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14 how to set up a self-

managed social centre

Matilda Cavallo

Having established in the previous chapter that reclaiming the ‘commons’ is an
urgent and necessary task, how can we put this into practice? How can we, in our
daily lives, create space to meet, plan and socialise and reclaim the commons? A quick
look around most cities shows us that there is a real shortage of places to live, meet,
think, drink or eat, without the government on your back, the corporations branding
your experience or your wallet taking a battering. Luxury condos, apartments, air
conditioned offices and chic boutiques are the downtown norm, growing endlessly
and attracting those with large incomes whilst at the same time displacing those
lower down the social ladder. This chapter shows how we can take back control, if
only in a small way, of the places where we live, by focusing on the experiences of
setting up independent social centres which bring together a number of activities like
meeting spaces, cinemas, cafes or open access computers. These can be applied to
self-managed projects of many sizes and types such as info shops, resource centres,
community cafes or large occupied communities or land squats. It’s not just about
what we actually do in these spaces, but also the process of learning and developing
our politics we go through to set up and organise these projects.

This chapter provides concrete advice on how to open, organise and maintain
these types of self-managed spaces. Intentionally, it combines information for those
who aim to squat, rent and buy, which are important political choices. Information
in this chapter draws on experiences in the UK and existing guides. While many
general ideas remain the same wherever you are, you need to seek out help
appropriate to your locality or country, especially in terms of technical and legal
matters where differences may have big implications. This is meant to be a guide to
help get people started. It is certainly not a blueprint or ‘one size fits all’ approach
— there is a rich tradition of autonomous space projects all of which provide their
own lessons and inspirations.
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making a plan )

What’s the big idea?

The possibilities are endless and there is no one set format, but you need to ask
yourself some questions. What do you want to achieve? What is the actual need? Is
there support for the idea and people committed to putting it into practice? Are there
groups in the area that would use the place? Have there been squats or other short-
term projects, and how did they work out? Will the effort be worth it?

eoo0dodooooBodososoode

Box 141 7o souat or not?

IFi2's Feasible, don't be put of £ 5}/ Sfaazlf/nﬁ Zo Zry out your idea.
Hoever, be fully acoare of the /ega/ Conseguences of Sgaaz‘z‘/‘ng
which may inolve Fines, confrontadions with the police, nefﬁ/zéoars

or other sguatters, or criruna/ records. IF you are neco 2o sguatting

What to include?
There are lots of different models you can think about:

* Aninfo shop which is a focus for a particular campaign or group

* Aradical bookshop

» Aresource centre which offers advice sessions, books and guides, and online
resources

* Independent open-source media centres and hacklabs

+ A cafe or bar which promotes food and drinks politics, such as
veganism, fair trading, local sourcing, and organic products

» Affordable space for gigs for local artists

» Independent cinema showing documentary films

* Rural projects, land squats and ecovillages

* Housing co-operatives
« Larger centres which bring together many of the above elements.

You also need to ask yourself do you want to buy (which will tie you down for a
number of years and start your project off with a gigantic debt), rent (which may
tie you down for a few months) or squat (which can be as long as you want, before
you get kicked out)!
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ecoodedoooBodosccrede
s de—//’n/z‘e/y a 3ood /dea Zo 33(‘ involved cwith pecple who have
experience. The aéi/ity Zo §§aaz‘ Cakes different Forms in different
places. In countries like 2he Netherlands, Belgitir and Germany
successtul negotiations oflen follow occupations, especially if yyou
can claim resSidence. In Scot/and, ITreland and the USH it is i/legal.
Sfaaz‘z‘fng in England and Wales Is not crisnnal or illegal, alt hough it
IS generdlly Seen as such. Thes it is UNLAWFUL, NOT ILLEGAL.
For exact laws on spuatting and what constitutes ' souatters
r/:3/755‘ consult Z/]e S?aaz‘z‘ers %andéoo( (,44!//50/‘)/ Services Ffor
S?aaz‘iers 2003). The main points include:

Squatting: key points

» Find a place that doesn’t look too smart — places are often easier to occupy if
they are owned by the council, a university or other large public institution.
Commercial landlords and property companies are unpredictable.

* Get in quietly without doing any damage.

» Secure all the entrances and change the lock on the entrance you are using.

* Check that the water, gas and electricity are on or can be turned on; sign on
for gas and electricity straight away.

* Make sure that someone is in all the time, especially during the day, at least
until the owner or council officials come round.

 If the police, owners or council officials come round don't open the door, but
tell them through the letterbox that this is now your home and you are not
going to leave until the owners get a possession order to evict you.

Finding a building

So where do you want to be? In the middle of a local community or housing estate,
on a busy high street or in the centre of a city? Each has their pros and cons. You
might want to serve a poor neighbourhood or help fight a campaign, or be in a central
place with maximising accessibility.

Whether you are looking to squat, buy or rent, the most effective way of finding a
building is to walk, bike or drive round every street of the area you are interested in.
If you are not sure, note the address and you can do a search for the owner through
the Land Registry in the UK (see resources at the end of this chapter).
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6oo0dedooooBodosecoede
Box 14.2 S?aaz‘ 5;0&‘05

Most areas have large numbers of emply properties. The most
Important Z‘/'//‘nj 15 2o £ind a place you are not going Zo get evicted
From guickly. Tt's difficult to tell how long a sguat will last #or.
T could be a while or you could be evicted in a couple of week's
2hrough the court. 12 's @/so important to know iF the owner has
a record of Violent evictions. Open/rg a neew 5§aaz‘ 1S aleoays a bt of
a 5%5/& but the rore you know the better your situation. Check
For 5/3/15 of” sSomeone /ft//'rg or wusing the éa//a/flg, how easy it is
2o get in and what the condition of the place is. 7o find owt i
Someone is going in and oud, Zry SZ‘/‘C(/’ng a srall piece of cellctape
across the bottorr of the door opening or, Better still, a hair held
by Cewo small blobs of superglue.

What state is it in? Using our own time and resources we can easily clean up a
building. The main thing is that it is structurally OK and that the roof, floors and
walls are in good condition.

sorting out the paperwork )
I. Renting/buying

If you are going to go down the legal route there will be a lot of paperwork to sort
out.

Sorting out the details If you put in an offer to buy a building, you
need to get a valuation report and a surveyors report, building plans,

a ‘Schedule of Works’, and quotes from builders for professional
work, and submit these to anyone you are borrowing money from, as well as to
Building Control in your council whose approval you'll need. If you are simply renting
a space, then you will probably have to do less, but be prepared to get any major
building works checked out or done professionally.

If you find a building you want to rent or buy you need to check what type of use
it is designated for — and you may need to get a change of use consent from the local
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government to allow you to do what you want to do. This can take several weeks so
don’t sign away any money until this is sorted out.

Getting a structure Torun a building legally some kind of registered legal structure
will be needed, which means a certain amount of bureaucracy. You will need to
appoint a secretary and treasurer, open a bank account, keep good accounts that you
have to submit, have regular meetings, and issue members with shares or cards. You
can get a bank account aimed specifically at community and not-for-profit groups,
from banks such as Unity, Triodos, Ecology or the Co-operative Bank.

eooodeddoootodocsoecoede
Box 14.3 Types of company structures in the UK

IF you decide to set up a structure for your self-managed space,
many pecple opt for a co-gperalive compary . A Co-operative Is a
business owned and controlled by its members, who a/So decide
collectively on the application of profits. Outsiders capnot have
a say in its running andy as a limited company, no one member can
be held liable For the Cco-cperdtive 's assets and debts. There are a
number of ways you can do ChIS:

o Liruted Ll‘aé/'/ify Company regi\sz‘erec/ at Comparies Youse
(cheapest and simplest cption)

*  Co-gperative company registered as a Friendly Society

s Commumty Interest Compary (ewhere assets are /ocked 2o

Zhe cammanfz‘y>
s Communty Land Trust (For larger Jand /r?/'ects>.

Making a business plan A business plan is a plan of who you are, what you want
to do and how you will do it. It is what you will be presenting to banks and people
you want to borrow money from, so it should be well thought through and fairly
respectable! You can get templates easily and they consist of the following:

* Basic outline of the proposal

* Description of the building and what will happen there
*  Who will be involved and how it will be organised

* A breakdown of all the costs
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* A cashflow with all projected inflows and outflows
*  What you want to borrow.

Mortgage and loans If you are buying, look around for ethical lenders and any
individuals who may wish to lend you money at low rates over a long period of time.
You will usually get a mortgage for about 70 per cent of the cost of the project. As
well as a mortgage to pay for the place, remember there will be other costs, such as
conveyancing, legal fees, building works, stamp duty and loan repayments until you
can generate income.

2. Squatting

The benefit of squatting a building is that you don’t have to worry about all the
bureaucracy associated with the above. However, even though you don’t do so
much official paperwork, it's useful to sort out things like collecting and banking
money, dealing with solicitors, owners, the media and bailiffs, and getting the utilities
turned on.

getting in and setting up )

I. Renting/buying

Once you have the building, you've only passed stage one! If you want to open to
members or the public, especially if you want to serve alcohol or have entertainment,
there are a number of things you need to do.

Getting a premises license If you want to hold any entertainment that is deemed

regulated or sell alcohol legally, then you need to get a premises
license. If you want to operate as a members’ club, then you need
to get a Club Premises Certificate. It's fairly expensive, there’s lots of
paperwork, and you will need to meet a list of conditions covering
crime and disorder, health and public safety, environmental health,

public nuisance and protecting children from harm.

Other things you should consider include: public liability and buildings insurance,
business rates (not-for-profit organisations can get discounts); and getting connected
to water, electricity, gas and telephone services (where you can use green or ethical
suppliers).
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2. Squatting

Getting in The most difficult part of squatting is actually gaining possession, often
due to steel doors, window grilles and padlocks. It is illegal to get into a property
by breaking in or damaging windows and doors. You could be arrested even if the
damage is minimal. You reduce the risk of running into legal problems if you find a
property that you can get into easily. Opening a squat by yourself can be risky; it’s
safer and often more fun to do it with others. Choose a sensible time of the day —most
people get a bit jumpy if they hear suspicious noises at night. When you move in, try
to make the place look lived in.

ecoodedooodtodoececroede
Box 14.4  Changing the Lock

The £irst 2¢hing Zo do atfer getding in is Zo c/mnge 2he lock on the
front door and secure all the entrances. Until you have control
over who comes in and out, you do not hAave possession and can
be evicted 5z‘ra/3/72‘ acoay £ the owwner or police copre round. It i's
a 3ooa/ idea £or one person o be paz‘z‘/nj on the lock while others
Secure windows and other doors, put wup curtains, get the kett/e
on and generally prepare to show LA you rean 2o stay. If Chere
/S one, lake the old Yale lock ofF éy unscrewing it Keplace the
old cylinder coith a neco one and put the lock back on. Keep 2he old
cy//'nc/er in a safe place in case you are accused of thett. You'l/

reed o add a stronger lock, such as a mortice, later on.

Security Putting up a legal warning (called a Section 6 Notice, which you can get
from the Advisory Service for Squatters or download from their website) in a front
window or on the front door may be helpful, as it may deter the police or owner from
breaking in. But you must have someone in a place all the time to back it up. A legal
warning will not stop you being evicted on its own. Giving a printed copy to the police
saves you trying to explain verbally that you can stay if they arrive early on.

Dealing with the police After you've changed the lock, it is best to start moving
your things in as soon as possible. This is the point when the police are most likely to
arrive. Don’t let them in if you can avoid it. However, the police do have a legal right
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Figure 14.1 Fitting a Yale lock

Source: The Squatters Handbook (2005).

to enter a place if they have a warrant. You should tell the police something like:
‘We have moved in here because we have nowhere else. We did not break anything
when we entered and we have not damaged anything since. Itisn’t a criminal matter,
it’s a civil matter between us and the owners, and they must take us to court for a
possession order if they want us to leave’.

Getting connected to utilities Gas and electricity can be deadly. Make sure someone
knows what they are doing. If in doubt seek help. If supplies have been disconnected
it is probably too much hassle to get the supplies back on. It is an offence to take gas
and electricity, and since you can get a supply connected and pay for it, even in a
squat, it might be worth it.

organising the space and its activities )

The size and dimensions of your space, as well as time and money,
shape its possibilities and limitations. Social centres usually become

hubs for a huge variety of direct action groups, campaigns and

activities including: anarchist, anti-capitalist and working-class politics, peace,
anti-consumerist politics, asylum and migration issues, queer politics, co-operative
politics, environmental politics, media and creative resistance, international solidarity
or anti-privatisation struggles. Whether you are squatting, renting or buying, here
are some tips on how spaces can be organised.
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Getting people involved
You might not have a shortage of ideas, but it can become a nightmare if it all comes
down to a few people working very hard. There needs to be enough people, from

the start, interested in taking on different aspects of running the centre, as well as

a steady stream of new active members (and there will be a turnover of people) as

well as new volunteers. You can’t run round forcing people to pitch in, but there are

steps you can take to make getting involved as accessible as possible:

Have information on how to get involved on membership applications and
general leaflets.

Put up notices around the place.

Create a rota system that people can sign up to.

Encourage people to be welcoming to anyone interested in actively helping
out.

Hold ‘open days’ for those wanting to actively help run the centre with
information on volunteering and talks about the structure of the centre.
Advertise general meetings well.

How are you going to meet?

Whatever the status of your space, you'll need to set up meetings to make decisions.
If you are committed to making decisions without leaders then it’s a good idea to set
up a way of meeting and making decisions that reflects this (see Chapter 4). Most
centres have an open general meeting of all members (weekly, biweekly or monthly)

at a set time. Good facilitation is essential to making large meetings run well. Meetings
will soon plummet if they are poorly facilitated, dominated by an obvious clique or if
people perceive their input isn’t valid. Being open and flexible is the key to building

vibrant autonomous spaces.

Keeping in touch
Email is an essential organisational tool in today’s connected world.

But be aware of potential problems and how to resolve them. For
example, it's worth remembering that many people still don’t have
email, so don’t use it for making decisions. Make sure you print out any important

emails like proposals or agendas and physically post them up on notice boards.

Designate someone to make phone calls to contact people who don’t have email

about meetings, etc. Many of us suffer from email overload and if your lists are high

traffic you could try different types of lists which people can subscribe to —separating,

for example, organising, announcements or political discussions. Emails can also
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be full of misunderstandings and flaring so make sure you have a clear users guide
from the beginning and a good moderator who is prepared to implement it. Rotate
this role as it can be a lot of work.

Getting enough resources together

Resources, especially financial ones, are always scarce. Good ways to raise money
include membership fees, direct debits, benefit gigs, donations, cafes, bars or bookshops
selling solidarity products like T-shirts, fair trade coffee, CDs and DVDs. Some social
centres buy buildings big enough to include a housing co-operative, which helps pay
towards the running costs of the social centre. But a key resource is enough people
willing to support the project in their spare time. Normally, most people will offer their
time only for a while leaving a smaller group of volunteers to do the majority of the
work. People are not normally paid, which helps towards a feeling of equality.

Getting activities happening

You might have different groups of people already interested in taking on different
aspects of the centre. In general meetings you can discuss the potential uses of the
space and identify areas that need collectives to figure out what to do. Remember
to have clear contact details for all these groups and a way that people can propose
new activities and be supported in getting them going. Social centres are about
helping people to feel that they are not just consumers. A list of potential collectives

includes:
* Cafe e Film club/cinema
* Bar » Bike workshop
» Gigs/events * Artspace
* Bookshop e Maintenance/cleaning
* Garden » Finance
» Skills sharing e Kids club
* Theatre ¢ Community outreach

* Language classes

Connecting with the outside world

One of your aims may be to connect to groups outside your space. These may
include your immediate neighbours (very important if you are squatting), potential
volunteers and users of the building, campaign groups, those with certain needs,
such as asylum seekers, the homeless, young people, those needing welfare advice,
etc. Here are some tips:
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|

independent bookshops/library -- free shops -- women’s support
groups -- mail box and office for campaign groups -- storage for
banners/demo — materials -- food co-op -- cheap bar -- art
space/printing facilities

loom weaving/silk screen printing -- language classes for
refugees -- kids’ events -- self defence sessions — prisoner
support — knitting -- credit unions -- hacklabs/open access
terminals/internet -- recording studios -- photo dark room --
banner-making -- wood/metal working -- healing spaces -- crash
accommodation for visitors -- allotments, permaculture garden --
gig and band practice space

Vegan café/ community meals -- political meeting/gathering
space -- asylum, housing and claimants support -- bike hire/bike
repair classes -- skill sharing workshops --
independent/community cinema -- exhibitions/mural area --
dance and yoga classes -- reading groups/ writing workshops

Figure 14.3 Activities in UK social centres

Source: Matilda Cavallo.

* Make a clear display area in the space on how to get involved.

* Use a sandwich board or events board outside the building.

* Make sure working collectives are clearly contactable and
have regular, open meetings.

* Set up an email discussion/announcements/organising list

but also make sure that those without email are contacted.

* Have a central phone contact or email address that is checked regularly but
rotates around different people.

* Have a clear and easy to use website or monthly flier advertising all events
happening, how to get involved, how to donate and find the space.

»  Work with local groups to target new ones, such as asylum seekers, tenants
groups, those with disabilities.

Trapese 06 chaps13_14 227 12/3/07 13:26:51



do it yourself: a handbook for changing our world

eoo0dedboooBodososode

Box 14.5 Some (ey bits of the social centres J'gsaco

A members clud

Many social certres set themselies wup as members clubs. This
means access is restricted to members and quests, and you have
o adopt rules covering issues suUch as joining policy, conduct,
ams, etc. The centre can be open Zo the public & other Cimes
and the members restrictions only wusually apply when alcohol is
on sale or reﬂa/czz‘ea( entertanment Is occarrf/g. IZ's easy Zo 3ez‘
over a thousand members just through +riends and pecple visiting.
You can become a members club by adopling a set of rules ad a
3enerd/ Meez‘/nj.

Finances

%m///g a wwell orjan/\Sec/ Linance collective is a real prioridy, e5/ec/a//y
£ here are /ega/ re?a/remenf\s Zo pay bills on Zime and produce
accounts.

Cafe

7o serve food o the public you will need to be a registered food
business that mantans Food Agiene stapdards. A cafe collective
will need 2o look into feasible opening times and statting, a workable
mentty suppliers, orgqanising traning in food Aygiene, setting prices,
and getting all 2he necessary eguipment Cogeter.

Organfsfnﬁ events

A building coith multiple uses may lead o dowble bookings and
clashes, and reeds some co-ordination of wuses and events. THis is
also Something to discuss at a generdl meeting: what is the 51,(/‘/:1//73
wsed For and howo is this co—ordinaded? A 500(/‘/755 co-ordinating
collective 15 a good way Zo do 2his.

722,(///75 responsibility

K2 wnning an open, busy space, especially one thad serves alcokhol, means
¢had /new‘iaé/y 2here cill be conflicts. Make sure thal volusteers are
ell Supported and not lef? isolated or vetlnerable. You can wunderdake
de—escalation Z‘ra/'n/nj Zo help with contlict and set wp a mediation
group. IZ ‘s importat CAhad there are designated co-ordinators for

important tasks, such as cashing up and locking up.
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* Have an attractive leaflet explaining clearly what the space is for and distribute
it regularly.

» Make sure information about your space is on relevant contact lists, for example,
in the volunteers bureau or on lists of community resources.

leaving and moving on )

Self-managed spaces close or move on for a variety of reasons. A campaign may end,
group energy may be sapped, finances may go belly up, the landlord may cancel your
tenancy. In the case of squats, groups are usually evicted.

If you are serious about fighting an eviction then there are key things you should
do:

* Getlots of support from everyone you know — the more people the better.

* Set up arota so there are people there all the time.

» Set up a watch to keep an eye out for the police and bailiffs. Remember bailiffs
often use physical force, so watch out for this.

» Agree in advance a timetable, for example, how long are you prepared to stay
and resist.

» Get people with specific skills — climbers for going on the roof, samba band for
making lots of noise, someone to write a press release, people to talk to the
local media.

* Contact the media and get them and the community on your side (stress any
aspects favourable to you, for example, is it a David and Goliath battle against
developers?). What positive things have you done whilst there which will make
people support you?

e Video it — it will document any illegal actions by the police
and bailiffs and may also be useful evidence later. Make some
huge banners to advertise what'’s happening to the world.

« If it all goes belly up, make a contingency plan and have

somewhere else to go.
» Beprepared to also build physical defences to resist evictions, such as barricades.
Have enough people outside and inside to protect the doors and windows.

This chapter has outlined some of the basic ideas, contacts and skills for setting up
autonomous spaces. It's hard work and there is no avoiding the problems — dealing
with difficult people, lack of money, free time or resources, and problems with the
police and authorities. But it is immensely rewarding to be part of a collective, self-
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ecoodedooodstodoecocrede
Box 14.¢ Sfaat &iction

Unless the owoner simply get's their place back because nobody was
iny Chey meest apply 2o the cowurds Ffor a possession order. Any other
method will probably be illegal. Fortunatelhy, illegal evictions are rare
betd you should aleays Lry Lo afe action against anyone who does
2his or even ries to. In the UK, the usua/ clam for a possession
order against sguatters is a standard one of : respass \. But there's
Zhe /7055/5///2‘5/ of a nasty optional add-on, an application for an
Znterin Cor iem/)ora/y> Possession Order ( IPO). This was one of
Lhe witi-spudting measures in the 1994 Cririnal Justice and Public
Order Act. The nasty 4it is that once an IPO is made against you
and served on he sguat, normally Ay letter, it's a cririnal offence
1ot Zo leave within 24 hours, and the police can arrest and charge
you. DON'T PANIC ABOUT SUCYH A LETTER. IE just means the
owoner has Found ot yout ‘re there. It doesn 't necessarily even mean

Z‘/?ey re 50//73 o take you Co court soon. That coil! depend on horo
wrgently they want the place, how efficient they are and Juck!

managed project. Go and talk to other people who have done this. Make a plan, think
about it, get people excited — but at the end of the day experiment and do it!

Matilda Cavallo lives between Italy and the UK and has been involved in squatting and
setting up social centres for over a decade. This chapter also draws on information taken
from The Squatters Handbook and guides by the Cowley Club social centre in Brighton
and the Radical Routes Network in Leeds.

C resources
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Websites

General
Diggers and Dreamers Guide to Communal Living www.diggersand-
dreamers.org.uk

Intentional Communities http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intentional_
community

Social Centres http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_center

The Commoner www.commoner.org.uk/ (A web journal for other values.)

The Land is Ours www.thelandisours.org/
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Squatting

Advisory Service for Squatters www.squatter.org.uk

Italian Squats http://tutto.squat.net

No Frills Melbourne Squatters Guide www.geocities.com/squattersguide
Schnews Squatting Guide www.schnews.org.uk/diyguide/squatting.htm
Squat Net http://squat.net/

Squatters Handbook Australia www.cat.org.au/housing/book.htm
Wikipedia Definition http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squatting

Networks

Global Infoshops Network www.eco-action.org/infoshops/
Italian Social Centres www.ecn.org/presenze/

UK Social Centres Network www.socialcentresnetwork.org.uk

Co-operative advice/finance

Catalyst Collective Ltd www.eco-action.org/catalyst

Co-operative and Community Finance www.icof.co.uk
Co-operatives UK www.cooperatives-uk.coop

Industrial Common Ownership Movement www.icof.co.uk/icom
National Community Development Association www.ncdaonline.org
National Confederation of Co-operative Housing www.cch.org.uk
Radical Routes www.radicalroutes.org.uk

Social Centres Network www.socialcentresnetwork.org.uk
Upstart Services Ltd www.upstart.coop

Working Men’s Clubs and Institutes Union www.wmciu.org.uk

UK Government sites

Companies House www.companieshouse.gov.uk

Financial Services Authority www.fsa.gov.uk

UK Licensing Act 2003 www.opsi.gov.uk/acts/acts2003/2003001 7. htm

E-lists

Infoshops e-list send an email to lists@tao.ca with the words ‘subscribe infoshops’
London Social Centres Network londonscn@yahoo.co.uk

UK Social Centres Network http://lists.riseup.net/www/info/socialcentrenetwork
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