
Notes from THCVS Voluntary Sector Premises Forum, 27th June 2017 

In attendance: 

Catherine Fell, Neighbours in Poplar 

Shahista Chaiwala, Early Years Network Tower Hamlets 

Jama Omar, Somali Senior Citizens Club 

Eddie Coppinger, Legal Advice Centre 

Debbie Bull, Scallywags Parent Partnership Nursery 

Katarine Pillai, Wapping Playgroup 

Nazrul Islam, Dorset Community Association 

Joycelyn Hayford, Black Womens Health and Family Support 

Simon Rouse, Tower Hamlets community Transport 

Neal Harvey, Bethnal Green Weightlifting Club 

Kate Gould, Scallywags Parent Partnership Nursery 

Steve Hill, LBTH 

Nadir Ahmed, LBTH 

Mohammed Ahad, LBTH 

David Freeman, LBTH 

 

1.  Rents, leases and offset 

Update from LBTH 

Officers from LBTH acknowledged the issues and concerns expressed around access to and charging for 

premises, and in particular to the concerns of organisations based in buildings that are not currently on 

the ‘community buildings list’.  VCS Strategy Manager David Freeman introduced a paper that was due 

to go to Grants Scrutiny and Grants Determination meetings 

(http://democracy.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s108135/GDSC%2010%20July%202017%20Comm

unity%20Blgs.v5.0.pdf), which proposed the following: 

 
“1. Agree to extend the scope of the review of Council owned community buildings occupied 
by voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations agreed by Cabinet on 1 November 
2016 to include all Council owned buildings occupied by VCS organisations; 
 
2.  Agree that the process and criteria for reduced rent agreed by Cabinet on 1 November 
2016 be extended to apply to all Council buildings and reviewed to ensure they are 
appropriate in the context of the wider review of Council support to the VCS; and 
 
3. Agree that further work is carried out to explore the potential unintended consequences for 
local services of implementing the new arrangements and ways of mitigating the impact, 
including exploring possible transitional arrangements for organisations affected by the 
changes, where appropriate.” 
 

If agreed, this proposal will allow for the development of an updated, more comprehensive premises 
policy.  Crucially, it is likely that it will also mean that current negotiations for new rents are put on hold 
whilst a comprehensive list of all council owned buildings is compiled and the means for rent reduction 
more fully developed. 

http://democracy.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s108135/GDSC%2010%20July%202017%20Community%20Blgs.v5.0.pdf
http://democracy.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s108135/GDSC%2010%20July%202017%20Community%20Blgs.v5.0.pdf


 
 Questions and concerns:   

a. Particular issues for community playgroups in relation to this review.  Nov 2016 Cabinet paper 

and subsequent communications with the council all suggest that playground should not have 

access to discounted rent as it will place them at an unfair disadvantage in the childcare market.  

Playgroups’ response is that they are small scale, parent led, community provision; all but one 

of the groups affected is a registered charity (the other is a CIC with a cap on profits and 

salaries) so their operating environment is demonstrably different to commercial nurseries. 

 

b. Do we know about all the buildings the council owns and how they are used?  Broadly yes, 

though in some cases usage has shifted over time and not all changes have been documented.  

Example given of building(s) originally zoned as a factory, but since re-defined as a ‘community 

transport resource centre’.  Is the council aware of this?  Have the records been updated? 

 

c. A number of organisations currently in the process of negotiating with the council about leases 

and rent levels are worried about budget planning and possible eviction.  If the proposed paper 

is agreed by Grants Scrutiny and Grants Determination what will happen to current 

negotiations?  As the new paper proposes an assessment and review of all community buildings 

and unintended consequences of the Nov 16 cabinet paper it will take a few months to do the 

work, draft a new policy and then get it approved.  The current proposal is to hold over current 

arrangements for this financial year whilst new plans are made and new, clear longer term 

arrangements put in place for 2018-19. 

 

d. What about organisations who are keen to sign leases now to assure MSG payment, or need 

to get something in writing in order to assure other funders that tenancy is safe?  In these 

cases it may be possible to agree a memorandum of understanding in the run up to the lease, or 

commitment to agree a lease/licence.  There may however be legal issues here – individual 

organisations should seek legal advice.  It is ultra vires (outside of the law) for the council (and 

other grant makers, if that is their policy) to make payments if arrangements are not in place. 

 

e. For organisations in buildings that are in need of repair it might be advisable to agree a make 

good/cooling off period, i.e a temporary licence on current terms and conditions whilst repairs 

are made and new policy is created and agreed. 

 

f. How should an organisation or individual citizen check on and change the status of building, 

i.e its inclusion on the community buildings list?  Concern that the Children’s centre in 

Wapping should be allowing community to use upper floors but these are now being managed 

by another agent, with very limited access for anyone else.   Any concern about particular 

buildings/requests for reclassification can be sent in writing to the Corporate Director for Place 

– Acting Corporate Director at the moment is Ann Sutcliffe:  

ann.sutcliffe@towerhamlets.gov.uk   

 

g. Will the new Community Hubs, if/when they are managed by voluntary organisations, be able 

to access the 80% discount on community rent?  No, they will need to pay the full rent, on the 

mailto:ann.sutcliffe@towerhamlets.gov.uk


basis that they will be able to earnincome from renting out space in teh Hub to other 

organisations. 

 

h. Is it true that community buildings are no longer allowed to have liquor licences?  Some 

community centres used to have licensed bars but not many do any more.  Not sure, will need 

to check. 

 

i. Discussion about lack of response to Freedom of Information (FOI) requests in relation to this, 

and more widely.  Organisation has submitted a number of requests but not head back.  

Whatdotheyknow.com lists all of thes: 

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/body/tower_hamlets_borough_council  

2.  Community Hubs 

The Nov 16 cabinet paper proposed the creation of a network of council-run community hubs.  There 

hasn’t been much news about these in recent months, in part because the issues around rent and leases 

have been taking up so much time.     

a.  Christian Street will be the first hub and is due to open soon.  The council will be looking for 

organisations to hire the spaces here.  It will be sessional hire rather than taking on longer term 

tenants.  No detail yet about what the costs will be or how bookings will be taken/managed. 

 

b. Lack of information about where/when other hubs will be established and which (if any) existing 
community buildings will be turned into hubs.  A number of organisations are interested in 
moving into hub space, managing hubs themselves, or in changing the use of their current 
buildings into a hub model.  Could a working group be formed to look at this?    Would need to 
include named officers from the council  

c. 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?  

d. 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?  

ACTIONS: 

 THCVS to set up meeting for organisations/individuals interested in development of Community 
Hubs, potentially leading to development of separate ‘Hubs Working Group’.  Named council 
officers to be identified as potential participants. 

 Delegation from Premises Forum to visit Christian Street Hub when it opens in order to find out 
more about the space, plans for hire fees, storage, booking etc. 

 THCVS to compile list of useful resources for organisations looking to hire, run or manage 
premises, including information about insurance and licencing. 

 

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/body/tower_hamlets_borough_council

