
THCVS Premises Forum 

Collated concerns of voluntary organisations in 
council owned premises 

Notes from meeting 16th June 2017 

In the run up to the June Premises Forum THCVS called a meeting of organisations that had 
contacted us with concerns about their current/future lease arrangements with LBTH in the 
preceding few months.  The majority of concerns raised were about implications and 
implementation of the November 2016 Cabinet paper on Community Buildings.  They are 
listed below and generalised to reflect the experiences of the whole group. 

A. Risk management and uncertainty around leases 

1. Many organisations have seen significant increases in proposed rent with pressure to 
agree and sign leases quickly.  Charitable boards have a duty to act prudently and to 
seek advice where necessary; there needs to be time for negotiation.  

2. Pressure to agree leases felt especially by groups who currently do not have access 
to rent offset so feel pushed to sign up to market rent.  Very few organisations will 
have planned for this sort of increase or have anywhere near the level of 
reserve/resource to cover the cost.  

3. Sense that organisations have been treated differently – some given more time than 
others, some had changes agreed where others felt  there was little/no scope for 
discussion.  If new premises policy is about ensuring fairness that processes 
associated with it need to feel fair and transparent  

4. Continuing inflexibility on charitable/community playgroups access to discount, 
assumption that these providers can operate commercially; as playgroups (mostly in 
buildings of limited space) providing free childcare for 2 and 3 yr olds  they do not 
have the capacity to increase places or charge higher fees  

5. Unsolicited suggestions and brokerage from LBTH about how organisations should 
reduce, divide or share space, who they should share with, when 
arrangements should be agreed by etc.  Not clear if these were instructions, ideas or 
‘take it or leave it’ discussions.  Is there a way to make this a more open process?  

6. Some organisations informed that office space of any kind (even when the office is 
part of a community building) is not eligible for community offset.  This was never 
mentioned as part of any of the premises discussions; whilst some VCS organisations 
mostly use activity space (e.g community halls, classrooms) some (e.g advice 
organisations) use an office environment for their community work, and most 
organisations will need administration/file space  

 

 



 
 B. Access to Offset  

7.  When organisations are presented with new leases they do not know if the 80% 
offset is likely to apply.  The two processes (lease and offset assessment) are 
separate, administered by two separate council departments, and the draft leases 
make no reference to offset.    It’s therefore difficult for organisations to know with 
any kind of certainty whether if they are signing up to the full rent or 20% of the 
total.   It appears there are two separate criteria at play - overall eligibility (based on 
the type of organisation, whether its activities/contracts may rule it out due to 
competition or other policy rules) and assessed eligibility following the use of the 
quality assurance assessment mechanism - both need clear communication so that 
trustees can make informed decisions about whether/when to move. 

8. Unclear if discount will apply from the date of final assessment or start of lease.  If 
awarded after lease is signed will it be backdated to start?  

9. Not clear why the offset is not available (in principle, allowing for Pre Visible 
assessment) to all organisations using council-owned premises for community 
activity.  Impression from previous premises discussions (in 2016) was that although 
a core of organisations on the community buildings list, particularly those currently 
holding MSG, would be prioritised for lease and offset discussions but that this 
would set a precedent for other organisations in ‘non list’ council premises.  

10. Understanding among some groups, following discussion at Grants Determination 
meetings,      that access to offset has been linked to planning classification (D1 
Community usage).  Can this be changed?  Can application be widened to 
organisational rather than planning usage?  If not, can buildings be reclassified?  
What is the process for this?  

11. Information about how to access offset (the assessment process, whether PQASSO 
or other similar schemes can be used, how long the process takes) is very limited.  A 
factsheet or similar on the whole offset process would be most welcome.  

 
 C. Community Hubs  

12. Lack of information about where/when hubs will be established and which (if any) 
existing community buildings will be turned into hubs 

13. How does an organisation decide whether to move its activities to a hub?  More 
detail is needed about location, pricing, booking, storage, access etc  

14. Nov 2016 paper states that council will run the hubs for an initial period and may 
then agree for them to be managed by community organisations.  Is there a process 
for expressing interest in managing community buildings?  How will managing 
organisations be selected?  

15. Question about whether hubs will be themed; Granby Hall has been suggested as a 
Somali hub, but will it also be available for hire by non-Somali organisations?  Also, 
there was discussion in the forum about a women's hub - is that likely?  



 D. Communications  

16. Lack of communication on link between lease arrangements/rent payments and 
MSG.  Very few of the organisations discussed at Commissioners/Grants 
Determination meetings were formally told by their grants officer or by other LBTH 
colleagues that their case would be up for consideration; some heard verbally from 
officers, others were given a heads up by THCVS.  Strong feeling that if an 
organisation is to face any action from the council (relating to stopped payments, 
delayed payments, discussion at public meeting) there should be a formal, timely 
way of letting them know,  verifying their position and giving them a right of reply. 

17. Lack of certainty (plus unwillingness to discuss) whether offset will apply has left 
trustees unwilling to sign leases  

18 Verbal conversations (about timescales, likely rent levels, application of offset) 
sometimes contradictory and not followed up with written confirmation so 
organisations unsure of their position  

19 Stalling in negotiations/drop in contact from LBTH following meetings/letters has left 
process unclear  

20 Split in responsibility around leases and offset (and around the strategic and 
operational aspects of VCS premises as a whole) has left organisation unclear around 
who they should talk to - the Third Sector Team, the Assets Team, Legal team, 
Planning, the Mayor?  Clarity on who is in charge and where to get 
answers/responses on particular aspects of the premises work would be really 
helpful 

 

Agreed that issues raise would be compiled and circulated by THCVS, then: 

- Used as basis of discussion for upcoming Premises Forum 
- If necessary, formulated into letter to Mayor and other key LBTH contacts, asking for 

detailed response and action  
 
NB, Since this meeting and the subsequent Premises Forum a paper to extend the scope of 
the Community Buildings Review has been agreed, so letter has not been written/sent:  
http://democracy.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s108135/GDSC%2010%20July%202017
%20Community%20Blgs.v5.0.pdf  
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