
resources to be used by groups building onsite, i.e. access to 
leftover material from the Olympic Park or machinery. They 
should also provide basic infrastructure such as water, electricity, 
sewage and disposal services and if possible, toilets, and storage 
space, etc. as these require too high an investment for small 
organisations or shorter-term projects.

In the case of case study 5, Espacio Artístico – La Carpa, Seville 
City Council became the enabler for their proposal by simply 
handing over an empty site and giving permission for a cultural 
programme to take place on that site for a minimum of 4 years 
with the possibility of extending that to 50 years. Seville City 
Council has not supported this initiative financially, but Recetas 
Urbanas has reconsidered the possibilities of council involvement 
and support by insisting they amend their legislation to allow 
Varuma Theatre, the project initiator, to use council resources 
and infrastructure. This does not just reduce cost dramatically 
but is clearly a much more sustainable way of giving support i.e. 
through the use of a public crane to install the circus offices, 
access to unused public furniture, unused tent, etc…

Upfront terms of site use
LLDC should be very clear about the terms and conditions of the 
site’s use.

•	 How long will the site be available for? 
•	 What kinds of activities will they support?

This also requires structures to be put in place that will match 
site availability with meanwhile project requirements. This could 
also be managed by a meanwhile officer.

Diagram: Showing how the principal aim of the project ‘Espacio Artistico - La Carpa’ 
was to create the facilities for an existing program that Varuma Teatro had in mind. The architects and the 
council became the facilitators for this initiative to happen. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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AS COMMISSIONER:

High level of management is needed
As commissioners, LLDC need to be clear about their agendas and the level of 
activity they are envisaging for a site. For example, if they are looking to fill the site 
with an art piece, which would not need much daily management once installed, 
then it is feasible for LLDC to manage. However, for more complex programs with a 
high level of community participation, it is important that they hand the management 
of these projects to the commissioned group as it would not be sustainable for the 
LLDC team to micro-manage the details of projects of this type from their office.

Need to give trust to your contractors
Too many agendas at the managerial level of a project can interfere with the 
process and kill it. Responsibility for management and delivery should be handed 
over to a community engagement team that has an existing and strong involvement 
with the community and, at the same time, a good understanding of the aims of the 
project. This can be a very beneficial way to ensure a healthy and coherent project 
is delivered on time. 

Once LLDC has handed over a site to a project, they need to trust in the process and 
the practitioners to deliver and manage the project as they see best to ensure that 
participants feel the ownership that is essential for the long-term sustainability of 
the project. They need to have as little impact as possible in terms of the look and 
feel of the space and allow for more informal processes that on many occasions 
are a result of self-build methods used to engage participants, audience and 
collaborators throughout the construction. So the work of LLDC needs to go into 
choosing the right contractor.

‘The Opening’, an event to demonstrate and test the possibility of meanwhile use in 
a partially empty car park in Croydon, is an example of a project where the council 
took the role of the client/initiator. The event, beyond its activity and program 
became a mechanism to navigate the working legislative structures within the 
council rather than initiate activation due to the little time given to community 
engagement and the micro-management of the look and presentation of the 
project by the Council so that it met their internal agenda. The event demonstrated 
how complicated council and legislative structures can choke activation of public 
spaces even if the public authorities are the initiators.

Investment in time and finance required
The process of inviting the community to use an empty site through programming 
initiated by LLDC will require investment in time and money. Time needs to be 
given to proper research and community engagement. This was the case for 
The Opening, where the main aspiration for the client (Croydon Council) was the 
activation of an unused site. For The Opening, the activity, the research, the design 
and the program, as well as the invitation to the community and the collaborators 
to take part, was the task of the contracted architects. The relative short amount of 
time to deliver the project made the community engagement a very difficult task. 
The lack of investment from the Council in time and research has made it quite 
difficult to know what the next steps should be to achieve successful meanwhile 
activation of the Fairfield car park and Arnhem Gate.

Therefore, project delivery times need to be worked out on the understanding that 
the process of initiating the successful activation of an empty site requires time 
and money for proper research, and community engagement. Our successful case 
studies gave up to a year to this phase of development and invested up to £20,000.

For a project that is commissioned by LLDC which is being used to meet their 
agenda and aims, it is essential that proper fees are paid to all those involved in 
the delivery of the project, as free labour cannot be expected for the delivery of 
‘someone else’s’ project. Free labour, in-kind support and donations will only be 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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given to a project when there is a mutually beneficial exchange for the volunteer 
or donator.

Many of the self initiated case studies have low build cost as lots of materials 
are given in-kind, groups use crowd sourcing to raise finance or because a high 
number of people (volunteers) have given their time for free. It is important not to 
expect free labour but to offer those individuals an opportunity to have ownership 
of the project and have flexible structures, which allow participants/volunteers to 
build a role within the project, which will benefit them.

Therefore true project costs will be determined by the role LLDC take. In the case 
of the Dalston Mill, Hackney Council commissioned the use of the site to appease 
the controversial development of Dalston Square. Therefore the true cost of the 
28-day project is £300,000 which includes the research carried out by Muf and J&L 
Gibbons which led to the project and the time given by many people to the build and 
running of the project.

Compare this to the cost of Espacio Artístico – La Carpa, which was a community-
led project with the community as its own client and the council acting simply as 
enabler. The initial investment cost was only £7,000 because in return for their time 
and donations the community gets ownership and the possibility of a 50-year lease 
of the site.

LLDC will have to take up both roles. As commissioners they can create catalysts for 
further meanwhile activation but there also needs to be room for a more bottom-up 
approach, but this requires support structures from LLDC. Our recommendation is 
to understand what the two strategies entail.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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3. CHOICE OF FAMILIAR PROGRAM & ONE THAT CAN GENERATE REVENUE OR 
OPERATES ON A SYSTEM OF EXCHANGE

When approaching these projects it is important for LLDC to consider the choice 
of programs that are envisioned for the meanwhile use at the Queen Elizabeth 
Olympic Park.  The four case studies with greater capacity for sustainability and 
legacy, Ridley’s, TPS, La Carpa and the Dalston Mill, have a singular, familiar 
programme that anchors the project: a market restaurant, a supermarket, a circus 
and a pizza café. They also all functioned on a system of exchange.

Choosing a familiar programme has the advantage that people know how to plug 
into it. In the case of Ridley’s existing local traders, chefs, and customers had a role 
in the project. The by-product of this is that by bringing together different actors in 
the community to make the single programme function, that programme can then 
be expanded to support other community activities.

TPS demonstrates this whereby, a universally recognisable program, the 
supermarket can be expanded to support a number of other community beneficial 
services such as:

•	 community & social cohesion by creating a place to go where people feel 
ownership

•	 a place where the local community can come and meet at any time during the 
day

•	 a structure that provides training in retail for the unemployed
•	 venue for events when the supermarket is closed 

And from public consultation done in anticipation of a branch opening in Homerton, 
the supermarket also aspires to provide services such as a crèche and workspaces 
for its members and the local community.

Similarly with Ridley’s, the program of a restaurant became the invitation to bring 
together many players including market traders, shoppers, customers, neighbours, 
market inspectors, service men, local developers, Hackney Council and Design 
For London. The familiar framework of a restaurant and the different players it 
brought together to make it happen enabled a broadening of activities, where the 
restaurant also became a space for other social activities; used by traders and 

shoppers at any time during the day, a mechanism to discuss the future of the 
market, a space for talks, music and films. 

The complex structure of a supermarket or restaurant where many 
roles are needed for its function enables the meeting of various 

agendas within the one program, thus opening up to a larger 
audience and activities.

By operating on an exchange system, a monetary one or 
otherwise, the four case studies were able to generate 
revenue or create a sustainable operating system that 
could ensure their survival.

The four case studies in question, Ridley’s, TPS, La Carpa 
and the Dalston Mill, were successful because they 
managed to bring together cultural, social and economic 

activities.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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4. STRONG BUSINESS PLAN 

Common to each of the case studies we looked at was the lack of a strong business 
plan. These projects begin with a lot of emotion, good will, passion and love, driven 
by people’s ideas and values. What often gets left behind is a financial discipline 
where the initiators believe that the ideas are sufficient for financial stability. There 
are many people who support the ideas and values of the project but bills still need 
to be paid - rates, rent, electricity etc so it is crucial to have a business plan in place 
right at the beginning which will underpin all decisions made.

“Get the business plan together as the engine and wrap all the emotion and 
passions around it, the business plan comes first - you can’t run off and leave it 
behind.” (Brian, TPS member)

It is a continuous balance between the values of the business and the balance 
sheet where the values can get in the way causing the project to fail due to lack of 
finance. There needs to be a separation where there are two types of people who 
run the operation - a financially minded individual and a person with the ideas, 
passion and values. With this structure, the values of the project can be retained 
operating within realistic financial limits. 

At TPS, these social values have sometimes got in the way of financial stability. For 
example, selling is sometimes considered a bad thing, as revenue creation is not 
the primary aim of the business. They have also had issues with shoplifting as the 
people working there are considered ‘nice’ people and don’t always enforce rules 
against this.

“the only reason why we are not commercially sustainable is because our own 
values get in the way” (Kate Bull, TPS founder)

Ridley’s was a non-profit initiative led by designers who did not develop a business 
plan for the project. Therefore the restaurant did not generate sufficient revenue 
to pay fees to those who worked over the 3-month research, build and operation 
period. 

In hindsight, a business plan would have revealed the need to extend the project 
beyond 3 weeks to ensure the project was profitable while still retaining the social 
values of the initiative. In addition the location and popularity of the restaurant 
demonstrated the potential for a viable long-term business. 

Key consideration for the business plan:
 
•	 Consider business plan and revenue creation from the beginning of the project 

to ensure sustainability.
•	 Two types of initiators:

1. one who keeps an eye on the finance and business plan
2. another as a driving force for the values, creativity and innovative aspects of 

the project

•	 Build insurance into the day to day operations of the business so it can survive 
if something goes wrong, eg: sales are not as high as anticipated

•	 Don’t allow values to get in the way of financial stability
•	 Let the business/project grow slowly - very fragile in the first 6 months

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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5. STRUCTURE PROJECT TO ENABLE OWNERSHIP TRANSFER FROM INITIATORS 
TO NEW MEMBERS/COLLABORATORS

Key to project success for many of the case studies identified is an individual or 
group of initiators with a strong drive and passion to move the project forward. 
Often, a lot of time and energy is given for free, “sweat equity”, so there is a limit 
to the amount that one individual can give to a project. From the beginning, it is 
important to put a structure in place that will bring a continuous influx of new 
participants and collaborators. 

Ridley’s only lasted for three weeks. This was down to a few factors but was 
mainly the inability of the initiators to continue working on the project due to other 
obligations. This also occurred at Croydon where the project failed to engage a 
large team of key collaborators so once the funding from the council ran out the 
project had no mechanism to continue. 

The Peoples Supermarket and Espacio Artístico – La Carpa built systems within 
the operating structure, which from the beginning enabled the project to continue, 
even after the initiators left. 

TPS is run under a member’s structure where its members decide the day to day 
running and operations of the supermarket. Each week new members join which 
brings new ideas and energy to the operation.

From the beginning the Espacio Artístico – La Carpa project had a structure in 
place to engage local collaborators from MiraFlores in the build to make the project 
happen. This framework enabled volunteers to take ownership of certain parts of 
the project where everyone became a co-collaborator with a collective aim. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Diagram:
Both these projects allow for a constant inflow of new members who continue to bring energy and drive to the project so that even after the 
initial initiators have left, the project can continue. 

Kate is the only original initiator /member who is still working with TPS and she is only on the board
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6. MULTIPLE FUNDING STREAMS

A mix of grants, loans and capital investment funded each of the case studies 
that we looked at. It is about looking at who the potential sponsors/funders are 
and matching up agendas with similar aims and values. The type of funding will 
have a dominant effect in directing the management structure and the projects 
sustainability. In the long term, it is essential to have a mix of types of funding so 
that one funder does not dominate the agenda.

Types of funding:

•	 Grants – many available but time limit must be considered as all grants run out 
so a business plan needs to be put in place to ensure sustainability

•	 Loans – can be risky
•	 Capital investment- business case to encourage investment, profit generation
•	 Commission – risk in terms of micro-management from commissioner, can 

dilute the aims of the project

Grants are a great way to get a project off the ground as the project becomes less 
risky in terms of having no debts to pay to stakeholders. In applying for grants, it 
is important to match the aims and values of the project with the agendas of the 
funders. For example, The People’s Supermarket (TPS) is now well known for its 
strong values; promotion of healthy food, healthy eating, supporting local farmers, 
recycled food etc. These recognised values have been key in terms of getting 
support from foundations and the initial investment from Channel 4.

Ridley’s had a simple funding strategy where the team found a local developer 
who would benefit from supporting the project. The project became an opportunity 
to showcase their support of a community initiative, which would be looked on 
favourably by the council. Although the funders didn’t seem too concerned about 
the overall aims of the project, the Ridley’s initiators were able to find a way to 
use the developer’s money for a positive contribution towards the community 
surrounding Ridley Road Market.
 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Klong Toey was funded by multiple partners where one of the project initiators, 
Jeanne-Françoise Fischer co-ordinated many funding streams to fund the total 
costs of the project. 

The benefits of this are: 

•	 Each funder adds value to the project as a whole where each additional funder 
gains more confidence in the project. 

•	 There is also less expectations from a single funder where the project managers 
are able to drive their agenda project rather than been too influenced by the 
aims of a funder.

This approach takes a lot of time and research to become aware of the possible 
funding options and was limited to education in this case. The funding is purely 
grant based so that there is no need to pay back the money which leaves no 
incentives for a business case and thus there is a time limit to the project when the 
funding runs out. As a legacy, it would be important to connect the community of 
Klong Toey with potential funding opportunities within Thailand so that the project 
can continue and the reliance on international funding is reduced.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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Universität der Künste provided an initial seed fund for this student project in order to facilitate further 
funding. The Hans Sauer foundation, the Norwegian Embassy, and the German Academic Exchange 
provided funding for the workshops in Berlin and for flights to Bangkok and accommodation. Two Norwegian 
architecture firms, Link arkitektur AS, RATIO arkitekter AS, sponsored the build.
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The real cost of the project is much higher as many of the participants volunteered 
their time. The design team saw value in what they could learn from the experience 
and the members of the Klong Tuey Community worked for free as they could see 
the benefit of the project for their community.

What is different and key to TPS is that the sustainability of the project was 
considered from the beginning. However, due to the risky nature of their initiative, 
it was difficult to get funding. Thus the opening of TPS was supported by grants, 
which put TPS in a great position to survive for the first year. However, running 
a supermarket needs high capital investment and the founders, if starting again 
would ensure to have over £250,000 in the bank to build profits, margins and sales 
to help deal with issues such as loss of stock or members not turning up for shifts.

Kate Bull (TPS founder) has a proposal for future funding options: (under diagram)
A three way financial partnership - community, private and external. The community 
is the community share, the members. The private is the partnership. TPS currently 
have a partnership with Spar, which has enabled them to access retail training, 
improve the systems, and buy branded goods at competitive rates and to put in new 
fridges. For the future, TPS are looking at alternatives for external finance - big 
capital (3-4 million), long-term investments (25yrs) currently seen in community 
wind farms - these are philanthropic opportunities for a large investor interested in 
supporting the community. The advantage of this kind of capital investment is that 
if it all goes wrong, the investor still has the asset. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Kate Bull (TPS founder) has a proposal for future funding options: 

“A three way financial partnership - community, private and external. The community is the community 
share, the members. The private is the partnership. TPS currently have a partnership with Spar, which has 
enabled them to access retail training, improve the systems, and buy branded goods at competitive rates 
and to put in new fridges. For the future, TPS are looking at alternatives for external finance - big capital (3-4 
million), long-term investments (25yrs) currently seen in community wind farms - these are philanthropic 
opportunities for a large investor interested in supporting the community. The advantage of this kind of 
capital investment is that if it all goes wrong, the investor still has the asset.”
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The funding streams for each case study:

Ridley’s - £13,500
no funding was given by the landowner (Private owner, Zoe Chan)
£8,000 - United House - private developer
Scaffolding in-kind (value: £4000) – United House
Kitchen in-kind (value: £1500  ) - PKL Kitchen Hire
Sweat Equity - all people who worked on the project volunteered 
 
The Opening at The Fair Field - £7,000 
£7,000 - Croydon Council (landowners)
 
Klong Toey Community Lantern - £24,000
no funding was given by the landowner - Thailand government
£4,000 - Two Norwegian architecture firms 
£20,000 - Education partners and the Norwegian embassy
Sweat Equity- all people who worked on the project volunteered 

 The Peoples Supermarket – £150,000 - initial investment
£110,000 - Funding from Channel 4
£40,000 - Camden Council - business grant

‘Espacio Artistico - La Carpa’
‘Goteo’ Crowdfunding - 6000€ 
In-Kind- Rehasa RH Structures: Metal bims , RT Soltent: Tents
Use of recycling materials
Sweat Equity - all people who worked on the project volunteered

‘The Dalston Mill’
The Dalston Mill - £100k approx.
Main funding body: Barbican Art Gallery 
Other funding bodies: RSA, LB Hackney, Arts Council England
Sweat Equity - Many  people that worked building and running the mill volunteered

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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7. ENGAGEMENT THROUGH THE BUILD

Key to the success and long-term sustainability of these projects is to work and 
collaborate with a core group within the community where the project is happening. 
Many of the case studies we looked at had a strong structure in place to facilitate 
community involvement in the build and the research from the beginning where 
this active participation and investment from the beginning builds ownership. Here 
you get collaborators early on who are essential to keep the project going, gain 
support in the local community, and help to deliver a project that is responsive to 
the community you are working in.
Key groups to work with:

•	 Students	 -	 an	 opportunity	 for	
students to take part in a live project and 
a great way to get a lot of volunteers who 
are enthusiastic and have time to give. By 
working with a university, there are also 
possibilities to work with new students 
on a yearly basis so there is a constant 
cycle of new energy.
•	 Children	-	children	are	drawn	to	
things happening in the neighbourhood 
more easily. By working with children 
you easily get connected with their 
extended family - parents, brothers, 
sisters, aunties, uncles etc. who may 
then become your collaborators.

It is important to gather a community group that will work with the project through 
its whole life and to give time to this process, as there is little use in forcing the 
community. 
At Klong Toey the group of children and families TYIN architects worked with were 
identified by Kasama Yamtree in the initial research phase, a year before the build. 
After a series of workshops with different groups on different sites, it was the local 
children in the end who came to the architects to say they wanted to make their 
proposals for the football court happen. 
Similarly, At Espacio Artistico there was a strategy in place that invited the people 
of Miraflores to take part at any point of the build, open to anyone interested in 
self-build methods or those interested in taking part in the project in the long-
term. This build invitation brings a lot of volunteers. With this mass of volunteers 
comes participation from their family members, friends and supporters who help 
by providing food, transport and accommodation for visiting helpers from outside 
Seville.
Recetas Urbanas, who helped in the facilitation of the project, are part of a big 
organisation of more than 100 collectives from all over Spain called ‘ Collective 
Architectures’  - which have also been a great support in getting more people 
involved in the making. 

At Croydon the initial aim was to get local residents involved with the build. 
However, due to legislative issues, a short time scale and restrictions over the use 
of public space in Croydon the team were only able to engage a small group as 
collaborators. 

Good collaborations can happen by:

•	 Giving time to the process – building up a local network of collaborators takes 
time 

•	 Working with one key group to begin with which can slowly be built on over the 
period of the project

•	 Enable flexible structures to allow for input from the volunteers so they can 
take some ownership of the project

•	 Allowing open discourse

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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8. LEGISLATION FOR THE MEANWHILE

As there is no coherent agreement from central government on the planning law 
surrounding temporary use each council applies different rules, which can be 
quite frustrating and confusing for practitioners. Within each of the case studies 
the legislative process became a domineering element sometimes suffocating the 
main aims and values of the project. At Ridley’s, for example, the team had to liaise 
with seven different local council departments to get the necessary permissions 
for the project. This was challenging for The Decorators as there seemed to be no 
internal communications between these departments. 

Similarly at Croydon, the process to get the permission to use the site, which 
included licensing and risk assessments, became overly complicated due to 
mis-communication within the council and lack of coherent aims between the 
departments. Essentially the initial aims of the project got slightly lost and the 
focus became more about exploring and navigating these structures. Working 
as outsiders, we only got to grips with the structures within the council towards 
the end of the process. However, there is value to this from the perspective that 
the outsider can help to open up structures within the council for future projects 
initiated by others.

Key recommendations to LLDC to enable teams to navigate the legislative system:

It is important to have one point of contact within the council who is specifically in 
charge of temporary/meanwhile use and event.  They should be easily accessible 
and contactable so it could be worth considering having an onsite meanwhile office 
located in a kiosk, a room of the community centre etc. 

Ideally meanwhile projects should only be part funded by the council as this can 
cause delays in the sign off process. LLDC should become enablers by setting up 
relationships with local businesses who may be interested in supporting these 
initiatives. They should also look for tenants who have a business plan in place so 
that the project is sustainable.

Their role would include:

•	 Provide information on all the elements needed to make a self-initiated 
meanwhile use project happen - legislation, funding, ways to get collaborators 
etc.

•	 Have a list of the documents required to set up a meanwhile/temporary use, 
planning, event licence etc, and who to contact.

•	 To liaise with H&S, fire officers etc to involve them in the process from the 
beginning. These departments should be kept informed on the development 
of all proposals so that there is clarity of the coherent aims of LLDC - It is 
about changing the perception of the public body to an enabler rather than a 
hindrance.

•	 A place to match people, ideas, funding and space (online also).
•	 Network creators, designing the collaborations, designing social infrastructure

Eg: Hackneys ‘Art in empty spaces’, is operated by the council but uses branding 
which does not instantly shout the council. This organisation becomes more 
approachable to the type of person they are trying to attract. However as LLDC are 
a new organisation, it may not be necessary to alter the branding in the invitation 
but simple language and clarity is important to ensure that a variety of practitioners 
can respond to a brief where the procurement process can sometimes be difficult 
to navigate.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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HAVE AN ON-SITE SPACE WHERE LOCAL GROUPS CAN GO TO GET 
INFORMATION ON HOW TO INITIATE AND SET UP PROJECTS IN THE 
PARK 

Our ultimate recommendation is to make all the research done so far by LLDC, other 
relevant information on meanwhile projects, and information on local networks, 
resources and assets accessible to local organisations, spatial practitioners and 
enterprising stakeholders in and around the QEOP to help them through the 
process of getting their project off the ground.

The idea behind’ The How To Get Your Grassroots Project of the Ground Consultancy 
Office’ is to act as a direct point of contact and a potential mediator between the 
different initiatives and the public authority. 

Initial proposed activity for this office:

•	 Access to specific research - relevant to the QEOP context and to the scale, 
duration and conditions of the sites available. 

•	 Information on legislation - facilitate the difficult process of getting permissions 
for meanwhile projects and introduce a more holistic approach to the local 
authority and its different departments.

•	 Point of contact - mediating body between the legislative body and the team 
behind the project. 

•	 Workshops - on construction methods, material sourcing, funding strategies, 
business models, etc… and on those topics witch have the risk of making a 
good initiative unsuccessful. 

•	 Hub - help match organisations with similar interests/agendas to make 
proposals stronger and potentially more sustainable, helping secure the long-
term aspirations of a project. 

•	 Connect with funding bodies - match up good initiatives with strong public 
and private organisations that would be interested in supporting different 
meanwhile projects.  Match agendas to create mutually beneficial projects 
witch are relevant to the context of QEOP.

•	  Apprenticeship programs - connect projects to local apprenticeship programs, 
colleges, universities and schools. Or create a mentorship programme that 
connects interested local people with skilled designers working on site.

The outcome of this research should be the creation of a platform for identifying 
and sharing knowledge of ‘how to’ and ‘how not to’ as an open and public resource 
for architect/urban-designer-led teams coming into QEOP.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 



-23-

THE HOW TO GET YOUR GRASSROOTS PROJECT OF THE GROUND CONSULTANCY OFFICE:

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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CASE STUDIES
This research takes a look at seven international case studies:

1. Ridley’s temporary restaurant by The Decorators – a temporary restaurant built 
alongside a fresh food market that had an open build process and featured a food-
for-food exchange.

2. The Opening at The Fair Field by The Decorators – a temporary event used as 
community engagement and as tool to explore and navigate the working legislative 
structures of Croydon Council.

3. The People’s Supermarket in Holborn – a prototype for a new food cooperative 
on the high street which is owned and run by the community.

4. Klong Toey Community Lantern in Bangkok by TYIN Tegnestue architects – a small 
scale, low build-cost intervention used as a catalyst for positive transformations 
inside the community.

5. Espacio Artístico – La Carpa in Seville by Recetas Urbanas (Santiago Cirugeda) 
– community-led build of a new circus school on an empty site on the outskirts of 
Seville.

6. The Dalston Mill by MUF and EXZYT – a temporary urban mill, pizza oven and café 
which served as a community space on a derelict site and helped resolve issues of 
future maintenance and management of the site.
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RIDLEY’S / Ridley Road / London / Sept 2011

Location London

Context Ridley Rd, Market, one of 
London’s oldest markets

Team
Atelier Chan Chan (land owner)
Zoe Chan Chan 
Monica Sterrett

The Decorators
Suzanne O’ Connell
Mariana Pestana
Xavier Llarch Font
Carolina Caicedo

Initiator

•	Ridley’s	was	initiated	by	a	young	group	
of designers with a great passion to 
make something happen. This self-
initiated project versus something 
council-led meant there was the luxury 
of time, flexibility, ownership and 
limitless energy.

•	The	landowner	set	to	gain	benefits	by	
demonstrating the value of the site

How did this project start?
The Decorators were invited by Zoe 
Chan, who owns the site, to make a 
temporary installation. Zoe knew their 
work and interest in working with local 
communities, she saw a potential in 
having them intervening in Ridley Road.

The Decorators saw it as an opportunity 
to put their ideas into a 1:1 scale practise 
and to test their way of working.  The 
exposed nature of the site provided an 
exciting opportunity, a rich context to 
make a public realm project.

Team The Decorators and Atelier 
Chan Chan.

Partners Design for London
Hackney Council

Support-
ers

United House, PKL

Duration 3 weeks

Ridley’s was a temporary restaurant on Ridley Road Market that took place in 
September 2011 for 3 weeks. This project was a public realm intervention and 
featured a food-for-food exchange mechanism. On a derelict site along side Ridley 
Road, a two-storey structure rose above the stalls to feature a new kind of food 
initiative.

Reason for choice
Ridley’s was a test of an alternative use of public space - public space as a site of 
production / Introduces new models of exchange into public space - alternative 
economy / Became a tool to navigate and question current legislative structures 
for activities within the public realm / Example of a sustainable system to engage 
with the local community, resources and infrastructure

Costs £30,000 (financial and in-
kind)

Area 25m2

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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RIDLEY’S / Ridley Road / London / Sept 2011

What were the aims of the project?
The core aim was to test the power of 
architecture as an active agent. The 
Decorators and Atelier Chan Chan 
were  interested in public space but 
disappointed with the dullness of the 
way it is usually designed. So they 
wanted to test whether introducing 
a contextualised function – trading 
– in the design of a public space 
would allow it to be used by a wider 
range of people and fundamentally, 
whether it could operate socially 
across its immediate surroundings. 
Ridley’s was much more than a 
building; it was a device to stimulate 
local trade and a social living room. 
Using the restaurant as a tool to have 
conversations about the future of the 
market and the area.

What were the values motivating those 
aims? There was a strong social aim at 
Ridley’s. Ridley’s was a research into 
an alternative economy. The building 
was the headquarters for a sustainable 
system  with many players: market 
traders, chefs, designers and diners 
played different roles. And yet each 
role was absolutely crucial to make 
the system work. Ridley’s functionality 
depended entirely upon its actors. 

And fundamentally the project is about 
the value of testing, experimenting: 
can our public spaces be more 
productive? Unlike many pop-ups, 
Ridley’s was very site-specific, tied to 
the  local area and community-based. 

Conditions

•	 Ridley’s	 was	 successful	 because	 it	

plugged into the physical and social 
infrastructure of the market and built 
on what was already there. 

•	 This	 only	 came	 about	 because	
time was given to understanding 
the physical, social and political 
conditions of the site before a proposal 
was made.

What is the context of the project located 
- physically, politically, socially?
Ridley Road market is one of London’s 
oldest market trading, with families 
trading for over five generations. 
Ridley’s is located in Dalston which 
has recently been subject to large 
scale regeneration and gentrification. 
Although there is a lot of investment 
in the area, Ridley Road market is 
suffering with footfall and trade levels 
dropping drastically year on year.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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RIDLEY’S / Ridley Road / London / Sept 2011

What was your agenda /situation of 
your practice? The Decorators are 
interested in how public space is used 
and managed and use their spatial 
practice as a tool to discuss new 
forms of acting and living.

Funding

•	 Focused	 funding	 search	 locally	 as	
this provided a greater opportunity 
for a more sustainable and mutually 
beneficial exchange.

•	 Funded	 by	 a	 company	 who	 could	
also provide infrastructure for the 
project: in-kind sponsorship of 
scaffold structure.

•	 A	 good	 exchange	 was	 established	
between the team and the main 
funders, United House.  The aims of 
both parties were mutually beneficial 
but distinct enough to not have United 
House interfere with the process and 
nature of the project.

•	 A	 small	 loss	 was	 made	 in	 the	
restaurant which was due to 
mismanagement of budget rather 
than a problem with the restaurant 
model. So when considering the 
sustainability of a project there should 
be a greater focus on the development 
of its economic sustainability.

Who funded it, where did you get money?
The private site was provided for 
free. The team funded the project by 
finding a local developer who would 
benefit from supporting their project. 
They funders saw the project as an 
opportunity to showcase their support 
of a community initiative which would 
probably help them to get support 
from the council.  Although they 
didn’t care about the overall aims of 
the project, the team were able to 
use their money in a positive way to 
support the local community.

Did you make any money? Commercially 
viable
No profit was made. Perhaps with 
more time on the market, a more 

sustainable business model could 
have developed.

Legislation

What rules influencing your process? 
Who were the decisions makers?
The land was privately owned but as it 
was on the market and had no barriers 
to define the space, the rules set out 
by the market inspectors, Hackney 
Council Planning Department and 
Building Control had to be followed. 
As a restaurant was proposed, it was 
necessary to deal with Licensing and 
Environmental Health.

Who was the legislative body ?
Hackney Council 

Was the legislation process difficult?
It was difficult to understand who was 
in charge and what the rules were 
regarding a temporary structure/
building. Initially the wrong information 
was given to the team regarding the 
necessary permissions and whether 
they needed full planning permission. 
However after researching further it 
became apparent that if the structure 
were onsite for less than 28 days, it 
would not be necessary to apply for 
planning permission.

How did you interact with the legislation 
bodies? Did you have a one on one 
relationship? Was there someone on 
your team representing?
The team had a relationship with one 
of the regeneration team but it was 
difficult to get proper information on 
the planning structures and systems. 
This delayed the process and install 
date by a few months. Other practices 
doing similar projects gave advice 
as they had already gone through 
the process and it was this lack of 
information or accessible knowledge 
that inspired the Ridley’s book.

From your experience, what elements of 
legislation do you feel need to change?
It is essential to have a more 
transparent process where there is 
one point of contact within the council 

to deal with temporary structures 
alongside temporary event notices. 
This is especially important now 
as local authorities are learning 
from the temporary projects of 
art and architecture practices 
and implementing strategies for 
meanwhile uses in their overall 
masterplanning and redevelopment. 
Despite this change in strategy the 
rules and regulations remain fixed 
and inflexible.

Program

•	The	program	of	a	restaurant	worked	
because it enabled a crucial and 
productive role for many of neighbours 
and people from the area. It made use 
of local skills, trade, and an existing 
audience.

What was the program?
Ridley’s was a restaurant, a research 
into an alternative economy. The 
building was the headquarters for a 
sustainable system with many players: 
market traders, chefs, designers and 
diners played different roles. And 
yet each role was absolutely crucial 
to make the system work. Ridley’s 
functionality depended entirely upon 
its actors.

How did this program develop?
By spending 2 months on the market 
researching its daily workings,the 
team developed the program of the 
restaurant to fit within the day to day 
running of the market.

Central to the Ridleys was audience 
participation. A daily system was 
devised, where it was essential to have 
both the contribution of the visitors to 
the market and the market traders. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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RIDLEY’S / Ridley Road / London / Sept 2011

This system prompted various levels 
of participation and interactions 
focusing on different key groups: 

1) The market traders played a key role 
in the process, first by providing their 
own story and a history of the market, 
which was crucial for the team to 
understand how to fit into the existing 
trading system. The products that the 
traders sell highly influenced the daily 
menus. The traders not only provided 
the produce that was essential for the 

restaurant but also become co-hosts 
of the whole experience.

2) The local chefs cooked with food 
from the market only. This encouraged 
them to explore the market in-depth, 
to meet the traders and get to know 
its range of products. The meals they 
created were advertisements for the 
market and the array of produce they 
provide.

3) The visitors were integrated into a 

cycle, where they exchanged market 
produce for a meal at lunch (which 
obliged them to shop in the market) 
or they pay for their dinner, which 
includes a £5 voucher that will 
encouraged them to return to the 
market.

4) The local community used the 
space of the restaurant as open public 
space during the day and was used  
for a few talks by residents of the local 
community.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

Ridley’s system



-29-

RIDLEY’S / Ridley Road / London / Sept 2011
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Design

•	 Ridley’s	 was	 designed	 to	 primarily	
function as a restaurant but these 
rules were played with. The design 
was used to bring people together in 
an unusual experience which helped 
to change the memory of that space 
or played with the public’s idea of 
what that space could be used for.

What influenced the design?
The design for Ridley’s developed 
in response to the necessity of its 
function and site. The site was small 
a two-storey structure was designed 
to fit all the activities. The kitchen 
was located on the ground floor with 

the dining area above. A movable 
table was designed to visualise the 
transformation of the raw produce 
on the ground floor to the cooked 
produce above. The spectacle of this 
was very important as the surprise 
of a table moving, the experience of 
seeing one’s food elevating from the 
ground is not very common. Sharing 
a new experience is something that 
unites people. At Ridley’s one was 
allowed to book only two places per 
person, so the table was surrounded 
by strangers! Hence the importance of 
that shared experience: the building 
performing for its guests.

scenographic journey // 
vertical transformation 

COOKED MEALS

RAW FOOD

COOKED MEALS

RAW FOOD

Meals prepared in the ground floor kitchen, 
the hub of exchange and production, will be 
raised by a mechanical table up to the guests 
on the first floor.
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People 

•	It	was	easy	to	get	involved	in	Ridley’s.	
A simple interaction was designed 
that all are familiar with - buying food, 
eating lunch, shopping at a market.

•	 The	 invitation	 was	 imbued	 within	
the building - it was new, open, 
approachable, a space for people to 
come and meet.

•	The	project	was	a	tool	for	discussion-	
successful to a certain point in 
bringing the market traders into the 
conversation.

•	Time	was	an	 important	element	 in	
getting people involved - as people 
became familiar with the project they 

spent more time at the restaurant.

•	Regular	on	site	presence,	from	build	
through to running it, allowed for a 
more informal process of building 
relationships with the community.

Who was the project for? Was there a 
target audience? Did it match up with 
your end user?
The project was for us, the Ridley 
Road Market traders, shoppers, local 
residents and anyone who wanted to 
visit the restaurant. 

Who were the driving force behind the 
project?
The design team

Who supported the project?
United House - financial sponsors
Hackney Council – water supply
Design for London – support and 
promotion
Local traders - produce
Mr Bagel - electricity
Neighbours – customers 
The Market Officers- Support and 
legislation
Sam Trice - carpenter
Guglielmo Rossi - visual identity and 
graphic design
9 Chefs - a different one each day

How did you get these people involved?
People got involved with Ridley’s in 
two ways, either through invitation or 
by meeting us on site.

Key Collaborators

Traders: These were the most vital 
participants, providing information 
and the history of the market and most 
importantly supplies for the kitchen. 
The team spent a lot of time walking up 
and down Ridley Road to find and get 
to know all these potential suppliers. 
This information was used to make 
a map of the street, which included 
the name of the suppliers and a little 
on their background. By providing 
this tool, which featured one or two 
traders each day, the map became a 
way for customers to get to know the 
traders and encouraged return trade. 
By the end of the project, the traders 
saw Ridley’s as part of the market 

and as a positive enhancement to the 
market.

Ridley road Market Traders  
Association (RRMTA) : As the 
representative group for the market 
traders, the RRMTA have a final say 
on most decisions for the market. 
They care a lot about the market, 
so it was important that they were 
happy for the project to go ahead. It 
was important to be cautious and to 
tread carefully so as to respect their 
market rules. The team spoke with 
the chairman of the group straight 
away to let him know the plans and 
kept him in the loop about how the 
project was progressing.

The Market Officers: It was important 
to have these guys on our side as they 
run and manage the market on behalf 
of Hackney Council, deciding what is 
allowed and what is not. They were 
initially resistant to the project, as 
they had never come across
a proposal like Ridley’s. However, with 
time and a few meetings, they began 
to get an idea of the motives and 
slowly became more accommodating. 
It was essential to be patient.
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Residents: The local residents were 
the first people to became aware 
of the restaurant from the first day 
of the build. The team were initially 
bombarded with questions and some- 
times became slightly jaded but it was 
important to be patient and build good 
relationships as these neighbours 
also became the customers. The 
team ensured there was up to date 
information of the project available, 
both in printed leaflets and on our 
blog.

Shop owners on the market: As well as 
the market stalls, Ridley Road market 
is lined with little shops selling all 
kinds of things. The team scoped out 
their stock weeks before the build to 
ensure that they had the necessary 
products for our restaurant. It was 
possible to get all the equipment for 
the kitchen from shops on the market, 
including plates, cutlery, glasses, 
pots, pans, everything. The material 
for the aprons was bought, as well as 
music compilations to play through- 
out the day.

Sam the carpenter: Sam came on 
board with the project from the 
moment of the build sign off. He ran 
the onsite build and was absolutely 
crucial to the success of the project. 
Without Sam, Ridley’s would not have 
been built to such a good finish. 

Building

•	 Allowing	 the	 build	 process	 to	
have elements of informality was 
important. Having an open build 
provided the opportunity to solve 
some utility issues and connect with 
the immediate neighbours.

•	 It	 would	 have	 been	 better	 to	
have electricity and water issues 
solved before we got on site. This is 
something that hackney Council could 
help with.

Who prepared the site?
The site was clear 

Who built it?
The design team, Surrey Scaffolders, 
carpenter Sam Trice, theatrical 
chandler Richard Black from Flint 
Hire & Supply, 5 volunteers.

What was the build process?
The build took two weeks:
3 days: Scaffold structure
6 days: Internal fit out, kitchen 
counters, kitchen elements, moving 
table, curtain.

Was there anything unusual about the 
build process?
Throughout the build the important 
utility issues were solved:

Electricity - With no electricity on 
site the team initially planned to use 
a generator for the duration of the 
project. During the build, however, 
the neighbouring take-away shop Mr. 
Bagel, was very accommodating and 
allowed them to run an extension 
lead to their first floor window to 
connect to their mains electricity. As 
they weren’t using a large amount of 
electricity (lights, fridge and music) , 
they paid £100 to keep connected to 
the electricity over the 3 weeks of the 
project. This simple ex- change saved 
us a lot of time, money and hassle. 
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Water -During the build the team 
noticed that at the same time every 
night Hackney’s street cleaners would 
park just outside the restaurant and 
fill up their tank from a water source 
in the ground. One evening they saw 
the men drink this water! With a fresh 
water source right on their doorstep 
the team asked the guys if they would 
fill up our water tank in exchange for 
food. So every night they came by for a 
meal and a cup of tea

Legacy

•	 When	 the	 team	 left	 the	 site,	 the	
driving force was gone. They had 
programmed it so strongly that 
without them running the space, the 
restaurant closed. For a sustainable 
project you need to consider how do 
you hand this over to the community.

•	 Ridley’s	 went	 up	 as	 a	 temporary	
structure to avoid the lengthy 
planning process. It could only be up 

for 28 days without obtaining planning 
permission and so its time on site 
was limited. If Council’s are looking to 
take on a meanwhile use development 
strategy they need to reconsider what 
they mean by temporary and how to 
deal with these kinds of projects so 
that they can become facilitators.

•	 The	 site	 is	 still	 empty.	 Ridley’s	
sparked discussion with the Council 
over the future of the site, making 
them consider whether the land 
should be privately or publicly owned. 
As a private site nothing can be done 
there but it could be a valuable public 
space.

When the project was over who cleared 
the site? Managed the take down?
The Decorators team managed the 
clearing of the site.

What happened when the driving force 
left?
Once the project was over, life moved 
on. The market continues to trade but 
the site went back to being an empty 
site. 

Were the aims of the project achieved?
To a certain extent. Ridley’s was an 
opportunity to demonstrate to the 
local authorities the potential of that 
site and other similar sites so we 
hope that this would make it simpler 
for similar projects in the future. The 
team saw Ridley’s as an opportunity 
to use their design skills as a medium 

of exchange and to get to know their 
community. Although Ridley’s is now 
gone, the restaurant became a tool 
to develop some new relationships 
between the traders and the locals. 
We hear that there have been repeat 
customers for the traders that were 
featured throughout the process. 
Ridley’s was only up for 3 weeks so 
there is a limit to the legacy for such 
a short event. Nevertheless, the 
restaurant served as a mechanism 
to promote discussion on the future 
of the market and a way for all 
members of the community to join in 
that discussion. It has prompted some 
questions which the team would like 
to continue discussing.
 
Unable to continue with the restaurant 
on site, an important element of 
the legacy became the creation of 
a book about the project to share 
the knowledge and experience of 
developing such a project. This allows 
the legacy of the project to go beyond 
the specific impact on the Ridley’s site 
and with the book, The Decorators 
hope to inspire anyone who is 
interested in carrying out their own 
temporary restaurant or project on 
an empty site in their neighbourhood. 
In sharing the knowledge they would 
have liked to have had at the beginning 
of the process, they hope to provide 
support to others embarking on a 
similar endeavour.

Ridley’s cookbook excerpt
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Location London

Context The Fair Field, Croydon

Team The Decorators

Partners Croydon Council, Kinnear 
Landscape Architects, 
Meanwhile Space

The Opening  at The Fair Field was a project initiated by Croydon Council - a 
temporary meanwhile activation as an open call for proposals for other meanwhile 
uses of the top floor of the Fairfield Multi- storey Car Park and to discuss with 
Croydon residents the future of their spaces. The program for the event took the 
format of ‘The Opening’ of the Fair Field area. This format structured the day’s 
events and included the unveiling of the temporary East Croydon Link wayfinding 
element (the Fair Field sign), inaugural speeches by members of the local 
community, local music, a workshop on how to get your grassroots project off the 
ground for the Croydon College students and The Fair Field’s first official pubic 
event - a five-a-side football tournament.

Reason for choice

An example of the use of a small-scale intervention as a tool for conversation about 
the future of an area. / The mechanism of an event as tool to explore and navigate 
the working legislative structures of a council. / Changing aims over the duration 
of the project led to re-evaluation / Demonstrates how convoluted council and 
legislative structures can choke the activation of public spaces.

Team

Croydon Council
Finn Williams –Spatial planning officer
Pricilla Williams – Spatial planning officer

Kinnear Landscape Architects 
Leading designers on the masterplan for the Fairfield
Florence Moon and Lynn Kinnear
http://kland.co.uk/

Meanwhile Space
Developing ideas and legislative structures for meanwhile occupation at Croydon
Emily Berwyn 
Eddie Bridgeman
http://www.meanwhilespace.com/

The Decorators
Consultants developing and producing a series of events to find out how the 
Fairfield area was being used and to stimulate interest in Meanwhile activation by 
the residents of Croydon
Suzanne O’ Connell
Mariana Pestana
Xavier Llarch Font
Carolina Caicedo
www.the-decorators.net

Duration 7 months (research and 
event)

Costs £7,000

THE OPENING AT THE FAIR FIELD / Croydon / London / October 2012

Area 2000m2

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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Initiator

•	 Although	 the	 Council	 may	 be	 the	
initiator of projects, it is important 
that they take a step back from the 
details of the project to become 
enablers- trusting and giving freedom 
to external groups initiating projects.

How did this project start?
The Decorators were invited by 
Kinnear Landscape Architects and 
Croydon Council to do an event at 
the Fairfield multi-storey car park to 
demonstrate a future possibility for 
this underused space in Croydon.

What were the aims of the project?
The aim of the early wins event in 
October was to stimulate activity in 
College Green, the area behind the 
Arnhem gate and the Fairfield multi-
storey car park. The event would be 
used to understand in more detail 
how these spaces were being used 
by the stakeholders and to also 
engage Croydon residents with the 
future Fairfield masterplan as well 
as stimulating activity and ideas for 
meanwhile use of the space. This 
temporary meanwhile activation 
project was an open call for proposals 
for meanwhile uses of the top floor 
of the Fairfield Multi-storey Car Park 
under a license from the National Car 
Parks (NCP)
Conditions

•Time	 is	 essential	 to	 make	
relationships, gain trust, and 
understand the context. The event 
was cancelled on the first occasion 
due to issues with licensing & NCP- 
however this time was helpful to 
continue to develop the relationships 
with the community

•	Perhaps	the	intervention	could	have	
stayed in place for a longer period - 
with a program of activities happening 
over a month or two. We popped up 
for one day so only a small part of 
the community became aware of the 
event.

•	 Infrastructure-	 No	 source	 of	
power on site. To enable cultural 
programming of public spaces, they 
need to be equipped with small 
infrastructures such as electricity and 
toilets

•	 Bad	 weather	 conditions	 made	 it	
difficult to prepare for the event – 
perhaps the council could provide 
covered working area. 

What is the context of the project - 
physically, politically, socially?
The site is located in the Fairfield 
area of Croydon, an area to be 
redeveloped. This development and 
many developments over the last 
twenty years in Croydon have been 

subject to much criticism where there 
is scepticism from the inhabitants of 
Croydon for any action or changes 
proposed by the council. These sites 
on first sight appeared devoid of 
activity but on further investigation 
were revealed to be rich in culture 
and energy. Croydon’s youth having 
grown up in a landscape of concrete 
and multi-storey car parks have found 
ways to inhabit and re-appropriate 
these hard spaces. Teenagers 
frequently hang out in the multi-storey 
car park adjacent to College Green or 
use the square behind the Arnhem 
Gate for parkour, skateboarding and 
dancing. These two sites are flanked 
on both sides by two great cultural 
institutions, Croydon College and 
Fairfield Halls, which buzz with 
activity that unfortunately remains 
confined within their high walls.

This project began in February with 
an aim for the first event to take place 
in June. The first event got cancelled 
and was rescheduled for October.

What was your agenda /situation of  the  
practice?
The Decorators are interested in how 
public space is used and managed, 
to use their spatial practice as a tool 
to discuss new forms of acting and 
living.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

Croydon- view from Fairfield multistorey carpark

CROYDON COLLEGE

FAIRFIELD HALLS
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Legislation

•	 It	 is	 important	 to	 have	 one	 point	
of contact within the council that is 
specifically in charge of temporary 
use and who would liaise with H&S, 
fire officers etc, involving them in the 
process from the beginning. These 
departments should be aware of all 
developments of proposals so that 
there are coherent aims between all 
members of the council- they should 
also be considered as enablers rather 
than a hindrance.

•	 What	 is	 needed	 is	 easy	
communication channels for 
residents of Croydon to contact the 
council and make things happen now, 
which current structures do not allow. 

What were the rules influencing your 
process? Who were the decisions 
makers?
As NCP are leasing the car park from 
the council, a temporary licence had 
to be obtained for the event. This 
application required a detailed event 
licence, method statement and risk 
assessment. Once this had been 
obtained the council H&S department 
also had to be informed. As the council 
were insuring the event this became a 
very detailed process.

What elements of legislation were an 
obstacle?
Every step of the way there were issues 
with legislation. The team was briefed 
by the planning and regeneration 
department within the council to do 
an event in the car park. However 
they had never gained any access or 
permissions to use the car park from 
NCP. There had also never been any 
inspections of the site to determine 
whether it was safe for public use. 
Thus the event that was proposed 
became the instrument to ask these 
questions and due to the array of legal 
issues, costs and mis-communication 
involved in gaining the licence from 
NCP , the first event, scheduled for 
June 24th was cancelled. From this 
date, the spatial planning department 
re initiated the process with NCP 
and successfully secured a licence 
for temporary use of the car park for 
a weekend event in October, which 
was signed off at the beginning of 
September. Throughout this process, 
the team had been informed that a 
temporary events notice would not be 
required as the event was happening 
on privately run land. However, it 
materialised in the first week of 
September that it  would be necessary 
and would involve an inspection of the 

car park by a member of the councils 
H&S team. 

The team met with two Councillors, 
three fire safety officers, two H&S 
officers on the 21st of  September. 
They concluded that the car park was 
in no fit state to hold an event due to 
the disrepair of the stairwells and fire 
doors along the routes. NCP decided 
that it was not financially viable to 
make the refurbishments as they 
would be handing the car park back 
over to the council in 3 years. Thus, 
the top four floors of the car park 
were closed and the event was moved 
to the area behind the Arnhem Gate 
- another underused public space in 
The Fairfield masterplan area. 

How did you interact with the legislation 
bodies? Did you have a one on one 
relationship? Was there someone on 
your team representing?
Suzanne from the Decorators was 
the direct contact with the Council. 
Pricilla Holness on the spatial team 
was the point of contact between all 
legislative departments - the H&S 
within the council, NCP officers and 
lawyers.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

AREA BEHIND THE ARNHEM GATE 1:50 @ A1

CROYDON COLLEGE

THE ARNHEM GATE

LOCATE GENERATOR INSIDE CAR PARK AS REQUESTED

MAD-ASS BBQ DJ SET UP  AFTER GAME

MUSIC AREA 
(ACOUSTIC)

LIGHTING HUNG ABOVE ATTACHED
TO ARNHEM GATE AND CAR PARK
FENCING

STEWARD LOCATION

EXIT TOWARDS 
EAST CROYDON STATION
(WHITE STAIRS)
STEWARDS AT TOP & 
BOTTOM OF STEPS
 

FIRST AIDER

TERRACED SEATING

FOOTBALL FENCING

THROUGH PLAN

2.3m

H&S meeting on site Event plan layout
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Program

•	 It	was	 important	 to	have	a	 framing	
programme as it becomes a tool/
mechanism to contact the members 
of a community. 

What was the program?
The program for the event took the 
format of ‘The Opening’ of The Fair 
Field. This format structured the day’s 
events and included the unveiling 
of the temporary East Croydon 
Link wayfinding element (the Fair 
Field sign), inaugural speeches by 
members of the local community, local 
music, a workshop on how to get your 
grassroots project off the ground for 
the Croydon College students and The 
Fair Field’s first official pubic event - a 
five-a-side football tournament.

To hold the event a blueprint plan was 
laid on the area behind The Arnhem 
Gate, which outlined possible future 
activities for ‘The Fair Field’. On the 
day we extruded just one room of 
the blueprint, the games room, as a 
starting point for a discussion on the 

future of the car park.

How did the program develop?
The programme for the day’s events 
was based on the skills and talents 
discovered in consultations with the 
residents of Croydon, which began in 
March 2011.

What role did it play in the project?
The program was vital in setting up 
the framework to invite various people 
from within Croydon to take part in the 
event. 

Design

•	 The	 spatial	 configuration	 was	
designed to reflect the event’s 
program. The primary design 
function was to choreograph the day’s 
activities.

•	Successful	in	giving	a	clear	program	
for the days activities.

Design is an opportunity to express 
and visualise the changing activity 
within the space, to demonstrate 

clearly that something different is 
happening in the space.

What influenced the design?
The Design was based on the program

Is the design a personal aesthetic 
exploration or designed specifically for 
this project?
Aesthetics played a role but the 
program was the driving force behind 
the design decisions. Yellow was 
chosen for the netting colors inspired 
by the car park. The font for all the 
graphics was the NCP font.

The football pitch was constructed 
with a series of modular wood frame 
‘wall’ units which can be rearranged 
to make various configurations; an 
office, a dance space, restaurant etc.. 
These ‘walls’ are now flat packed and 
stored in a location near the car park. 
Each of the pieces is marked and 
can be easily re-constructed using 
a simple tool kit and instructions 
provided.
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People 

•	 The	 most	 successful	 collaboration	
was with the students as the 
relationship was built over many 
months and they could see their 
possible role in the future of the space.

•	 Important	 to	 clarify	 everyone’s	
agenda from the beginning; Why do 
the council want to activate the space? 
Who do they think will do it? How will 
they help them? What is the role of the 
outsider?

Who was the project for? Was there a 
target audience? Did you have a specific 
person in mind?
The project was for the residents 
of Croydon to invite them into the 
discussion about the future of 
their public spaces.  By using the 
mechanism of football the team 
hoped to use a language that all are 
familiar with to allow them to join in 
discussions which they are normally 
excluded from.

Who were the driving force behind the 
project?
The Decorators with the help of 
Croydon Council, Meanwhile Space 
and Kinnear Landscape Architects.

Who supported the project?
Croydon Council, NCP

Who was involved with the project and 
what was their role?
Mad Ass BBQ - provided food , market 
traders from Surrey street Market. 
Felix Shepard - played Jazz piano 

for the afternoon to accompany the 
football activities.
The All Saints Concert Band – a 
20-piece Croydon brass band opened 
the event. 
Arthur (Magnetic Man) and Jodie (Sgt 
Pokes) – part of a group that started 
Dubstep in a record shop on Surrey 
street market
The Future Decider Football Teams - 8 
teams, made up of local stakeholders 
played to represent their aspirations 
for the future of the park.
FM All stars - 5 local skaters 
Taberner Athletic - 5 members of 
Croydon Council
Inter-meanwhile - a team 
representing Meanwhile Space
Urban Ping Pong – 5 staff from 
Kinnear Landscape Architects 
The Skatepark - 4 young Croydon 
residents played to have a Skate park
The Buzz - 5 students from Croydon 
College played for their Club, The 
Buzz.

Speeches:
5-minute speeches from various 
members of the Croydon community 
about their vision for Croydon:
Eddie, Meanwhile Space 
MP Gavin Barwell
Vincent Lacovara from Croydon 
Council
Ryan Stroud - local skater and activist 
Florence Moon from Kinnear 
Landscape Architects
Tom Mower, tutor at Croydon College
Miles Khan, student at Croydon 
College 
David Etheridge - local cook and 
musician, MADASS, Surrey Street 

Market. 
Arthur- Magnetic man - Dubstep 
musicians

The Croydon Fair Field Newspaper:
The team worked with the graphic 
design teacher Tom Mower to set a 
brief for his students to develop ideas 
for the car park. These ideas were 
formatted into a newspaper given out 
at the event. Students included were 
Angels Ldi, Simon Ridge, Pettma 
Sam, Catherine Taylor, Marta Tofield, 
Bethlehem Admessie, Lavinia Nestor, 
Cragi Admonsa, Orlunna Emezi, 
Athena Foxford, Liam Gallagher, Luke 
Sevier, Justin Mooi, Declan Stewart, 
Hong Chiu, Shanice AguilarLisa 
Obiri-Yeboah, Shabanam Bhattarai, 
Jason Stewart, Michelle Broughton, 
Ely Sium, MIles Kan, Dimitris Pouli 
menos, Zelal Baybasin.

How did you get these people involved? 
How did you find the collaborators?
The format for the event needed  
various participants to take part in 
various sections of the event. The 
team contacted Croydon College to 
work with students: graphics and 
music.

Food: walked to Surrey street Market 
and talked to local traders

Music: contacted various music 
groups in the area

Football: Spent time in Croydon to 
discover the various stakeholders in 
the masterplan process.
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Building

•	 It	would	have	been	helpful	 to	have	
onsite storage units for tools and a 
covered area to work under when it 
rained.

•	Agreement	about	waste	disposal

Who prepared the site?
The site was cleared by The Decorators

Who built it?
The Decorators with a team of 
carpenters

What was the build process?
2 day install – All elements installed 
on site

How was it run? 
The event and consultation process 
was run by The Decorators with 
Croydon Council and Kinnear 
Landscape Architects

Legacy

•	 Longer	 time	 on	 site	 is	 necessary,	
more permanent presence - word of 
mouth

•	 Need	 to	 get	 a	 better	 grasp	 of	
communications in Croydon – 
mediator

•	Translate	lessons	learnt	quickly

•	Meanwhile	 use	 needs	 to	 be	 visible	
and active

•	 The	 majority	 of	 the	 people	 who	
attended the event were invited and 
had a function- explore invitation 
process and consider how the team 
can continue to work with these 
groups and develop relationships.

•	Use	the	infrastructure	used	for	the	
event in another form.

•	 What	 is	 the	 next	 step	 -	 so	 that	
something can be built on the 
momentum, excitement and 
relationships that have been created.

When the project was over who cleared 
the site? Managed the take down?
Site was cleared the day after the 
event. All elements are stored in a 

local storage unit for use at a future 
event.

What happened when the driving force 
left?
This process is ongoing

Were the aims of the project achieved?
The aim of the event was to explore 
the activities and energies within 
Croydon and to bring them into the 
discussion on the future of their 
public spaces.  At the beginning of this 
process the team never anticipated 
the amount of barriers that they 
would come up against to simply put 
on a one day  event. These legislative 
barriers diluted the possibilities for 
the event and engagement with the 
residents of Croydon and made it 
difficult to dedicate time to informing 
the people in Croydon that the event 
would be happening. However, it was 
an important first step to navigate this 
process and get an understanding of 
the working structures within Croydon 
Council. This event is hopefully the 
needed seed to instigate more events 
in the future and give authorship to 
the residents of Croydon over their 
public spaces.
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The Esmee Sairbirn 
Foundation ,
Channel 4
Camden Council

THE PEOPLE’S SUPERMARKET / Holborn / London / open since June 2011

Location London

Context Lambs Conduit street, 
Holborn

Initiator (team outlined below)

•	 3	 strong	 minded	 and	 passionate	
initiators with similar agendas became 
a strong driving force to get this project 
off the ground.

•	They	gave	a	 lot	of	 their	 time	for	 free	
to the project - Kate donated her first 
years salary from The Esmee Fairbairn 
Foundation to the running of the shop.

How did this project start?
It was a conversation between three 
people who met in 2007. 
−David Barry  who worked in 
regeneration was specifically 
concerned about the decline of the 
British high street, the issue of empty 
shops and the lack of choice given to the 
community over what happens in their 
neighbourhood.
−Kate Bull was working as a consultant 
in retail but was unhappy with the way 
large supermarkets and businesses 
were operating in recent years. In her 
opinion, the sole focus on profit had 
led to an abuse of power where value 
was purely equated with profit and 
many of the intangibles such as - to buy 
ethically, to be considered a friendly 
company, to think about the customers 
health, to support the local community 
etc were being lost. Kate was interested 
in proving that you could operate a 
successful business model with all 
those intangibles back in.

−Arthur Potts-Dawson is a chef who 
wanted to connect urban communities 
in London to rural growers and create a 
supermarket of zero waste.

They could begin tackling each of 
their individual agendas by looking at 
an alternative to the operation of the 
supermarket where ‘the big fours’ 
large scale operations are causing 
the decline of the high street and are 
having a negative impact on the farming 
industry. 

Their aim was to put choice back in 
the hands of the consumer, to create a 
supermarket that meets the needs of 
its members and the local community 
by offering high quality, healthy food 
at reasonable prices and to buy from 
trusted suppliers with whom they 
would develop mutually sustaining 
relationships.

“Kate was core to the daily running of 
the shop, she was there from day one, 
nearly every day.” (Jessica Green, TPS 
member)

Team The People’s Supermarket 
members, employees

Support-
ers

The People’s Supermarket (TPS) is a food cooperative whose stated aim is to 
provide the local community with good cheap food that’s fair to consumers and 
producers. It also aims to connect urban communities in London to rural growers 
and create a supermarket of zero waste.

Reason for choice

Supermarket attempting to develop an alternative social driven business model to 
counter the current dominant supermarket operations / Challenging the definition 
of a social enterprise to obtain rates relief from Camden council / A commercially 
sustainable social enterprise / Successful working model that they are attempting 
to transfer to other locationsDuration Open since June 2011

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 
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Conditions

•	Give	time	to	choose	location-	there	
was a rush to open the supermarket 
which left little time for community 
consultation so the supermarket was 
brought to the community without 
finding out the best way to operate 
specific to that community. TPS now 
has a strong community following but 
this took time to develop.

•	Work	with	a	council	that	is	familiar	
with these types of initiatives - TPS 
opened in a borough not familiar 
with socially driven projects so there 
was little room for negotiations on 
rates. These high rates have been 
a strain which means they have 
needed to operated aggressively 
on a commercial level which has 
sometimes left the social elements 
light touch. 

•	City	 location	site	was	beneficial	 for	
flagship and pilot as it was easy to 
find and get to, with a large footfall 
- perhaps need to move to a location 
with cheaper rent but somewhere 
close so that they can hold onto the 
current members and work force.

•	A	Channel	4	TV	program	documented	
the opening of the shop – this was a 
great way to extend the reach of the 
project and gathered a lot of support. 

What is the context of the project - 
physically, politically, socially?
TPS opened in a time of large scale 
funding cuts where the only option for 
community projects to operate was as 
social enterprises. The concept of The 
Big Society calls community members 
to work for free and to self manage. 
However, there was little support for 
these initiatives and it is found that 
projects cannot be successful without 
management and infrastructure to 
support.

“TPS opened when social enterprise 
became the only option for many 
people looking at delivering community 
projects because there was no funding” 
(Jessica Green, TPS member)

It was very difficult to find an empty 
supermarket in London as empty 
units are commonly leased by Tesco, 
Asda etc. to prevent competition in an 
area. The team had looked in many 
boroughs until they eventually found 
the site in Holborn.

The final location was not ideal due to:

•	 High	 rent	 -	 the	 relationship	 with	
their landlord, who has purely 
capitalist motives, has not been 
helpful to the sustainability of the 
supermarket. A community-initiated 
project is considered a risky venture 
so a ten year lease was taken on with 
no negotiation on a rent free period 
(needed to clean the floor, empty 
freezers etc). In fact, the idea was 
such a risk that they were forced to 
pay a premium.

•	 The	 type	 of	 communities	 within	 a	
city centre would perhaps not be as 
cohesive as those in a more suburban 
location - “The concept of community 
in London doesn’t really exist. There is 
a much more selfish attitude.” (Brian 
TPS member)

Aerial view of TPS location, Holborn
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•	High	 rates	 -	Camden	 council	were	
not familiar with these kinds of 
initiatives so had little structures 
in place to support an alternative 
approach to a supermarket operation. 
This is contrasting to Hackney council, 
for example, who are more familiar 
with these types of initiatives and have 
structures in place to provide support. 
They have invited TPS to open there, 
providing an initial grant to engage 
in public consultation and have a 
network within the council to support 
the development of the idea.

“If you try find the voluntary sector in 
Camden, you have to dig really deep, its 

not something that is the forefront of the 
service contrasting to Hackney or Tower 
Hamlets” (Jessica, TPS member)

However, even with these issues, they 
had received a grant from Channel 
4 to document the opening of the 
supermarket so needed to keep to 
schedule and the benefits that would 
come from the exposure of the show 
outweighed that of finding a more 
appropriate building. 

“The TV program has got people talking 
about an idea - it might not stop them 
shopping at Tesco and Sainsbury 
but it gets them to question and ask 

the question but slowly the idea gets 
translated, not action straight away. 
Not behaving the way they normally 
would….. It’s a slow burner and more 
people are buying into it. The problem 
is the size of the big four.”(Helen, TPS 
member)

It also transpired that the location 
was an unsaturated market but had 
a large footfall. The central location 
also meant that it was easy to find. 

TPS opened its doors on the 1st of 
June 2011, after a year and half of 
development. 
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Funding

•	 Initially	 reliant	 on	 support	 from	
Trusts and TV production loan

•	 Operating	 structure	 needs	 to	 be	
examined to get rates relief 

•	No	capital	investment

•	No	loan	structure	as	risky	venture

•	If	doing	again-	initiators	would	wait	
to have £250,000 in the bank to build 
profits, margins and sales so if issues 
such as loss of stock or members not 
turning up for shifts can be solved

•	 The	 strong	 recognisable	 values	 of	
TPS help in getting grant support for 
the project 

The initiators spent a lot of time trying 
to get funding but it was proving quite 
difficult to get capital investment, as 
financially, there was no guarantee of 
a return on an investment. David Barry 
had a contact with a film producer at 
Channel 4 who paid £110,000 for the 
privilege of documenting the process 
of opening TPS. This was used to pay a 
years rent of £80,000 and the premium 
of £45,000. They also received an 
enterprise development grant of 
£25,000 from Camden Council.  The 
shop opened on 22nd of June with 
only £3,000 worth of stock.

The Esmee Fairbairn Foundation  paid  
the general manager, Kate Bull’s 
wages for two years.

Was it commercially viable?
In the second year of trading, The 
Peoples Supermarket has a turn over 
of 1.2 million with a loss of 90,000.

The losses have accumulated from 
a lack of cash liquidity, as they have 
no overdraft facility. This has effected 
it’s ability to achieve financial security 
within two years, relying on the credit 
provided by it’s suppliers. These 
financial pressures begin to challenge 
the social and environmental values 

of TPS.

“Well, you know, we consistently turn 
over £20-22,000 a week, we could do 
£30,000 but the reason we don’t is 
because we don’t have enough money 
to stock the shelves. So there is 
nothing wrong with the location, we just 
don’t have enough cash to reach our 
potential.” (Kate Bull, TPS founder)

“It’s so difficult to compete with Tesco 
prices.” (Jessica, TPS member)

Other possible funding options

Currently there is no legal structure, 
which gives rates relief for a business 
working with social values but 
also operating under a member’s 
structure. TPS is a Community Benefit 
Company – Member Cooperative. This 
structure ensures that any assets 
acquired by the company will be 
protected even if TPS is bankrupt. 
This provides assurance to potential 
investors who could purchase an 
asset on behalf of TPS.

In considering the future of TPS and 
possibly opening another shop, some 
TPS members have ideas on how the 
governance structure could affect 
funding options:

•	In-kind	support	-	looking	at	getting	
larger supermarkets to donate their 
old kit

•	Open	in	premises	with	cheaper	rent	
- perhaps meanwhile occupation

•	 Community	 shares	 -	 only	 bought	
and sold within the organisation with 
a possible £20,000 cap per investor 
and a max return of 5%, no matter 
how many shares you had – 

‘it’s almost an investment of love.’ (Kate 
Bull, TPS Founder)

• A three way financial partnership 
- Community, private and external. 
The community is the community 
share, the members. The private 

is the partnership. TPS currently 
have a partnership with Spar, which 
has enabled them to access retail 
training, improved systems, buy 
branded goods at competitive rates 
and to put in new fridges. Then there 
is external finance where there are 
new ways of getting big capital, long-
term investments (25yrs), currently 
seen in community wind farms. This is 
a philanthropic opportunity for a large 
investor interested in supporting 
the community. From the research 
Kate has done, it may be perfectly 
reasonable to raise 3-4 million pounds. 
This kind of funding option could be 
applied to many types of community 
initiatives but is important that the 
community become the initiators 
with the designers as enablers to 
help make it happen. The advantage 
with this kind of investment in capital 
expenditure is that the investor still 
has the asset if it all goes wrong.

• Grants/Funding- it is about matching 
the values with monetary benefits. 
TPS represents healthy eating where 
their best sellers are the fruit and 
vegetables and the kitchen meals. 
They also promote high quality food 
from smaller producers, they donate 
free meals and aim to use recycled 
food in the kitchen reducing food 
waste -  it is about promoting these 
values when applying for grants.
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Legislation

•	Need	to	look	at	legal	structure	to	get	
rates relief- perhaps look at operating 
in another borough which will give 
rates relief

•	 Complicated	 structures	 within	
the council are hard to navigate and 
understand- would be easier if there 
was just one point of contact.

TPS is registered as a Community 
Benefit Company (Ben Com)– Member 
Cooperative, a cooperative social 
enterprise which seeks both social 
and commercial success where they 
endeavour to distribute their profit to 
the community. The benefits of a Ben 
Com is that if someone were to buy an 
asset for the supermarket, it cannot 
be touched by creditors and also 
becomes an asset to borrow against.

The Peoples Supermarket considers 
themselves to be a commercially 
sustainable, social enterprise that 
achieves its growth and targets 
whilst operating within values based 
on community development and 
cohesion. Thus they believe they 
should get rates reduction. Currently 
Camden Council are ignoring the 
social aspects of the operation as they 
say that they are no different than any 
other industrial providence society, 
which distributes its profits to its 
members at the end of the financial 
year. They are currently trying to 
build a better argument with Camden 
Council with regards to these issues.

How did you interact with the legislation 
bodies? Did you have a one on one 

relationship? 
The general manager and board 
members liaise with the council and 
landlord. It has been a challenging 
relationship due to the many different 
departments needed to work with 
within the council: rates relief, 
planning, highways department - 
rates relief and discretionary rates 
are different departments so there is 
no consensus within the council  in 
regards to their operating structure.

Program

•	 The	 Supermarket	 program	 as	 a	
strong framework to expand the 
activities of a traditional supermarket 
to include cultural, social activities 
– the supermarket operates like an 
alternative community hub.

“the way the shop works is like an 
community centre with an open door 
….its not a centre where you need to 
come on boys night or mums morning, 
its open all the time, you can go in 
and check it out without the need to 
talk to anyone, no one will question 
you behaviour. You don’t have to know 
someone but when you do…its not just 
a shop, there is a whole other thing you 
can get involved in.” (Jessica Green, 
TPS member)

What was the program?
A Co-operative Supermarket -the aim 
of The People’s Supermarket is to 
explore an alternative supermarket 
operation which is not only profit 
motivated but also provides and puts 
value on providing the community 
with what it needs and calls out for-

“what the community of Holborn wants 
will be different to what the community  
of Hackney will want....the community 
of Hackney may actually want, that 
their shop provides them with a crèche. 
that’s what makes them want to go back 
there, that’s what makes it their shop, 
the intangible things.” (Kate Bull, TPS 
founder)

Contrasting to other Co-Ops such as 
one in Brooklyn which is closed to 
the public, TPS is open to the public 
even if you aren’t a member. They also 
aim to supply and service all types of 
customers so that they are not just 
catering for a niche group.   

The program of The People’s 
Supermarket is a supermarket 
but this framework becomes a 
structure for many other activities. 
On Christmas day for example, they 
opened the shop and had a dinner on 
the shop floor. 

‘‘We ended up with 10 people, who 
would have been alone having 
Christmas dinner together in the store. 
At one point, we had 20 people sitting 
in the shop on chairs eating mince pies, 
having a punch and they were saying 
this is fantastic. If I then apply the 
business model to it - was it profitable 
to be open? yes it was. Commercially it 
was right to be open, socially it was so 
right, so right. And those people have 
felt all those benefits - this is great, this 
is our shop, It’s doing this for us.” (Kate 
Bull, TPS founder)

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 



-44-

THE PEOPLE’S SUPERMARKET / Holborn / London / open since June 2011

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

Design

The main design element is the 
graphic identity produced by Unreal 
design.

As the organisation is not-for-
profit and production budgets are 
consistently low, the designs needed 
to be simple to implement. As a 
result, much of the packaging and 
print material needed to be produced 
in-house. This led to the use of the 
‘Euroslot’, a hole punched at the top of 
numerous packaged products around 
the world which goes unnoticed in day-
to-day life despite being synonymous 
with retail. The slot can be easily cut 
into anything from letterheads to in-
store packaging, creating a simple, 
clever and cost-effective branding 
device that can be consistently applied 
across all communications. This 
became the branding device for the 
TPS used with the colour yellow which 
is the colour of the T-Shirts given to 
members

The layout plan of the shop is based 
on advice given from Spar. However, 
the bread and fruit and vegetable 
displays are constantly changed by 
members on a daily basis depending 
on the vegetables in season.

People 

•	 TPS	 members	 structure	 has	 been	

successful in bringing a constant 
inflow of new members who continue 
to bring energy and drive to the project 
so that even after the initial initiators 
have left, the project continues. This 
is essential as there is a limit to the 
amount of energy than an individual 
can give to a project like this.

•	Many	members	did	not	 turn	up	 for	
their shift on time - this was partly 
due to people signing up without 
fully understanding the conditions 
of membership - important to grow 
slowly with members who are fully 
engaged and committed to the idea.

•	Decision	making	can	sometimes	be	
slow with the members structure.

•	 Community	 consultation	 prior	 to	
opening to clearly establish the needs 
of a community would be essential for 
future branches of TPS.

The aim of TPS is to create a place 
within the community for all. The 
People’s Supermarket started with 
100 members and 2 staff. There are 
now 400 members with 20 members 
of staff. Due to the central location and 
the reach of the TV program, members 
were attracted from places such as 
Kent with some members travelling 
to spend a day at the supermarket.

The driving force
The Driving force came from the 

three initiators to begin with, but 
the members structure has been 
successful in transferring ownership 
to the members so that they now run 
and manage the supermarket.

Sometimes It has been difficult to 
sustain the interest and commitment 
from the members. Over the past 
2 years there has been a members 
turn around of about 70% and a 
drop in membership numbers, from 
the peak number, of 50%. This was 
due to the huge interest generated 
by the TV show and the transient 
population of the area. TPS have now 
enforced that all new members do an 
induction so that they are aware of the 
rewards, rights and responsibilities of 
becoming a TPS member so that only 
committed members will sign up. For 
the members structure to work most 
efficiently within the planned business 
model, they would need 300 members 
to do a four hour shift each month but 
there are currently only 150.

About 4-10 members join each week 
who predominately learn about TPS  
by word of mouth.

From the public consultation done in 
Homerton, it is predicted that they 
would get more reliant members as 
there is higher amount of unemployed 
residents, self-employed and 
freelance workers.
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Building

•	The	premises	are	possibly	too	big	as	
it is expensive to stock - £30,000

•	Need	to	find	cheaper	rent	-	look	at	
filling up empty shops

There were many issues with the initial 
building, as it was difficult to find an 
old supermarket. The team looked in 
Lambeth, Brixton and Streatham but 
due to the risk of the venture, many 
landlords would not take them on as 
tenants. In the end, the building was 
chosen as it was an old supermarket, 
which could be reused with relatively 
little infrastructural changes. It took 9 
months from finding the building until 
they got keys and it took a lot of work 
before they could open the doors to 
the public.

Running it

•	 The	 Big	 Society	 concept	 does	 not	
work in practice – TPS cannot solely 
be run by its members. Members 
need support mechanisms and a 
management structure.

•	 The	 biggest	 issue	 is	 competing	
with large supermarket pricing. Food 
supply for independent shops is a big 
issues -address this would result in 
helping high street- Necessary to 
have independent wholesale which 
could buy on mass and compete with 
larger supermarkets.

•	 Operating	 commercially,	 it	 is	
sometimes difficult to retain the social 
values. Perhaps it is not important 
that TPS makes a profit and rather 
consider value in reconsidering the 
role of a supermarket, a template for 
delivering an alternative community 
centre -  providing other services such 
as child care or work spaces.

•	 Need	 to	 leave	 room	 for	 informal	
practices initiated by members 
which lead to innovative responses to 
problem solving
 
•	 Rely	 more	 on	 members	 within	
business plan to reduce overheads.

How is it run? 
The initial vision and model for TPS 
was based on a co-op in Brooklyn, 
Unicorn and Infinity foods in Brighton, 
but rather than operating to a niche 
group within the community, they 
aimed to open the idea to a larger 
audience by allowing the public and 
not just members to shop at TPS. The 
overall aim was to explore whether 
an independent retailer could be 
commercially sustainable operating 
as a social enterprise.

The business model is based around 
the membership structure where 
TPS is entirely run by its members. 
Each member does a four-hour 
shift each month in return for a 20% 
discount. The reduction in overheads 
that comes from having volunteers 
enables this discount.

All decisions are made by its 
members - the ethics and values 
of the supermarket, what and what 
shouldn’t be sold, the opening hours 
etc. This decision making process can 
sometimes be time consuming but it 
is crucial to ensure TPS is working for 
the benefits of the collective rather 
than one person making decisions. 
There is a board in place that meet 
once a quarter to ensure financial and 
legal governance and to help with the 
long-term strategy. 

As the shop is open to the public, it 
was essential to employ a manager 
who would be responsible for the cash 
register and the stock on the shop 
floor as volunteers could not always 
be relied on to turn up for shifts.

The shop is not solely commercially 
motivated so the operating structure 
within TPS allows input from all 
members on the day to day running. 
However, within the second year of 
running, under increasing pressure 
to meet financial obligations, TPS was 
forced to question the sustainability of 
this business model.

“the only reason we are not 
commercially sustainable is because 
our own values get in the way” (Kate 
Bull, TPS founder)
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Crisis point was reached where they 
were nearly forced to close and crisis 
management to solve financial issues 
began to overshadow the social aims 
of the operation. The strength of the 
membership became apparent in this 
situation where members put their 
own agendas to the side in order to 
save the shop.

“We had an exceptional meeting in 
March, saved at the last moment, very 
interesting to see everyone wanted it 
to work, and everyone made certain 
compromises to make it work. We had 
to start selling cigarettes for example, 
we do it for surviving - better that we 
are here rather than a Sainsbury’s or 
Tesco ….we cannot have decent social 
or environmental goals if we are not 
here. We need to survive to get to that 
point.” (Helen, TPS member)

TPS needs to sell a mix of products 
that could be found at any other 
supermarket to make sure that 

everyone will want to shop there. 

“We can’t be prescriptive. It’s about 
trying to make the better option more 
affordable and easier to reach” (Kate 
Bull, TPS founder) 

However, the focus of TPS is the fruit 
and vegetables, the bread and the 
kitchen meals as this is what makes 
TPS special.

“this is what makes us who we are,  
Quinces, weird squashes, you wouldn’t 
find somewhere else or at that price 
and that quality. Its because we have 
good relationships with the producers 
and we reflect the market prices of 
the day, we change the prices as we go 
along, like a normal market stall, you 
buy mushrooms in November because 
they are cheap.” (Helen, TPS member)

Although the supermarket has been 
struggling financially, it is because of 
the grey area and informal practices 

that TPS continues to exists. This 
is where there is opportunity for 
excitement, inspiration and innovation 
on how a supermarket could be run.

“The same mistakes are always been 
made on setting up new businesses so 
part of it is actually saying. How much 
is part of the evolution of the business 
and how much can people avoid? I have 
had business plans/advice coming out 
of my ears, people saying you couldn’t 
do it. When it comes down to it, it’s 
about doing it. Take away the social 
community aspect of it, how many new 
businesses fail? And actually don’t have 
the weight of ethics and morals on their 
back? There are lessons to be learnt 
but still important to just go for it……
We really are getting better, it is about 
trying something and see if its works, 
we are learning all the time.” (Kate 
Bull, founder)

THE PEOPLE’S SUPERMARKET / Holborn / London / open since June 2011
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TPS members meeting
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Legacy

•	 Open	 source	 business	 plan	 has	
encouraged other communities to set 
up their own People’s Supermarket. 
TPS Oxford developed out of these 
informal practises.

•	 Much	 interest	 and	 enthusiasm	
has been generated by TPS. Other 
boroughs in London and many places 
around the world are looking seriously 
at opening their own People’s 
Supermarket.

•	 In	 a	 supermarket,	 when	 you	 are	
trying to be efficient, you take out the 
people, in a co-op, to be efficient, you 
add people.

•	The	issues	with	rates	 is	something	
that needs to be tackled at government 
level.

Over the two years that TPS has been 
open, they have faced many challenges 
in running as a social enterprise 
but also operating commercially. 
They have succeeded in achieving 
many of these initial aims but have 
had to make many adjustments and 
sometimes difficult decisions. 

There are many lessons to be learnt 
from TPS Holborn which the members 
hold as a collective intelligence. It 
is important that this is not lost and 
shared to enable the opening of more 
supermarkets operating with social 
values. TPS is currently struggling 
financially and some members 
think they may be better off closing 
and reopening with a more secure 
footing, taking the lessons learnt - 
the option to open in Hackney was 
interesting. However, the consensus 
is to stay open and find a way to have 
a successful operation so they can 
continue to challenge the way other 
supermarkets are running.

“We are here now and have strong 
community, we want to strengthen 
that  and then maybe open elsewhere.” 
(Helen, TPS member)

The concept of TPS has built up a 
strong brand that many are familiar 
with. However, they have no ownership 
over its operating structures or name. 
The business plan is open source and 
leaves room for other groups to set up 
their own People’s Supermarket. 

A TPS has opened in Oxford where 
the founders have not fully copied the 
TPS Holborn model, creating a model 
in response to the needs of their own 
community;

•	 TPS	 Oxford	 is	 a	 limited	 company	
with Co-Op principles as it was not 
possible to raise capital as a co-
operative

•they	 have	 red	 t-shirts	 instead	 of	
yellow.

•They	have	been	open	for	four	months	
and are operating very successfully. 
These differences have not affected 
the success of TPS Oxford and 
demonstrate that the strength of the 
concept lies in the ethics and values 
of the initiative and the ability to 
respond to the community in which 
the supermarket is operating.

Hackney branch

Hackney Council commissioned a 
feasibility report into the possibility of 
TPS opening in Homerton, Hackney. 
This opportunity is interesting as they 
will be given support by the council 
and have had time to consult the 
community of Hackney on how they 
would like their supermarket run, 
asking for other services such as 
community workspaces, a crèche etc..

Contrasting to Camden Council who 
have a history of a strong independent 
revenue stream, reliant on high 
rates paid by businesses and local 
residents, Hackney has a history of 
nearly 100% social housing, providing 
services for people who don’t pay 
for it. Thus Hackney is familiar with 
providing infrastructure to support, 

give rates relief, service provisions 
etc to enable community grassroot 
initiatives.

In looking to the future of TPS and the 
high street, Kate has some ideas:

•	Kate	 sees	TPS	as	a	 tool	 to	help	 in	
place making - create a place that is 
more fixed, more comfortable.

’it is about slow steps and a degree of 
relaxation and pragmatism....the long 
term goal may take 5-10 years.’

•	It	is	about	taking	over	the	high	street,	
maybe 4/5 shops like the butchers, 
green grocers, a cafe. It is not about 
trying to recreate Tesco’s but taking 
the best bits and creating a business 
for the 21st century, which is more 
community and ethically based. By 
taking all the best bits such as, adding 
tasting sessions, cooking sessions, 
locally sourced produce. There could 
be a relationships between the shops 
where ready meals are made from the 
meat of the butchers etc...

•	 Tackle	 waste	 by	 looking	 at	
unpackaged franchises for products 
like rice, washing powder etc. Perhaps 
a high profile environment like the 
Olympic Park is the perfect location 
for this type of project.

‘If I were to do it again, I would actually 
be more ambitious, the only reason I 
say this is if you are going to replace a 
Tesco, you need to provide for the same 
people.’ (Kate Bull, TPS founder)

THE PEOPLE’S SUPERMARKET / Holborn / London / open since June 2011

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 



-48-

Kate on whether she thinks TPS has been successful:

“Yes I think it has been incredibly successful due to its reach. I talk about two 
communities - community of interest and community of place. Last week, I was in 
Germany. Sunday morning, I did a live broadcast to Japan and on Saturday, I’m in 
north Scotland talking about food. Has it been successful, we have managed to speak 
to so many people. When we go to them, its not that we are representing a Tesco or 
Asda but what people want to talk to me about is how they can be inspired to talk 
about their own things in their own community so they can see the pragmatic things 
that work and have an understanding of the things that are more complicated. That 
to me is success. On the micro level, we have people working with us who are no 
longer alcoholics, no longer lonely.  We have farms who grow their crops alongside 
their Tesco crops for us. Yes, has it been successful commercially. Well it turned 
over 1.2 million pounds and made a £50,000 pound loss. That’s only 2 years. People 
ask me when are you going to make a profit. M&S work on a five year pay back time 
and your expecting us, on a community venture with bugger all money, we cant even 
get a loan to turn a profit, get real. I tell you, if that were any other business, and  it 
was like that, I’d say fantastic but all of a sudden, the stakes are raised so high. One 
of the other things, it’s successful when you see other supermarkets responding. 
The fact that I can ring up the board of any other supermarket and get a response 
on the same day tells me its successful. The goal is we want other supermarkets to 
think about doing things differently. Why they do it, we want them to stop throwing 
food away.”

THE PEOPLE’S SUPERMARKET / Holborn / London / open since June 2011
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KLONG TOEY COMMUNITY LANTERN / Klong Toey Lock / Bangkok / April 2011

Location Bangkok

Context Klong Toey Community

Team

Universität der Künste, Berlin

Tutor leading and co-ordinating the 
project: Jeanne-Françoise Fischer 
Karoline Markus chair of Prof. Florian 
Riegler 
Initial research: Carla Carvalho, Mario 
Vahos 
Students : Pola Buske, Tabea Däuwel, 
Johannes Drechsler,  Lisa Göthling,  
Alessa Hansen,  Albert Herrmann,  Karl 
Naraghi, Alexander Naumer, Nandini 
Oehlmann, Fabian Wolf.

Thammasat University Bangkok 

Tutors - Kasama Yamtree (Ploy), Prof. 
Wijitbusaba Marome (Ann) 
Kasama Yamtree – architect working 
and consulting with the Klong Toey 
community

Students : Praopanitnan Chaiyasang 
(Tam), Yaowalak Chanthamas (Koh), 
Nuntiwatt Chomkhamsingha (Kan), 
Porawit Jitjuewong (Ping), Sarinee 
Kantana (Lay), Boosarin Khiawpairee 
(Noey), Supojanee Khlib-ngern (Bow), 
Nuchanart Klinjan (Farm), Nattaporn 
Seekongplee (Pui), Panyada Sornsaree 
(Tangqwa), Kritsana Srichoo (Aom), 
Sarin Synchaisuksawat (Tao), Amornrat 
Theap-un (Aum), Nantawan Tongwat 
(Nook), Ponjanat Ubolchay (Mum), 

Team TYIN Tegnestue with 
students & local 

Partners Universität der Künste, the 
Hans , Sauer foundation,  
the Norwegian Embassy, 
the German Academic 
Exchange, Link arkitektur 
AS,  RATIO arkitekter AS

Supporters

Duration 1 month

Costs £3,625

The Klong Toey Community Lantern Project was the transformation of an 
abandoned football court in Bangkok’s biggest slum into a public playground with 
new hoops for basketball, a stage for performances and public meetings, walls for 
climbing and seating.

This new public space was designed and built with the community in just three 
weeks. The aim of this small intervention being to build up a long term cooperation 
channel that could develop into a gradual community-led transformation of public 
spaces and revitalisation of the Klong Toey district.

Reason for choice

Small scale, low cost intervention used as a catalyst for positive transformations 
inside the community / It is part of a long term strategy for development  / Long 
term research contrasting to quick build / Use of a vernacular design language  
and simple traditional building methods to make an adaptable structure that future 
communities can add and remove elements as required. Design language that is 
adaptable so that future communities can add and remove elements as required.Area

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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KLONG TOEY COMMUNITY LANTERN / Klong Toey Lock / Bangkok / April 2011

Initiator

How did this project start?
This project was initiated by 
architecture students from Universität 
der Künste (UdK) in Berlin who wanted 
to do a live project. TYIN Tegnestue 
Architects were brought on board to 
lead the project and they chose Klong 
Toey as the site for the project. Having 
already worked with the Klong Toey 
community they had established a 
good relationship with Thai architect 
Kasama Yamtree who had already 
spent time carrying out research and 
workshops with the community.    

What were the aims of the project?
The project takes a socially 
conscious approach to planning and 
development.
For the students the project was a 
research into ‘Traditional Low Tech 
Construction Techniques and their 
Experimental Adaptation within 
Urban Low Budget Situations’ and 
an implementation of a micro urban 
development strategy. The idea is that 
with relatively little disturbance of 
existing local infrastructure and social 
dynamics, this approach facilitates 
development by giving impulses. 

One of the most important aspects 
of the process is the integration of 
the local community from the start. 
This way the project aimed to build 
up a long-term cooperation channel 
that could develop into a gradual 
transformation of public spaces 
and revitalisation of the Klong Toey 
district. The process had ambitions to 

create a greater sense of ownership 
among residents and to inspire a 
permanent working process with 
their surroundings. 

This project is part of a development 
on a larger scale, and it has to be 
considered as a small contribution 
that might lead to positive change. 
With the local connection established 
both in the local community and a 
professional network in Thailand the 
project has greater chances of having 
a social sustainability.

What were the values motivating those 
aims?
From their experience the architects 
have developed an understanding that 
the connection with local inhabitants 
is a slow moving process. They 
have found that the best reactions 
have come when they have spent 
more time in the community and by 
involving people in small workshops. 
Coming back regularly to the same 
area and getting personally involved is 
necessary for both the architects and 
the community

When people are personally involved 
they develop a sense of ownership 
and pride in the projects, and in 
collaboration they can reach much 
further than through ready-made 
designs. In this kind of environment 
a platform for mutual exchange of 
knowledge can be established.

The architects use their training in 
projects and strive to build connections 
with local institutions, leaders and 

professionals so that they can come 
closer to ensure a long-term social 
sustainability in the projects.

Conditions

•	 Time	was	 taken	 to	 understand	 the	
context of Klong Toey. A month-long 
on site research was taken a year 
prior to the project. This was crucial 
to the success of the project as it 
helped the group of outsiders working 
on the intervention to understand 
the physical, social and political 
conditions of the environment, 
identify a site, willing collaborators 
and readily available materials.

What is the context of the project - 
physically, politically, socially?
Klong Toey is currently the largest 
and oldest slum in Bangkok. More 
than 140.000 people are estimated 
to live there, and most are living in 
sub-standard houses with few or no 
tenure rights or support from the 
government. 

Located in a central district of the 
capital, it is bordered by the Chao 
Phraya River. The slum is on land 
owned by the Port Authority of 
Thailand. Klong Toey is a settlement 
with characteristics that are generally 
attributed to a slum area: high building 
density, simple and overcrowded 
buildings, narrow paths instead of 
streets, insufficient canalisation and 
garbage disposal, unsecured land 
use, risk of fire and flooding.
 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Based on information collected 
from the director of the Duang 
Prateep Foundation, the area that 
encompasses the Bangkok Port is 
already in a master plan project to 
transform the commercial port into a 
touristic one within the next ten years. 
This will lead to the displacement 
of the community and the entire 
transformation of the slum area into 
mixed-use spaces. Locks 1-6, the 
ones this project was intervening 
with, are part of the last phase of this 
project due to the high number of 
NGO’s working there.

The Football court sits by one of the 
entrances to the community, and right 
behind the blocks along the Damrong 
Phiphat Street. This empty space 
was once a popular gathering place 
and football court for teenagers and 
adults, but it became an abandoned 
area for drying clothes and parking 
food carts. Kids addicted to glue 
became the main users of the space.

Funding

•	 The	 aim	 of	 this	 project	 was	 for	 it	
to be low cost, with high impact. The 
build was low cost because everyone 
worked for free, cheap local materials 
were identified beforehand and tools 
were borrowed. However, the high 
operational costs of flying a European 
team of architects to Thailand 
cannot be ignored. The funds for 
this were sourced in Europe so the 
sustainability of this kind of funding 

has to be questioned.

Where did the money come for this 
project? Did anyone work for free?  
Universität der Künste provided an 
initial seed fund for this student 
project in order to facilitate further 
funding. The Hans Sauer foundation, 
the Norwegian Embassy, and 
the German Academic Exchange 
provided funding for the workshops 
in Berlin and for flights to Bangkok 
and accommodation. Two Norwegian 
architecture firms, Link arkitektur 
AS, RATIO arkitekter AS, sponsored 
the build.  

The real cost of the project is much 
higher as no one was paid properly. 
The design team saw value in what 
they could learn from the experience 
and the members of the Klong Tuey 
community worked for free as they 
could see the benefit of the project for 
their community.

Legislation

What kind of planning permission was 
needed for the intervention?
Klong Toey is an informal settlement 
where residents have no tenure rights 
or support from the government. 
Therefore, obtaining the necessary 
permissions can often be an inhibitory 
process. In terms of permissions 
the architects learned from previous 
projects in Klong Toey that it is 
easier to get forgiveness than ask for 
permission. 

Program

The design for the playground takes 
into consideration the existing 
functions of the ‘site’ as a communal 
place in a different way, it is used 
for playing football or basketball 
and watching the games, meeting 
people, children’s playground or 
drying laundry. From the research 
undertaken by Kasama Yamtree and 
her students from the Thammasat 
University, it was clear that the 
community wanted to keep these 
functions but was open to upgrading 
the material reality of the place.  

Was the program clear from the 
beginning?
The  year long preparation period 
allowed the team to design a structure 
that is a combination of many basic 
ideas and concepts, and embodies 
several of the features lacking in 
the area including new hoops for 
basketball, a stage for performances 
or public meetings, walls for climbing 
and seating both inside and around 
the edges of the playground.

Running it

Is there anyone managing and running 
the space on a day-to- day basis?
Has there been many changes since the 
initial build?
The playground was left in the hands 
of the community to manage as they 
saw fit. There have been reports that 
the community have adapted the 
space by increasing its security.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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People

•	Only	due	to	the	Thai	architect	Kasama	
Yamtree’s long-term involvement in 
the area was it possible to get such a 
direct and positive access to the Klong 
Toey community. 

•	The	project	team	found	a	core	group	
of collaborators that could be relied 
on to take part in both phases of the 
project- this took time and regular 
presence on site.

Who was involved?  How did you engage 
the community in the build?
Based on a masterplan and research 
from LEVA Urban Design, architecture 
students from the Universitat der 
Künste (UdK) in Berlin worked with 
architects TYIN Tegnestue from 
Norway,  Thai architect Kasama 
Yamtree and her students from 
Thammasat University in Bangkok 
as well as several families from the 
Klong Toey community.

Carla Carvalho and Mario Vahos 
from LEVA Urban Design with Thai 

architect Kasama Yamtree carried 
out a month-long on site research 
which helped identify a  local group 
interested in long term collaboration, 
a site, and readily available materials.   
Only due to Kasama Yamtree’s long-
term involvement in the area was 
it possible to get such a direct and 
positive access to the Klong Toey 
community.

TYIN Tegnestue architects had 
already worked with Kasama Yamtree 
on a successful community build 
project in Klong Toey. Their main 
role as architects is to act as catalyst 
for the project and to add value. So 
they focus on methods where the 
local community leads, designs and 
implements the project on their own 
terms. 

They have found that the most positive 
engagement and participation comes 
when they have spent more time in the 
community and when they begin by 
involving people in small workshops 
and interventions. This is a slow 
process and requires investment in 
time.

It was important to gather a community 
group that would work throughout the 
whole process. There is little use in 
forcing the process if the community 
is not interested. The group of children 
and families they worked with were 
identified by Kasama Yamtree in the 
initial research phase. After a series 
of workshops with different groups 
on different sites, a group of children 
came to the architects to say they 
wanted to make their proposals for 
the football court happen. Children 
are drawn to things happening in 
the neighbourhood more easily and 
adults only get involved once the work 
is put into a logical framework. 

How did you deal with the language 
barrier?
As outsiders it was important that 
TYIN and the Berlin students worked 
with Kasama Yamtree and the Thai 
students who had already made 
connections in the community. They 
were important mediators of the 
project.
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Design

•Initial	 design	 proposals	 and	
subsequent design changes were 
facilitated by prior research into the 
local vernacular, traditional Thai 
building techniques, and cheap readily 
available local materials.

•	As	temporary	outsiders	working	with	
the permanent users of the spaces 
it was important for the architects 
to listen to what the community had 
to say and then make it possible to 
achieve results with common ideas. 
That meant being flexible with initial 
proposals and leaving room for them 
to be completely changed.

The starting point for the design 
came from the initial research phase 
which took place in June-July 2010 
and helped to identify a specific site 
to work with and readily available 
materials; as well as to understand 
the social, cultural and physical 
environment. 

Based on this research the students 
began to develop design proposals. 
They researched vernacular building 
techniques to then adapt them into 
a so-called ‘modern vernacular’ by 

adjusting to the material resources 
and spatial situations of the site. 
The following available materials 
were identified as inexpensive local 
resources in Klong Toey: used timber, 
pallets, bamboo, scrap metal, gabion 
cages, plants, ropes, nets and plastic 
sheets.

The students proposed raised 
platforms for sitting and playing, 
roofs for the provision of shadow, 
structural goal posts, programmed 
fences, places of reclusion among the 
busy, overcrowded life of the slum and 
a modular playground structure. 

The main construction’s simplicity, 
repetitive logic and durability 
enables the local inhabitants to 
make adaptations that fit with their 
changing needs without endangering 
the projects structural strength or the 
general usability of the playground. 
This way the project runs in parallel 
with the ever-changing surroundings 
and fits with the idea that the project 
could be part of a larger call for a 
more sustainable development in the 
Klong Toey area.

The students arrived in Bangkok 
armed with their design proposals 
for presentation to the Klong Toey 

community as inspiration of what 
could be done with the space.

In contrast to most architectural 
planning projects this project focuses 
on architecture as an open process 
where the outcome is not determined 
beforehand and everyone involved 
in the participative process is able 
to make contributions and take 
decisions.

Following the presentations of the 
design proposals made during the 
semester at the Universität der Künste 
and Thammasat University to the 
people from the community, a common 
design process started involving the 
local community and future users. 
After the presentation there was a 
group discussion with the community 
summarising the advantages and 
disadvantages of each proposal. 
The general schemes, functions and 
materiality had to be reconsidered 
in order to find an adequate and 
common solution. Based on the input 
from the community, new proposals 
were drawn on a white board on the 
library and were changed and adapted 
on site.

Elevation of intervention
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Building
•	 In	 order	 to	 engage	 the	 local	
community in the build presence on 
site is crucial.

•	 Community	 engagement	 and	
participation is facilitated through 
action - when they can see what you 
are doing and see how it can change 
things.

•	 An	 open	 build	 and	 design	 process	
requires open discourse so everyone 
can contribute to changes and ideas 
but this has to be balanced with top 
down decision making to keep things 
moving and keep ideas architecturally 
sound. 

•	 By	 making	 the	 local	 collaborators	
find the materials, you show that 
the community has everything 
that is necessary to improve their 
surroundings, and the architects are 
only playing the role of catalysts.

•	 Small	 interventions	 with	 a	 core	
group work best where the group 
become initiators. Important to start 
with small interventions, not asking 
too much but being present on site & 
just DO!

•	 The	 process	 of	 working,	 learning	
and exchanging has to be continuous 
in order to open the doors for future 
interventions. 

What were the working conditions? 
Was the build finished within the 
scheduled time? Any major issues? 
How were these resolved?
After more than one year of preparing 
the project, the intervention on the 
football court in Klong Toey was 
realised during an intense three-
week period between March 1st and 
March 20th 2011 in Bangkok.

After less than a week refining the 
design with the community the 
physical work began. In order to keep 
the decision-making and building 
process open for input from all the 
participants, a very high degree of 
commitment and presence on site was 
required from everyone. A balance had 
to be found between open discussions 
and top-down decision making to 
ensure there would be a satisfactory 
architectural product within the given 
time frame.

The team aimed to make use of only 
tools and materials available on site 
to show that the community has 
everything that is necessary to improve 
their surroundings. The materials 
were found in the surroundings while 
the residents lent the tools. 

At first only a small group of children 
were involved with the build but as 
the team spent more time on site and 
the community understood what they 
were doing more children and adults 
got involved.

The build process remained flexible- 
as time began to run out the structure 
got simplified and was made more 
multifunctional. It really was a 
process of designing and building at 
the same time.

Legacy

Do you think this project was successful? 
How is the space used now? 
The European architects have not 
been back to Bangkok. There have 
been reports  that the community have 
made changes to the football court. 
They have improved the security.

According to Yashar from TYIN if 
you look at it as a small initiative 
that could hopefully lead to some 
positive change in the long term then 
that might happen. It happened in 
their project in the market library. 
However, in the large scale there 
are questions for him. He can’t say 
whether travelling to the other side of 
the world, spending so much time and 
money is right. Architects definitely 
have a lot to learn by working in 
this way but they need to ensure the 
exchange is not one way. They need to 
add value to the community they work 
in.
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Espacio Artístico – La Carpa  / Miraflores Park / Seville / Feb 2011 - present

Location Seville

Context Under use piece of ‘Miraflo-
res public park. Peripheral 
neighbourhood.

Team

Recetas Urbanas (Build, Legislation 
and Fundraising)
Santiago Cirugeda and all the member 
from Recetas Urbanas

Varuma Teatro (Initiators and 
Programers)
Director: Jorge Barroso “Bifu” 
Members: Alberto López y Antonia 
Gómez

Other collectives involved: 
ElGatoconMoscas, la Jarapa, El 
cuarteto Maravilla, ConceptuArte, 
Straddle3, La Matraka.

Landowners - Seville Council 

Initiator

• A self -initiated project by an independ-
ent performance group, that was looking 
for a site to house a long awaited cultural 
program.

• A cultural organisation teams up with an 
architectural practice (Recetas Urbanas) 
known for their occupation of empty lots 
and work with legislative bodies to make 
things possible. 
• Recetas Urbanas (Santiago Cirugeda) 
often use self-construction methods so 
have achieved challenging projects low 
amounts of funding. 

How did this project start?
Varuma Teatro is a theatre company based 
in Seville since 1999. For years, Varuma 
Teatro had a dream to build the first Circus 
School in Andalucia and waited 10 years 
for public funding and for a location that 
never arrived. 
The Varuma Teatro director, Jorge Barroso 
contacted Recetas Urbanas to help them 
build the school in an unused plot of land 
owned by Seville Council. 

What were the aims of the project?
The main aims of the project was to build 
the head quarters for this theatre com-
pany, which would host a permanent 
program and in the future, be a School of 
Theatre of Andalucia. The ethos behind 
the project was to create a space where 
the community can take part in the differ-
ent circus activities with educational pro-
grams as well as visit the circus to see the 
different performances. 
The ideas behind Recetas Urbanas for this 
project are based on self-building and self-
management methods independent of an 
authority or big corporations, promoting a 
new model of manual work at small scale 
which is reliant on the re-utilisation of ma-
terials and ecological models. 

Team Varula teatro, Recetas 
Urbanas and 6 other groups

Partners Seville Council

Supporters University  of Granada

Duration March 2011 - present

The “Espacio Artístico – La Carpa”  is the head office of ‘Varuma Teatro’ and 
future Andalusia School of Circus Arts. Constructed in collaboration with ‘Recetas 
Urbanas ‘ (Santiago Cirugeda) and 6 other groups is an empty site handed over by 
Seville council in the outskirts of the city.    

Reasons for Choice

Santiago has a lot of experience dealing with councils and institutions to challenge 
the way they shape the public space / Santiago’s work is based in empowering 
the citizen to improve their own environment by taking action. (occupation/use/
appropriation) /Santiago has an extended open source website that promotes 
cheap and available to all architecture. 

Costs 11,000€ (financial and in-
kind)

Area 2250 m2

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
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Conditions

•	Spain	is	going	through	an	economical	
crisis so public authority is not 
investing in new cultural initiatives. 
•	 A	 strong	 local	 community	 familiar	
with community initiated projects
•	The	ethos	behind	Recetas	Urbanas	is	
the achievement of big projects, such 
as ‘La Carpa’ with little economical 
support. 

What is the context of the project located 
- physically, politically, socially?
Espacio Artistico - La Carpa has been 
situated in the neighbourhood of 
Miraflores, next to the Miraflores park 
at the outskirts of Seville. Miraflores 
park is known internationally as the 
largest park run and managed by 
the community for over 25 years with 
allotments, workshops and school 
programs. 

Peripheral areas in Spain have a 
strong sense of community and use 
the public space frequently to gather 
for music and the arts.  However, 
often these communities lack the 
necessary infrastructures to facilitate 
those activities. The Miraflores 
neighbourhood, located far from 
the city centre, receives little help 
from the local authority in terms of 
infrastructures and services.

Also, Spain, since 2008 is suffering 
a serious economical crisis so the 
population is familiar with receiving 
little support from the local authorities 
so have become to find their own 
ways of making things happen in the 
communities. 

What was your agenda /situation of your 
practice?
Recetas Urbanas try to give technical 
answers to social and urban needs 
which are ignored by the public 
authority. Recetas, Recipes in the form 
of architectural projects, challenge 
the established rules. 

Funding

•	 Very	 big	 network	 of	 collaborators	
and supporters
•	Lots	of	creativity	in	terms	of	finding	
and reusing material and arranging 
sponsorship in-kind 
•	 Council	 facilitate	 the	 donation	
of unused, unwanted objects from 
council depots

Who funded it, where did you get money?
The project received no public funding 
apart the use of the site allowed 
by the Seville Council. The project 
was mainly funded through crowd 
sourcing mechanisms (5000€), other 
private donations, and in kind (6000€)

‘After my experience working with 
councils I prefer not to receive public 
funding as this makes the process 
very difficult and too many agendas 
interfere with the process. Obviously 
council should fund the minimum 
to get started but then the authority 
should have no capacity to interfere. 
Ok, don’t give me money - but don’t 
stop the process and facilitate all 
that you can and help with what we 
can’t afford; Paper work expenses, 
light on site, water and water bills, 
fire extinguishers, crane service and 
diggers, trees, cleaning services, 
material given by usual contractors of 
the council,etc...’ Santiago Cirugeda 

(Recentas Urbanas founder)

Various public and private 
organisations gave materials and 
services in-kind. A huge part of the 
project was made using recycled 
materials and former architectural 
installations by Recetas Urbanas 
such as ‘Aula Abierta’ - A project by 
Recetas Urbanas designers and build 
in collaboration with student from the 
University of Granada. Large amount 
of wood was recycled from other 
exhibitions and cultural centres from 
Madrid and Seville. 

Organisations such as the University 
of Granada facilitated transportation 
of Aula Abierta from Granada to 
Seville. Seville Council facilitated 
crane services, water and electricity 
supplies and donated old unused 
public furniture. A container company 
donated 4 containers in exchange for 
a promotional video made by a group 
of young volunteers. 

Do you make any money? Is the project 
commercially viable?
Espacio Artistico - La Carpa have a Bar 
with alcohol license and a coffee shop 
that opens 7 days a week to sustain 
the people and the infrastructures. 
The theatre company have an ongoing 
program of performances which 
tickets are sold for. Other programs 
are run in the space with local schools 
and associations to help maintain the 
circus. 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 



-57-

Espacio Artístico – La Carpa / Miraflores Park / Seville / Feb 2011 - present

Legislation

•	Sort	all	legislative	issues	out	before	
launching a brief or announcing a 
project to ensure that there are no 
disappointments within a community
•	 Council	 give	 a	 site	 but	 doesn’t	
interfere with the process of the 
project
•	Council	change	legislation	to	enable	
organisations to share its resources
•	 It	 is	 important	 to	 have	 a	 point	 of	
contact in the legislative body. A 
council officer that knows specific to 
meanwhile occupation. 

What rules influencing your process? 
Who were the decisions makers?
Seville Council has handed over the 
site to Varuma Teatro for 8 years at 
no cost. In exchange, Varuma Teatro 
has to use the site for social and 
educational activities and has to be 
open to the public regularly. At the end 
of 8 years, the project will be assessed 
and if the project is considered 
successful, there is a possibility to 
extend the lease to 50 years. 

Who was the legislative body ?
Seville Council
Was the legislation process difficult?
It wasn’t difficult at the beginning 
as the council didn’t require many 
documents to allow the use of the site. 
However, complications arouse when 
Recetas Urbanas began asking the 
council to help facilitate the project by 
providing services such as water and 
electricity.

Serious difficulties arrived just 
before the opening because of a slow 
response from the council to approve 
the building and other opening 
licenses. Consequently, the space 
opened without those documents 
approved; Those activities still took 
place and licenses were only acquired 
months later. 

How did you interact with the legislation 
bodies? Did you have a one on one 
relationship? Was there someone on 

your team representing?
Recetas Urbanas acted as mediation 
body between Varuma teatro and 
Seville Council. Santiago Cirugeda 
was representing the team. 

Program

•	The	initiative	had	a	very	strong	and	
clear program from the beginning - a 
circus.
•	The	program	includes	something	for	
everyone - children activities, young 
groups, adult, DIY workshops, etc… so 
attracts all ages and groups from the 
local community.
•The	 program	 included	 self-building	
workshop/sessions so visitors engage 
in different aspects of it. 

The main program is based around 
scenic arts and circus. The space 
have a permanent program of 
performances hosted in the different 
tents and spaces. Valura Teatro and 
other organisations runs parallel 
programs in the space like educational 
activities, cinema screening and mini 
festivals in the open air. 

How did this program develop?
During the build the site hosted a 
series of self-building workshops and 
invited the community to take part in 

the making. The building works are 
still happening now and are part of 
the program. 

Design

•	The	design	 is	mostly	 based	on	 the	
adaptation of old structures and the 
use of old materials. 
•	 The	 whole	 project	 has	 a	 strong	
informal look as it has been built with 
helpers and volunteers using self-
building methods.
•	The	space	looks	unfinished	as	it	has	
an ongoing building program to keep 
improving the facilities and make 
new areas and keep engaging the 
community through the built

The design and making of the circus 
was led by Recetas Urbanas. Given 
the small financial resources  the 
project had, different structures and 
lots of different material were used. 
The circus is equipped with a big 
and smaller tent, where the majority 
of activities take place; a ‘Spider’ 
formed by two containers raised 
over a central structure (given away 
by Recetas Urbanas), which is been 
used as an office and outdoor stage, a 
pergola, and a bar. A workshop space 
called Aula Abierta is still being built 
at the moment, is an old structure by
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Recetas Urbanas that was located in 
Granada and has  been transported 
to Seville. This structure is entirely 
made with recycled materials from 
various building sites. 

What influenced the design?
The space is an organic and informal 
settlement that has been shaped 
depending on the materials donated 
and the structures that were 
reused from former architectural 
installations. The ‘spider’ has become 
the icon of the circus.

People  (makers, participants)

•	 People	 respect	 those	 working	 for	
a good cause - ‘building their own 
circus’
•	Visitors	can	still	get	 involved	in	the	
making - ‘Let’s make it happen’ theme 
carries on!  - ‘your help is needed!’
•	Easy	to	get	volunteers	as	everyone	
in the area sees the benefit of the 
initiative from day one
•	Find	 the	user	first	 (individuals	and	
associations) with their own need 
and aspirations. Research into the 
‘character’ of social groups, type of 
neighbours, active? passive?, the 
ability of the neighbourhood to take 
action

People from Varuma Teatro and 
Recetas Urbanas know at a personal 
level every single person involved in 
the project. Parents, family, friends 
and neighbours of each initial member 
also got involved so the network of 
participants is getting bigger and 
bigger.

The enthusiasm from the volunteers 
is what has made the project happen- 
The whole project had a communal 
survival challenge feel to it as 
everyone involved volunteered. A part 
from Varuma teatro and Recetas 
Urbanas, many other organisations 
and associations got actively involved 
in the making and running of the 
project. 

Recetas Urbanas is part of a big 
organisation of more than 100 
collectives from all over Spain called  
Collective architectures  - this helped 
to get more people involved and 
actively helping in the making. 
The project has been possible as well 
by the participation of numerous family 
members, friends and supporters that 
helped providing food, transport and 
accommodation for visiting helpers 
from outside Seville.

Who was the project for? Was there a 
target audience? Did it match up with 
your end user?
The project is mainly for the 
people related to circus and other 
performative arts in this particular 
area of Seville. The project is also 
for the whole neighbourhood of 
Miraflores and, during the building 

period, for everyone interested in 
self-building methods. 

Who were the driving force behind the 
project?
Varuma teatro and Recetas Urbanas

Who supported the project?
Seville Council - Site and facilitated 
some specific works done on site, 
donated materials and furniture. 
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University of Granada - Facilitated 
transportation of Structure
Container company - donated 
containers
All the organisations that actively 
participated in the build and running:
El cuarteto Maravilla
El Gato con Moscas
la Jarapa 
El cuarteto Maravilla
ConceptuArte
Straddle3

How did you get these people involved?
Local networks and mainly via word 
of mouth through family and friends 
of the people involved with the project. 
‘This project has been done 
independently from the public 
authority . This project is based on 
trust, respect and work’ Santiago 
Cirugeda (Recentas Urbanas)

Building

•	Lots	of	people	involved	in	the	building	
as they are interested in taking part in 
the self-building workshops run by 
Recetas Urbanas.
•	 The	 building	 process	 is	 still	
happening now as there is not enough 
resources to make everything in one 
go. This also keeps the engagement 

process active during some initial 
difficult months.
The building team is lead by Recetas 
Urbanas.

For the construction of the circus, 
various containers have been re-used 
from other installations, plus other 
materials have been donated by the 
council that were not in use such as 
lamp posts, benches and tiles. 
Other materials have been rescued 
from exhibitions or donated by private 
companies or members involved 
directly or indirectly with the project.
 
The Circus is stills being built today 
- specifically Aula Abierta (Open 
Classroom) witch will be the first 
facilities for the future School of 
Circus and will host the office for 
another collective, La Jarapa.

Who prepared the site? The site was 
cleared by the Council
Who built it?
Recetas Urbanas with the support 
of Varuma Teatro and the help of 
numerous collectives,  family and 
friends and individuals. 

What was the build process?
Initial phase took 3 months. The first 
area was opened while other areas 
were still in construction. 
Some areas of the project are still 
being built,  1.5 years after opening. 

Was there anything unusual about the 
build process?
There was an issue with a lamp post 
left in the middle of the site -  Council 
now wants Varuma Teatro to pay for 
the removal of that lamp post (2000€)



-60-

Espacio Artístico – La Carpa / Miraflores Park / Seville / Feb 2011 - present

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

Legacy

•	Lots	of	enthusiasm	and	collaboration	
helps the project to start and keep 
going
•	Done	with/by	the	community	-	very	
strong and clear long term aspirations 
for the site
•	The	project	is	run	by	an	independent	
organisation and separated from the 
public authority so there is a strong 
sense of ownership and responsibility 
among the participants.

What happened when the driving force 
left?
There are many driving forces 
involved in the project and other small 

associations are coming to occupy the 
site permanently (i.e. collective ‘La 
Jarapa’) 

‘When I start a project in a particular 
site and have to get people involved the 
maximum time those member last is 
usually around  5 years - Not because 
the project was not working but 
because members move to something 
else… So, how to keep the enthusiasm? 
Workshops about self-construction, 
collaborations with schools, etc... 
After more than 15 year experience 
occupying empty lots -  the projects 
have worked better when the proposal 
have an educational aspect attach to it… 
This way schools, universities, families, 

parents and friend get involved for 
a good cause and improve their own 
environment.’
(Santiago Cirugeda, Recetas Urbanas)

Were the aims of the project achieved?
The aims are been achieved slowly. 
The project has had a great response 
from all people been involved in the 
build and from visitors to the circus 
performances, courses and other 
activities. To help achieve its long 
term aspirations, the aim now is to 
establish an arts and culture venue 
that is respected by the surrounding 
communities. 
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Location Dalston, London

Context Art/architecture installation 
located on a disused railway 
line by Dalston Junction. 

Team EXZYT Architecture 
Collective 

Partners Barbican art gallery,
muf architecture/art and
J&L Gibbons landscape 
architects.

Supporters HB Hackney,  RSA, Arcola 
Theatre, V22, artist Agnes 
Dene and many others. 

Duration July - August 2009 
Dalston Eastern Curve 
Garden - ongoing)

In summer 2009, at the suggestion of Muf, The Barbican Art Gallery approached 
Hackney Council to seek permission to commission a temporary installation for 
the Eastern Curve. The commission was a means of testing and evaluating public 
response to new and different uses for this space. The Barbican Art Gallery 
commissioned experimental architecture collective EXYZT to create The Dalston 
Mill over a six week period in July and early August. To animate the previously 
neglected space EXYZT installed a functioning windmill capable of producing low-
voltage electricity and supplying enough power for LED lighting. 

Reasons for choice

An example of a sustainable community engagement and the use of the meanwhile to 
build relationships with the local community / An example of a very short meanwhile 
project used for the immediate activation of an underused site during a much longer-
term development / An example of the meanwhile used as action research to then 
develop a relevant permanent programme for the site.

Team

Barbican Art Gallery (Initiators, commissioners, and funding body)
Curator: Francesco Manacorda

Other funding bodies - RSA, LB Hackney, Arts Council England

EXYZT  (Concept, Design and built)
Nicolas Henninger and the other members of the collective. 

muf architecture/art and  J&L gibbons (Research, consultants & Legislation) 

Landowners - LB Hackney

Other organisations involved - Arcola Theatre, V22, Gahu Dramatic Arts, Artburst, The 
Collaborator’s Guide Collective and Dan Lepard, Alexandre Bettler, Federico Fazenda 
and JBT, VoiCE, Celine Condorelli, Angels of Kaos,  Fergus Walker, UPIA, Kate Rich, Barbara 
Patkova, Gayle Chong Kwan, Four Aces Club.

Costs £100.000 approx.
(financial and in-kind)

Area 500m2 approx.
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Initiator

• A prestigious cultural organisation as 
client (Barbican Art Centre)
• In depth research carried out before 
the actual project started (Making Space 
in Dalston) which facilitated the project 
and made it relevant to locals. 
• A meanwhile project as a way of testing 
a future new green public space run by 
locals.

How did this project start?
In 2009 The Barbican Art Gallery was 
looking for sites, particularly in East 
London, for a series of outdoor projects 
for their Radical Nature exhibition. 
The Barbican initially contacted Muf 
architecture/art practice to recommend 
potential locations. At that time, Muf in 
collaboration with J&L Gibbons had just 
finished the first phase of ‘Making space 
in Dalston’, a self initiated mapping of 
the area.

The Barbican selected architectural 
collective EXYZT to create The Dalston 
Mill. Together with Muf, the Barbican 
approached LB Hackney to get 
permission to use the Eastern Curve (a 
derelict site by Dalston Junction) for an 
outdoor temporary installation.

What were the aims of the project?
For the Barbican Art Gallery the aims 
of the project were mostly to work 
outside the Barbican Centre and take 
the exhibition Radical Nature beyond 
its galleries and particularly to an area 
experiencing great change; Dalston. 
Muf saw the commission as a means of 
testing and evaluating public response 
to a potential new public space and its 
different uses. Muf also used this project 
to prove to the sponsors that it would be 
worth investing in this little intervention 
to make better, bigger and more 
permanent changes and improvements 
around that particular site. 
The London Borough of Hackney 
used the installation as a way to bring 
positive cultural activity at a time when 
the community was openly unhappy 
about the way Dalston Square was 
being developed. LB Hackney wanted 

to create a new public space were local 
people could potentially take ownership 
of a previously derelict site. 
For EXYZT, the aim was to ‘conceive and 
organise the project as a playground in 
which cultural behaviours and shared 
stories relate, mix and mingle’. (Nicolaas, 
EXYZT)

Conditions
• A project to help improve the 
relationships between various 
stakeholders of a new development.
• A council dealing with a private 
landowner in order to gain a new public 
space.
• The use of an art initiative to open up 
the discussion about the creation of new 
green spaces. 

What is the context of the project - 
physically, politically, socially?
In 2009 a large-scale development 
commenced in Dalston Junction that 
included new housing, a station and 
a new public square. From the very 
beginning this development created 
many disagreements between the 
different stakeholder groups, Barrett 
Homes (the developers) and LB 
Hackney.  A steering group was created, 
Open Dalston, which openly opposed 
the development as it was carried 
out without proper consultation and 
without taking into consideration the 
cultural assets that Dalston already had. 

In response, in-depth research was 
called for by Muf and J&L Gibbons 
which they presented to Design for 
London. They were given £1 million 
to carry this out by LB Hackney and 
Design for London. The research was 
mostly a cultural audit of Dalston 
and a mechanism to create personal 

relationships with different stakeholder 
groups to change Dalston for the better. 
From this research 76 potential projects 
that could improve Dalston and its 
public space were identified.  One of 
the locations identified was the Eastern 
curve, a derelict train line near Dalston 
Junction. 

Muf and J&L gibbons saw the 
opportunity of locating The Mill at the 
Eastern Curve as a mechanism to test 
one of these proposals and demonstrate 
to the public authority, sponsors and 
local residents the potential for a public 
space on this particular plot of land. 

The site:
LB Hackney owns half of the site. The 
other half is owned by the Kingsland 
Shopping Centre. LB Hackney, together 
with Muf and J&L Gibbons negotiated 
with the shopping centre and the car 
park the use the site on a temporary 
basis.

The initial deal was that while the 

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 



-63-

THE DALSTON MILL / Dalston / London / July - August 2009

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

shopping centre wasn’t using the site 
they would rent it to LB Hackney to be 
used as public space. They have a rolling 
contract so could potentially get the 
land back if the shopping centre needed 
it for particular developments in the 
area. The initial lease was for 2 years and 

it has been revisited since then.
To convince the shopping centre and 
show them that this proposal was not 
compromising there development plans 
for the site Muf showed them options 
on how the piece of land would develop 
over time –from the intervention of 
The Mill to the community garden, to 
paths to the shopping centre and other 
locations, etc.

The site had to be partially demolished 
and cleared as it had been used for years 
as a dumping ground. All the initial 
works to accommodate the site were 
funded by the Barbican Art Gallery. 
Initially the site had no access to water, 
electricity or sewage systems. 

Funding
• The use of matching agendas and goals 
(The Barbican and LB Hackney) to open 
up an empty plot and activate it.
• Very successful project but expensive 
as The Mill plugged into the Muf and J&L 
Gibbons research
• Installation had a small bar which 
helped fund the running of the project.

Who funded it? Where did you get money?
The Dalston Mill was funded by The 
Barbican Art Gallery with support (cash 
and in-kind) from the Arts Council 
England, RSA and the LB Hackney. 

EXYZT built The Mill for about 35K 
(materials, fees, logistics, renting 
scaffold, etc…) and another 65K was 
spent preparing the site, on logistics and 
PR and media related to the project. 

The Dalston Mill had an initial cost 
of around 100k but was considered 
a success due to the collaboration 
and matching agendas between the 
different organisations involved in the 

development of the Eastern Curve 
site. The Barbican benefited from the 
‘Open Space in Dalton’ research to get 
permissions quicker and have access to 
all the local networks already created 
by Muf and J&L Gibbons. Muff and 
J&L Gibbons on behalf of LB Hackney 
benefited from the capital invested 
by The Barbican on the Dalston Mill 
to test the site and demonstrate its 
potential for further investment.  The 
Mill and its successful transition to the 
Dalston Eastern Curve Garden had 
an approximate cost of 350k without 
including all the time invested by 
volunteers and individuals that gave 
their time for free. 

Did you make any money? Is the project 
commercially viable?
The Mill had a coffee shop and small 
pizza place. It didn’t make actual profit 
but helped raise some funding to cover 
other costs not included in the initial 
budget.

Legislation

• Muf as an example of a mediating body 
between the artists/architects and The 
Barbican with LB Hackney to get all the 
permissions for meanwhile occupation 
of a site. 
• The use of the meanwhile to start a 
conversation about the longer-term 
aspirations for an empty lot and to open 
it up for public use. 
• A new way of doing community 
consultation - through the making and 
creation of a communal experience 
which everyone can relate to. 

What were the rules influencing your 
process? Who were the decisions makers?
As Muf had already started all the 
conversations with the stakeholders 
around the Eastern Curve they became 
the mediators between LB Hackney and 
The Barbican to get all the permissions 
to use the site for the installation.  Muf 
applied for the planning application and 
temporary event notice on behalf of The 
Barbican.



-64-

THE DALSTON MILL / Dalston / London / July - August 2009

LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The Decorators 

Who was the legislative body?
LB Hackney 

Was the legislation process difficult?
The most difficult part of the process 
was the negotiation with the shopping 
centre to have permission to use the site 
temporarily. This is still an issue now for 
the Dalston Eastern Curve Garden as 
the future of the land is uncertain and 
there are many disagreements between 
stakeholders on the future of the project.

Program

• The Mill was an art installation, with a 
concept that was not a direct response 
to its context, but the way in which 
it was built and planned was highly 
localised and engaging for locals as well 
as visitors. 
• Many associations and cultural 
organisations around the site enriched 
the program by using its premises for 
performances, workshops and other 
activities.

How did this program develop?
Initially the Barbican was looking for 
a site to reinstate Agnes Dene’s work 
‘Wheatfield - A confrontation’ (1982). 
When EXYZT got involved they were 
inspired by this piece and developed the 
idea further to create a fully functioning 
mill and use the wheat to make flour 
and bake bread on site. 

The site became an open space for bread 
making workshops. At weekends it had 
a bar and an extensive programme 
of events, hosted mostly by different 
associations and local groups. 

Furthermore, the Dalston Mill was used 
to launch Create 09, an arts institution 
that supports and commissions 
inspiring and engaging public realm art 
and performance in London.

Design 

• The project wanted to create a small, 
tranquil, semi-rural oasis in the middle 
of an urban area, which at the time was 
dominated by major construction work.

• The project had a very informal look to 
it as it was made with scaffolding and 
recycled materials.
• The Mill was a complex piece of 
engineering which attracted attention 
from all over London. 

The design of The Mill was developed 
keeping in mind that the project would 
only run for a month. EXYZT used 
scaffolding and other systems that 
could be assembled quickly and then 
be reused. Most of the materials were 
recycled or donated in-kind. 

In order to create a sense of mystery and 

curiosity among the local community 
EXYZT proposed to invite visitors to 
enter the site through a small door. 
This feature, which was retained for 
the garden, creates a threshold that 
emphasises the transition from the 
urban environment to a new world. 

People

• The map (Making space in Dalston) 
was a good tool to engage the local 
community and to talk about the values 
of people and places around Dalston. 
• The characters and approach of EXYZT 
helped the different stakeholders set 
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aside their differences to work together 
for a communal goal. 

• The tone in which the different 
organisations promoted the installation 
and communicated The Mill addressed 
very different groups and audiences 
(Barbican audience vs local audience)
• The Mill was a mechanism to attract 
numerous local residents who later got 
involved in the community garden.  

Who was the project for? Was there a 
target audience? Did it match up with 
your end user?

The Dalston Mill attracted 14,500 visitors 
over the few weeks it was installed; 75% 
of these visitors were from Hackney and 
33% were from the immediate area. 
As mentioned, the success of this project 
was due to the research that Muf and J&L 
Gibbons worked on a year prior to the 
installation, which The Mill could quickly 
plug into. Numerous organisations and 
local associations got directly involved 
in the programming of the space, 
which encouraged local residents to get 
involved. 

Separately, The Barbican with its own 
media channels attracted a numerous 
amount of visitors interested in the 
artistic aspect of the installation itself.

Who was the driving force behind the 
project?
Before the The Dalston Mill appeared 
there were serious confrontations 
between stakeholders in response to 
the Dalston Square development. When 
EXYZT got involved they became not 
just the driving force to deliver The Mill 
but also consultants and mediators 
between all these stakeholders to  
bring the different agendas together 
(temporarily) and deal with these 
confrontations through the making and 
running of The Mill.

The particular open and friendly 
character of the members of the EXYZT 
collective helped break some barriers 
and create certain links with key 
members of the community.

The Mill helped to create new links and 
new communal aspirations for the site, 
where now some of the Open Dalston 
members are actively involved with the 
running of The Eastern Curve Garden.

Who supported the project?
Lots of local organisations and other 
partners supported the project, which 
helped its success and attracted different 
sections of the community:
The Barbican Art Gallery, RSA and 
Arts & Ecology Centre. Arcola Theatre, 
V22, Gahu Dramatic Arts, Artburst, 
The Collaborator’s Guide Collective 
and Dan Lepard, Alexandre Bettler, 
Federico Fazenda and JBT, VoiCE, 
Celine Condorelli, Angels of Kaos, muf 
architecture/art, Fergus Walker, UPIA, 
Kate Rich, Barbara Patkova, Gayle Chong 
Kwan, Four Aces Club and others. 

Building

• The Mill was built in just two weeks as 
EXYZT collaborated with Muf and J&L 
Gibbons who had a lots of connections 
in the area. 
• The networks made with the ‘Making 
space in Dalston’ research helped find 
partners to problem solve during the 
build. 
• The use of scaffolding facilitated the 
quick set up of the installation. 
• EXYZT were commissioned again after 
The Mill to build a roof for the Dalston 
Eastern Curve Garden which was built 
with a team of apprentices. 

Who prepared the site?
The site was prepared by The Barbican 
Art Gallery. Parts of the surrounding 
buildings had to be demolished and the 
whole site had to be flattened.

Who built it?
The installation was entirely built by the 
members of the EXYZT collective and a 
small team of volunteers.
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What was the build process?
Lots of research and preparation was 
done off site. As Muf and J&L Gibbons 
were involved with the project, EXYZT 
could build the installation in just 2 
weeks as they had access to lots of 
networks and infrastructures that 
facilitated the build and sped up the 
process. 

Was there anything unusual about the 
build process?
EXYZT were in charge of The Mill itself 
and the Barbican looked after the wheat 
field. 

Legacy

‘It is better start small with a small budget. 
Do a small project to create relationships 
and understand the space and the 
possibilities that can be achieved on that 
particular site’  (Nicolas from EXYZT)

• The Mill was a way of testing and 
demonstrating to the public authority 
how an underused lot could be used as 
a public space. Design for London then 
identified this site as a potential new 
green space and invested in it to create 
the Dalston Eastern Curve Garden
• The success of this project gave 
local people a positive experience 
of change.  It demonstrated how 
temporary interventions could change 
the perception of place and inspire new 
communal ambitions for the public 
realm.
• The communities surrounding the 
garden have become protectors of 
the space regardless of any future 
developments that involve the site and 
feel really strong about the continuity of 
the garden.
• The garden has become ‘the backyard’ 
of the Barrett Homes development and 
is a big selling point. 

Even before The Mill, the Eastern Curve 
area was already identified in the 
‘Making Space in Dalston’ research as a 
potential green area. The Dalston Mill 
was primarily used as a test for opening 
up this plot as a potential public space. 
Shortly after The Mill finished, the 

conversations to transform the Eastern 
curve into a community garden started. 
The Dalston Eastern Curve Garden was 
founded by Design for London, the 
London Development Agency and LB 
Hackney. 

A steering group was appointed to run 
the garden for the first 2 years and got 
funding for it. After this initial period 
the steering group had to go through 
another tender to manage the garden, 
which they won. The space does not 
receive any more public funding so is 
trying to sustain itself by running a small 
café, charging for other activities and 
receiving donations. 

The communities surrounding the 
garden have become protectors of 
the space regardless of any future 
developments that involve the site and 
feel really strongly about the continuity 
of the garden helping to the cohesion of 
the community.

After the success of the Eastern Curve 
Garden initiated by The Mill installation, 
DFL and LDA funded 7 other projects to 
improve other public realms identified 
in the  ‘Making space in Dalston’ audit. 
This included a play area in Gillette 
Square, a planting scheme on Ashwin 
Street and others. 


