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INTRODUCTION
SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH GOALS AND METHODS

The goals of the research were to:

1. Explore the work that the Foundation can best do to 

develop relationships with, and meet the needs of, the 

local community;  

2. Support strategic thinking about the local community 

incorporating those who travel to the site/area and/or visit 

the Foundation;  

3. Help develop a programme of activity that builds on the 

Foundation’s commitment to promoting well-being and 

can be sustained for the long term.

The research has involved:

1. Conducting an interview survey with 37 representatives 

from local organisations and groups and participating 

in two group discussions to explore constructions of 

community in Limehouse, community resources and 

needs, and potential links with St Katharine’s.  

2. Mapping the key people and institutions in the area  

and identifying their pressing issues and concerns. 

This also identified the imagined boundaries that could 

prevent people from using the space, people’s patterns 

of sociality, and what informal social networks of  

support exist.  

3. Identifying relationships that can be sustained in the 

longer term between the Foundation and its surrounding 

communities, helping to create connections between 

people and projects that could meet social needs.

The purpose of this research was to help the Royal Foundation of  

St Katharine develop a stronger presence in the local community, 

particularly with a focus on well-being services as part of their plans  

to extend and develop their existing site. 

Introduction
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There are numerous definitions of community – this report focuses most 

closely on communities of place and the people who live or work in the 

areas surrounding the Royal Foundation of St Katharine. Tower Hamlets 

is, as many have noted, more a collection of old villages than a borough 

with a strong collective identity, and these local identities remain strong. 

Their boundaries, however, have shifted and remain porous even as 

immigration and the housing crisis are causing communities to be defined 

in new ways along lines of culture and interest. 

‘THE COMMUNITY’ OF THE 
ROYAL FOUNDATION AND ITS 
GEOGRAPHIES

‘The Community’ of the Royal Foundation and its Geographies

Initially the research focused on Limehouse, however there 

is a strong ‘everyday’ sense of the boundaries of Limehouse 

that are: Commercial Road to the Thames, and Westferry to 

Butcher Row (though several saw this boundary as Branch 

Road). This boundary (marked in red in Figure 1 on page 6, 

with the Royal Foundation of St Katharine marked with the  

red circle) bears little correspondence to the ward boundary 

(marked in purple). 

Put along side a map showing the historic parish boundaries 

from 1870, it’s clearly visible how the modern construction 

of major roads and railways (aided by WWII bombing, 

which destroyed the church St James Ratcliffe allowing the 

Foundation to be moved here) have transformed the old 

parish boundaries, cutting earlier resident understandings of 

this neighborhood community in half, while Ratcliff itself has 

been erased.

In physical terms, the research found that the Rotherhithe 

Tunnel seems to be the physical barrier that now divides 

Limehouse from Shadwell, with Commercial Road and Branch 

Road as additional barriers. As a result, there is a clear feeling 

that the Foundation sits on the very margins, the hub of where 

several different communities touch without quite coming 

together. Thus, while research originally focused on the 

geographical community of Limehouse, it expanded to include 

a wider area, which also explored the experience of East 

End organisations a little further away but connected to us as 

communities of shared ethos.
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while not well known to the Foundation were in fact aware 

of this aspect of the current provision, many of them having 

come for work retreats or meetings in the space. In addition, 

a number of older residents remembered fondly the garden 

parties once held in the summers and have enjoyed visiting.  

It seems that putting some thought into how groups now 

using the retreat and conference space might interact with 

the new development would be very useful. For example, 

many different groups of Tower Hamlets employees regularly 

use the space for away-days – this includes people involved 

in counselling, home visits to support parents, and housing 

association employees, all of whom could contribute a great 

deal. They all have mentioned the wonderful work of the 

staff and how much they have appreciated the feeling of the 

foundation as an oasis and a space of spirituality and peace 

that is neither entirely a church nor a secular space.

‘The Community’ of the Royal Foundation and its Geographies

Figure 1: Boundaries of Limehouse and surrounding wards 

This allows the Foundation to think of its local community in 

a very expansive way, driven more by its mission and those it 

chooses to serve from the very different geographies of race 

and class that surround it. 

This also makes it an ideal place to bring different groups 

together to try and connect people across their divisions 

and help to build the mutual trust and support that is almost 

universally desired. This also suggests it stay away from  

trying to see itself as a traditional community centre or parish 

hall as there is no community for it to become the centre  

of, and other such places already exist whose work should  

be supported. 

There is, of course, the existing community of those who 

use the Foundation as a retreat and conference space. A 

surprising number of those interviewed from the local area, 

A number of people saw the Foundation’s geographical position in a very 

positive way. Identifying it as a kind of crossroads means that it doesn’t 

clearly belong to any one community, and this puts it outside some of the 

dividing lines that mark the geographies of class and race in the East End. 
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Figure 2: Median Household Income in Tower Hamlets (Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission Introductory Evidence Pack)
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CHART 1:
CHALLENGES FACING THE COMMUNITY
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COMMUNITY CHALLENGES AND 
NEEDS
THE CHALLENGES AS IDENTIFIED BY THE COMMUNITY

Community Challenges and Needs

“ In the good old East End people took others 

in – there were families growing up where kids 

never knew who would be sleeping on the living 

room floor because people helped one another. 

We need to rebuild a trusting community... ”

The chart on page 8 illustrates what people felt were the 

challenges facing the community. The grey columns represent 

what they stated were the challenges when asked directly. In 

their answers they tended to limit themselves to two or three 

key areas, so this column in a sense shows their immediate 

perceptions and priorities. 

The darker columns represent the other issues that emerged 

through the discussion generated by the interview questions. 

To some extent these match the perceived challenges, 

but clearly there are a number of issues that, while not 

immediately springing to mind as a concern, were widely  

felt as important.

There is an immense sense of loss and 

frustration that tight communities and families 

have been destroyed as local pubs and shops 

close and children are being forced to move 

far away to find housing. This fragmentation 

of community is felt most keenly in the older 

more traditional white community for whom 

everything has changed. The anecdotal 

evidence is that their children have moved 

further east, to places like Barking and beyond, 

though they return when they can.

Among people in the white community interviewed, there 

seem to be several different narratives explaining this, often 

held simultaneously by the same person. One the one hand 

the rise of luxury gated housing and connected development 

is blamed, especially as this is often inhabited by a very 

transient population or city workers who only live there 

Monday through Thursday (when the units are inhabited  

at all). On the other hand the Bengali community is often 

resented, especially as the need for genuinely affordable 

housing is so inadequate and there is a perception that the 

needs-based letting system has tended to prioritise Bengali 

families over ‘locals’.

At the same time the Bengali community is now facing the 

same dynamics. As children grow up, they are often living 

longer with their parents in cramped quarters, which causes 

stress, or being forced to move far away which again, causes 

stress. The need for quality housing is threatening the 

importance of living close to extended family, and all families 

are dealing with very difficult decisions about what should be 

prioritised. Both groups face and fear a future without local 

family support.

The housing crisis extends far beyond these two groups, of 

course. All immigrants from Somalis to Eastern Europeans 

are struggling to obtain housing, as are students and recent 

graduates. A number of people discussed the absence 

of a housing ladder, and the negative impact it has on the 

community as young couples feel they have to move out after 

having children to afford enough room for a family. 

The Head Teacher of Virginia Primary School explained why 

she joined a recent march for housing – she can no longer 

hire teachers, and her staff live as far away as Chelmsford. 

Other people looking to hire staff or take on interns are 

unable to, as there is absolutely no affordable housing in the 

area. A member of St Katharine’s own reception staff, unable 

to find affordable accommodation for himself, his wife and 

their coming child, has found another position in Worcester. 
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The combination of development and the housing crisis alongside 

immigration to the area have created tremendous pressure on the local 

community. While many identified the most obvious divisions of race and 

religion, there are additional divisions between generations and classes 

and a few felt these to be more important.

Community Challenges and Needs

Connected to this is fear and social isolation. The elderly 

in particular felt they didn’t have the support they needed, 

especially in winter and evenings when it is dark – they 

described many older people being afraid to leave their 

homes. A number of respondents brought up mental health 

in connection to this as well, people suffering a different 

kind of fear and reluctance to leave home or access services 

in communities of strangers, with no supportive friends or 

neighbours to mitigate and help overcome it. 

In many ways the question about how people might define 

well-being threw this into high relief, as it brought a realisation 

that community well-being does not exist now precisely 

because of this fragmentation, and the lack of knowledge 

and trust between people living here. This question also 

showed, however, that there is a widespread desire to create 

a community whose members know and support each other 

across all divides. This was as true for the wealthier residents 

interviewed, such as those living in Limehouse Basin, as it was 

for people working in local organisations and churches and 

those living on the estates. 

One person directly tied the lack of public and open space to 

this fragmentation of community. In many of the interviews this 

was not directly named as a problem, yet still emerged as a 

key issue. There is a perceived lack of space that is safe and 

yet welcoming and fully open (not like a café or somewhere 

you would have to buy something to use) where people can 

naturally mix with others. Shops or squares where this might 

have happened are now mostly gone. The massive amount 

of traffic and discomfort of Commercial Street, Branch Road 

and Butcher Row undoubtedly contribute to this. A number 

of people felt the lack of green space in the area and many 

expressed the sense that one of the biggest problems is that 

land in general is not being used for what the community 

really wants or needs. Many people feel they have little 

to no power over the development coming to define their 

neighbourhoods.
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All reports and studies agree that housing is 

the primary issue facing the residents not just 

in Tower Hamlets, but in all of London. This 

has grown worse in the face of national policy 

capping housing benefits and the steady loss 

of genuinely affordable housing without its 

replacement. In April the Independent broke 

the story that local councils have shipped out 

over 50,000 families from London, unable to 

find appropriate housing for them. That is  

close to 500 families per week (Douglas, 29 

April 2015).   

In 2012, already outdated by today’s ever-rising prices, the 

Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission found that: 

…an average income of £75,000 was needed to rent privately 

in the borough and spend no more than a third of your income 

on housing costs... Research undertaken by the borough 

indicates that you would need to earn around £50,000 to rent 

an average 1 bedroom flat in Tower Hamlets.  

(Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 2013)

This has led to more and more families entering the lists 

for social housing and few leaving – the Tower Hamlets 

Strategic Plan for 2014/15 notes that there are ‘around 

20,000 households on the housing waiting list with over 

7,500 of these overcrowded.’ (Tower Hamlets Strategic Plan 

2014/15). The number of families who are homeless is steadily 

increasing along with the number of rough sleepers (London’s 

Poverty Profile 2013). 

Tower Hamlets Citizens (2014) explored what this crisis has 

meant to people through interviews, and its impact on families 

and the community itself:

The yearly rent increases mean that people move around a lot 

and cannot stay in the same place for too long. This harms our 

sense of community by replacing neighbours with strangers, 

making us feel less safe and supported on our street. (7) 

Rents are going up whilst wages are staying the same or going 

down. This is forcing families to cut their spending on everyday 

items to cope. When asked how they have coped with rent 

increases, 35% of renters said that they have cut back on 

their food shopping. Parents are buying lower quality food; 

replacing their usual shop with supermarket value ranges and 

cutting down on meat, fresh fruit and vegetables. Many of our 

children are going to school hungry, or starting their day with 

an energy drink rather than a proper meal. Parents are facing 

the stark choice of paying the rent or feeding their family. (8) 

The other effect of high rents in Tower Hamlets is 

overcrowding. 50% of the people we spoke to do not feel that 

they have enough bedrooms or living space to meet the needs 

of their family. This means that half of the borough is living in 

overcrowded conditions. (9) 

All of these issues around the struggle for housing have 

clearly had an effect on social cohesion and sense of 

community. From the Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 

(2013):

Poorer families not in social housing are being forced out of 

the area, further away from the centre of London and, in many 

cases, away from their support structures of community, friends 

and family. This weakening of community ties is exacerbated 

by the predominance of short term lets, creating a population 

churn on many of the borough’s estates and turning 

neighbours into strangers. 

THESE CHALLENGES REFLECTED 
IN OTHER STUDIES

These Challenges Reflected in Other Studies 11
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Jonathan Smith in a community report on Wapping (2014) 

found a similar desire to build community alongside a number 

of factors working to dissolve it: senses of disunity and 

isolation, barriers between groups where different people 

feel themselves to be in ‘silos’, territorialism, and competition 

for scarce resources where people are defending the ever 

lessening resources they have left. This of course connects 

to the massive changes the East End has undergone in the 

past decades. Tower Hamlets has historically been a centre 

of immigration, but the crisis in housing has exacerbated the 

sense of change and in many cases the distances between 

different communities. These are sizeable: 

Tower Hamlets has the largest Bangladeshi population in the 

UK, comprising 32% of the population. More than two thirds of 

the population belong to minority groups (i.e. not White British). 

55% are from black and minority ethnic groups and 14% are 

from white minority groups. There are significant Somali and 

Chinese populations. Today many migrants are arriving in 

the borough seeking economic opportunities in London. This 

working age population is very mixed, with people arriving in 

the borough from all over the world.  

(Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 2013).

The experience of migration ties together some of these 

communities, who face often intense levels of racism and all 

the difficulties of adjusting to a new country. In some ways this 

has made the population more resilient and created strong 

networks of support for survival:

Within the study, a number of key areas were identified where 

cultural difference is a mediating factor in the experience of 

poverty. The obligation within Islam to provide charity and the 

expectations on families and individuals to support relatives 

through remittances was important. Patterns of borrowing and 

debt across ethnic groups were also different with Bengalis 

and Somalis relying more on community and family. Overall, 

the cultural differences relating to family and community 

were important factors in the different experience of poverty. 

(Chouhan, Speeden & Qazi, 2011).

However the research presented here shows 

that all communities feel the erosion of these 

family and social networks that once worked to 

better mitigate some of the adverse effects of 

poverty and discrimination.

These Challenges Reflected in Other Studies

Limehouse flats with St Anne’s in the midst of the housing development
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Another gated community

Jobs were another area often mentioned, and here it 

becomes most apparent the ways in which different 

organisations existing to train and connect local residents to 

jobs are often not working together (often because they are in 

competition for funding): 

Employment levels in Tower Hamlets are low. The employment 

rate, at 60.5% of the working age population, is the second 

lowest in London. Female employment is even lower at 47.6%, 

again the second lowest in London. This was particularly 

worrying to the Commission given the significant investment 

and improvement in educational attainment, which doesn’t 

seem to have translated into improved job outcomes for many 

local young people. 

During the evidence gathering process the commissioners 

were struck by the sheer number of organisations working 

across the employment agenda, many of whom are doing 

excellent work. However, the Commission also heard that 

these organisations do not always work together well enough 

to provide the best support possible to the people seeking 

work. There was a surprising amount of competition amongst 

organisations and not enough sharing of information.  

(18) (Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 2013).

The property market is changing communities

Both the high levels of unemployment and the housing crisis 

have been ongoing issues for a very long time, and in some 

ways the area is still reeling from the closing of the docks and 

the loss of the manufacturing base. In a study of the area 

from 2003 drawing on work down in the 1980s and 1990s, 

Michael Edwards et al (2003) found the same dynamics that 

have only grown deeper and more entrenched over the 

passage of time: 

The labour market changes… have engendered greater 

inequality of incomes than Britain has seen for many decades, 

making the UK the European country whose income 

distribution most resembles Brazil’s and making Tower 

Hamlets one of the sites of the starkest inequalities. Relatively 

few of the employment gains of the East London boom have 

been accessible to the less-skilled residents in the adjacent 

areas (Hebbert 1992, Church and Frost 1998, House of 

Commons 1988), while residents have had to cope with the 

intense pressures of high-income-people’s demand in the 

housing market including, latterly, upwards pressure on social 

housing rents and the loss of social housing units through the 

Right to Buy. The economic position of Tower Hamlets Council, 

and the constraints set on it by central government, prevented 

it from undertaking housing investment or maintenance on 

anything like the necessary scale.
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All of these dynamics, of course, have a large impact on 

the health and wellbeing of Tower Hamlets’ people. The 

health statistics remain dismal despite the hard work and 

commitment of local GPs practices – seen by many who live 

in the area as key resources and community supports: 

Another feature of the population, of concern to the 

Commission, is the stark health inequalities. There are 

significant differences in life expectancy between the poorest 

and richest residents of the borough. There is 11.2 years 

difference in life expectancy for men, and 6.5 years difference 

for women, between the richest and poorest people in the 

borough. 9% of all babies are born with a low birth weight,  

an indicator of maternal health, compared with a London 

average 7.5%. It is as high as 11.5% in the most deprived ward 

in the borough.  
(7-8) (Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 2013).

Part of this is undoubtedly the effect of not just poverty  

but also inequality – it is interesting that more respondents 

named inequality as the key problem faced rather than 

simply poverty. `The difference between the two is a 

phenomenon  well documented in The Spirit Level. In an 

article written to look at inequality five years after the book’s 

publishing, its authors write:

As we looked at the data, it became clear that, as well as 

health and violence, almost all the problems that are more 

common at the bottom of the social ladder are more common 

in more unequal societies – including mental illness, drug 

addiction, obesity, loss of community life, imprisonment, 

unequal opportunities and poorer wellbeing for children. The 

effects of inequality are not confined to the poor. A growing 

body of research shows that inequality damages the social 

fabric of the whole society.

They cite the multitude of studies since their 

book was published showing the negative 

impact that inequality has on self esteem, 

physical health, mental health, violence, abuse, 

bullying, anxiety about interactions with others 

and decreased ability to go out into society 

leading to ever increasing isolation and 

addiction. The list goes on.

London more generally is home to the UK’s greatest 

inequalities, even as the people in working poverty is steadily 

expanding (London’s Poverty Profile 2013). In Tower Hamlets 

this stark gap between rich and poor is clearer than almost 

any other borough: 

The Tower Hamlets economy is worth £6billion per year, more 

than Monaco, Malta and Jersey, and provides 230,000 jobs, 

60,000 more than there are working age residents. That 

wealth has not trickled down to most of its residents though. 

49 percent of children in the borough live in poverty, the 

highest proportion in the country, there are significant health 

inequalities within the population. A fifth of households have 

an annual income of under £15,000, wheras the average 

salary of people who work in the borough is £78,000, the 

2nd highest rate in UK. 10% of working age residents earn 

£100,000 or more, compared to 2% in London. Arguably, no 

other part of the country contains such an astonishing gap 

between rich and poor. 

(4) (Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission 2013).

In this scenario where lower-income people are being 

squeezed further and further, it is hardly surprising that 

racial tensions should be high, nor that given global politics, 

Islamophobia should be an issue in a borough where a third 

of the population is Muslim. There are few recent reports 

detailed enough to shed light on what is happening in Tower 

Hamlets specifically, but John Burnett for the Institute for Race 

Relations (2013) notes that in England and Wales between 

2011 and 2012 police recorded over 37,000 hate crimes, 

over 100 per day. He and other authors like Arun Kundnani 

(2007) describe the ways in which racism has shifted as 

it continues over time, and the ways in which heightened 

tensions over geo-politics and immigration impact growing 

levels of Islamaphobia in the UK. The recent events around 

mayor Lutfur Rahman will most likely only drive some of these 

divisions deeper, even as fears of perceived extremism drive 

national policies which could have a severe impact on the 

populations living around the Foundation.
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In many ways this is a vibrant community, 

and many of the people doing organisational 

work here were actually quite hopeful about 

the potential for a much more widely spread 

sense of community support and wholeness. 

The organisations visited were so impressive, 

and have put an immense amount of time and 

thought into improving the community in ways 

really grounded in what people want and need. 

COMMUNITY INSTITUTIONS AND 
ASSETS

Community Institutions and Assets

Figure 3: Edward Oliver, basemap © Ordnance Survey Digimap

One thing that did emerge from the research was a sense 

that many people’s networks don’t really overlap or they 

know each other only very tangentially, and there would 

be a definite benefit to building connections and working 

relationships between them where possible.  

There is also a real sense that local residents do not feel able 

to access services for multiple reasons, whether from a simple 

feeling of isolation through to fear, depression and other kinds 

of illness both mental and physical. 

A full list of the organisations participating in the research 

is included as Appendix A. There are still a number of key 

organisations that were unable to be included in this research 

for various reasons of time and availability who could 

contribute to future work, among them Limehouse Project, 

City Gateway, the projects working out of Limehouse Town 

Hall and more of the churches and groups working out of 

Shadwell and Stepney.  



16

This question really allowed people to stop 

thinking about the problems and challenges, 

and think instead about what they would like  

to see. Below are some of the notes of 

people’s responses. I’ve included them in 

fairly full detail as they give a real sense of the 

consensus around what people would like this 

community to be like, and what the Foundation 

will want to keep in mind in thinking about how 

it moves forward:

• People not isolated and suffering mental health issues

because of that, satisfaction in daily life through work

or something to do, getting through the day happy from

beginning to end.

• A community that has no barriers.

• Mutuality – we can’t reach equality, we should strive

towards it but we won’t get there – so we need mutuality,

a shared sense of being in it together. Awareness and

sensitivity and compassion extended to each other,

regardless of differences, a sense of shared humanity…

I don’t like the term ‘looking out for’ but a common

sense that we are all here living, need to look for your

neighbour, need active engagement not passive.

This needs to be a give and take, shouldn’t facilitate

dependency or be paternalistic.

• Where people can communicate and respect each other,

and people can feel at ease living where they are living.

Safe.

• When members of the community feel at ease and

comfortable, and this is reflected in their minds and

health and how they feel towards others. It is a good sign

to see children making a way for themselves, finding

employment, getting education rather than doing nothing,

hanging out bored.

• Feeling secure where you live, environment is very

important, difference between walking somewhere that

looks cruddy and rundown and somewhere that makes

you feel good, need to be connected with neighbours

and have a sense of community, not just focussed on the

individual. This requires work, proactive work. For folks

with families it means access to schools, health care.

Those things that enhance the quality of life, like local

groceries, affordable gym, easy access to facilities and

transport. These very basic things.

• Where everyone feels safe and comfortable where they

live, not threatened, secure, happy wandering around and

can access everything, there are no no-go areas and they

feel it is theirs, investment and pride in it.

• There are opportunities for communication, participation,

participation in decision-making. Things are running so

people feel that it’s for them, relevant to them, they can

be part of it.

• Really it is this continuum and the relationship of the

individual to the community, one in which the individual

can thrive, everyone can be seen and heard.

• There are glimmers of it here already, like in Frank’s

where everyone comes together, all different kinds

of people.

• Everybody getting on with one another, helping each

other, getting to know people.

• Need to increase social consciousness and cohesion –

a larger sense comes from immediate family, neighbours,

greater levels of cohesion. We always had a tradition

that if you have a cup of sugar and a neighbour needs

half you give it to them. We need a cohesion based

on something deeper than interest, people bound

together through ongoing argument around harder

issues, not needing to agree, but remaining in a non-

hierarchical dialogue.

COMMUNITY DEFINITIONS OF 
WELL-BEING

Community Definitions of Well-Being
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• People are involved, it’s somewhere they live not just

somewhere they stay... It’s knowing your neighbours,

having a local shop where the staff know where things

are because they can afford to live in the community

– not to the extreme of East Enders of course where

everything happens on the square, but some level of that,

a sense of engagement. Community caring makes it work,

community as those you commune with.

• When there’s understanding of each other, you know who

they are... feeling safe, neighbours knowing each other,

feeling protective of each other, looking after each other,

family cooking together – a lot based on family values,

eating together, praying together, food co-ops etc.

• Where people feel safe, included, like they belong.

Community also not necessarily where you live, could be

where you work, hang out, volunteer.

• Integration between people and groups, a breakdown of

fear, land and space being used for the community and

used well.

• Not about believing everything is fine, it is more about

having confidence and information about the reality of life

here, believing that there are channels of responsibility

and change that works.

• To be leading a dignified life.

• An inclusivity of people which takes responsibility for

others, not just in it for themselves but also for others,

have a sense of pride in place and a certain level of

control over it – things are not done to them. Unity

and oneness.

• Trust, building that definite concept of community where

people care. Where I live I know that if I became ill

people would take care of me, sheets would be changed,

cooking done etc. Building a compassionate community,

through being a role model not talking about Christianity

but on Christian principles of forgiveness, compassion –

non-judgmental, kind, laid back.

• We would define wellbeing as wholeness in terms

of physical, emotional, social and spiritual health. A

community which was well in this way would also have

the resources to sustain wellbeing, especially in terms

of inter dependant relationships and local leaders

who would share wisdom and signpost to appropriate

services. It would also provide the corporate space and

support for individuals to experience life events; fostering

the resilience needed to endure suffering as part of the

journey toward fullness of life.

Community Definitions of Well-Being

“ We always had a tradition that if you have a 

cup of sugar and a neighbour needs half you 

give it to them. We need a cohesion based on 

something deeper than interest, where people 

are bound together through ongoing argument 

around harder issues, not needing to agree, but 

remaining in a non-hierarchical dialogue… ”
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CHART 2:
WHAT PEOPLE WOULD LIKE TO SEE
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BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER:
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT OF THE SITE AND A PROGRAMME OF ACTIVITY

Above all people seem to want a space 

that will help bridge community differences 

– and for the Foundation to think about

this as much about generational and socio-

economic differences as well as the racial/

cultural/religious ones. They want to know 

their neighbours, be able to develop trust 

and mutual support (even when they aren’t 

convinced this is possible, and there are a few 

who feel this way). 

St Katharine’s sits on the edge of recognized 

communities, and thus could become a 

crossroads, a space of encounter, a place that 

brings together a mix of people. This amplifies 

its work now, and echoes beautifully with its 

history as a place of hospitality to travellers 

on the docks. There are two main aspects to 

this – the site design and a very purposeful 

hosting and thoughtfulness in bringing different 

communities together to create this feeling. 

The Foundation would have to prioritise 

affordability for this to work. 

Bringing it all Together

“ As we set about planning we are, by now, 

cautious of pre-emptive community-building. 

Instead, we seek to build an architecture 

of possibilities in the broadest sense of 

the term and give this shape, spatially and 

organizationally. ”
Nabeel Hamdi (2004)
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BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER:
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE USE OF THE SPACE (MEANWHILE AND PERMANENT)

Three main strands of thought in respect to the development 

emerged from the discussions: 

• A desire for free/affordable community space that brings

as wide a mix of people together as possible through a

range of social activities.

• A desire for some version of a mixed use high street with

shops/local business possibilities and also genuinely

affordable/key worker housing.

• A desire to make it more open and to maintain some

natural and open space, to make it beautiful. To have

gardens.

The interviews were very open-ended in asking people what 

they might like to see in the space – this is reflected in the 

wide range of potential ideas generated as seen in Chart 2.

Many of these were suggestions to fill concrete community 

needs, but at the same time these incorporate people’s 

thoughts about what kind of things would inspire a wide range 

of people to use the space and allow them to get to know 

each other. 

Regular events are clearly at the top of the list, 

whether garden parties or film nights – and 

a number of people spoke about the desire 

to be able to rent the space for weddings or 

birthday parties which could provide an income 

stream for the meanwhile development. 

Another clear need was for community space that is free or 

very low cost for meetings and activities, preferably one that 

has lots of storage space for different groups using it. There 

seems to be an obvious cluster around health and alternative 

medicine, fitness and gardening/nutrition/cooking that 

emerged. Services similar to these, however, particularly in the 

realm of fitness, already exist and it seems potentially more an 

issue of people feeling able and inspired to access them.  

Tessy Britton, interviewed from the Civic Systems Lab, 

suggested a focus on connecting people and already existing 

services into a stronger network, and helping local people 

collectively grow projects around those needs still unmet 

through training and support with a focus on maximising and 

connecting existing resources in the community. A summary 

of their project in Lambeth, called Open Works, is Appendix 

B, and could be a model for some of the work taking place in 

the community hub that connects and supports organisations 

already doing work in the area.  

A number of people saw this as an ideal place to have talks 

and discussions, or just conversations among different groups 

around specific issues such as mental health – particularly 

interfaith discussions about health and spirituality, or interfaith 

youth groups. A number of Muslim as well as Christian 

respondents had visited the Foundation before and thought it 

a perfect place for this kind of bridging work, appreciating the 

sense of spirituality and potential for reflection that it offers.

Bringing it all Together

“ We need space for people to come together, 

there is still a lot of mistrust between the two 

communities [white and Bengali], people get on 

all right but dig a little beneath the surface and 

all is not well… ”
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Two people thought of the space as potentially being a 

community hub, and several more mentioned the possibility of 

providing low-cost office space for third sector and community 

organisations – another casualty of local development along 

with housing. The widespread cuts to funding and available 

resources have put many vibrant community organisations 

in jeopardy, and too often set them in competition with each 

other for funding rather than cooperating to the benefit of  

the community. Apart from the release of pressure on their 

staff to be offered affordable space, this kind of clustering 

would create synergy among them and help them to work 

together naturally, creating a much larger community effect. 

Their client bases would also provide a source of footfall and 

energise the space, while their expertise would contribute to 

larger activities.

Finally there is desire for some version of a high street – and 

this should include a genuinely affordable housing component 

to make it feel used, lived in, safe, welcoming to others. In 

terms of the market, everyone emphasised the need for 

fresh, quality food but keeping it very affordable. Some of 

the other suggestions included: grocer, café, fishmonger, 

charity shop, cycle repair. A number of people also brought 

up the need for small business incubation/ social enterprise. A 

number of people brought up the need for somewhere to go 

in the evening – everyone who knows it loves HUSK café for 

example, but it shuts at six along with most other places.

This kind of business activity could emerge 

from community engagement and volunteering 

running out of the hub, with some such projects 

being supported in becoming established in 

the surrounding area, others whose provision 

of services and needs for space are a clear fit 

with our vision and ethos could be hosted  

on-site.

While these interviews give a good foundational 

understanding of common issues and needs in the local 

area, there is no way to know what local people will actually 

engage with or volunteer time and resources to help create. 

The goal of the meanwhile uses on the site should be to 

allow people to come forward, to create space for ideas and 

enthusiasm to flourish and to ask the questions about how 

we can accomplish things in the neighbourhood working 

together rather than shutting things down by explaining 

why we can’t. Supporting projects on and off of the site 

could build the Foundation’s connections and networks and 

strengthen the community as a whole in a way that also fulfils 

the Foundation’s vision of well-being, both in supporting local 

people and other institutions.

The presence of a café and some kind of business/art activity 

are important for creating some sense of liveliness and 

occupation of the site. Multiple studies show that people are 

attracted to spaces where things are already happening and 

activities are already taking place. In the final development, a 

community of people living and working on the site will create 

this kind of buzz around the site. For the meanwhile use it is 

important to have some activities that will prefigure this, giving 

the whole a feeling of active public space that feels safe, 

welcoming and interesting. 

Bringing it all Together

“ Time is the first wall people put up, we 

need to find creative ways to bring people 

together and not expect people to just come 

to you... knocking on doors you get a glimpse 

of people’s well-being, you know if they are in 

trouble, mum was always sending us over to 

neighbours with a curry… ”
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Many aspects of the community development outlined above, as 

well as the physical aspects of the meanwhile buildings and the final 

development resonate strongly with the Foundation’s medieval past, 

despite being much smaller in scale. As the original St Katharine’s Precinct 

developed organically over time, it grew to be a vibrant community of 

thousands incorporating a diversity of people and activities. 

RESONANCES WITH ST 
KATHARINE PRECINCT’S HISTORY

While our knowledge of it is pieced together from different 

documents, giving a confusion of snapshots over time, a few 

key features stand out. It provided opportunity to immigrants 

and those wishing to establish businesses but unable to 

inside the City. Within the precinct itself stood several of the 

earliest breweries introduced in the 1500s by the Dutch, and 

immigrants owned a glassworks and a soap factory in the 

mid 1600s (renowned for manufacturing a new kind of soap 

leaving clothes ‘whiter and sweeter’). The area had a duck 

pond and mills from the 1300s on. A market place stood in St 

Katharine’s Court in 1564. 

The chapter built its own gaol, later renting a larger tenement 

built on their land by the Fishmongers Company. Warehouses 

lined the docks and wharves. Two schools at least were 

running by the 1640s, and 1701 saw the foundation of a charity 

school for both boys and girls run by trustees who all lived 

within the Precinct.  With the introduction of the Poor Laws a 

Workhouse was built in 1725. St Katharine’s had its own burial 

grounds and orchard, and at least some of its residents used 

its cloisters for quiet and reflection. 

Welcoming travellers and the poor was also part of the 

original vision, and until the mid 1500s, the Chapter provided 

meals to them, provisionally at the Master’s table. The 

population seems to have been very diverse, with a large 

number of immigrants and seamen, along with tradesmen 

like fishmongers and vintners, professionals like lawyers and 

physicians, and a number of officials working in the Tower. 

They seem to have lived together remarkably peacefully, 

and their death rate during the great plague was half that of 

surrounding areas, showing the area to be a healthy one for 

its time. The precinct also had its own courts and electoral 

system, where all men and boys over the age of 12 met to 

elect a version of a city council and various officers – this 

lasted until the early 1800s.

In reimagining this work into the future, there are some clear 

traditions to build on: the re-establishing of a permanent 

community here, formed around a religious core and buildings 

of worship and reflection; the provision of almshouses – or 

genuinely affordable housing; The creation and maintenance 

of gardens, possibly another orchard; finally, the creation 

of a diverse community of residents, active and involved in 

creating a sense of community and maintaining it, as well as a 

mix of activities, businesses and organisations.

Resonances with St Katharine Precinct’s History
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Three Colt Street, Limehouse
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CHART 3:
OVERCOMING POTENTIAL BARRIERS
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POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO 
OVERCOME

Potential Barriers to Overcome

In talking about what might prevent various communities from using the 

space the biggest factor was clearly cost – both in real terms and in 

people’s perception of who the space was for and who was welcome 

there. Chart 3 lists people’s suggestions of potential barriers and what the 

Foundation should keep in mind while designing a space so everyone 

feels welcome. 

A number of people noted the physical barriers of Commercial 

Road and the Rotherhithe Tunnel as also being community 

boundaries, and we should think about how to help people 

cross these physically and mentally. Most saw a big event 

needed to kick things off, put the Foundation ‘on the map’ in 

the minds of local people. 

The space as now configured also feels a bit closed off, and 

needs to open up. Making the space feel safe for women 

will also require some special attention, particularly for the 

Bangladeshi community as trust and familiarity is built. This 

could mean having women-only evenings, events, exercise 

classes and etc.
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Activities and events that motivate people to get out of their houses, 

take time out of their busy days to enjoy coming to St Katharine’s will be 

key to making a vibrant space that really engages and supports the local 

community. Providing somewhere that people can get food and drink, sit 

for a while and chat, or just sit and reflect or pray would be beneficial.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE 
MANAGEMENT OF THE SPACE

Recommendations for the Management of the Space

In terms of the community space, ideally the work running out 

of the hub would further the work of community engagement 

to fulfil the Foundation’s commitment to service through a 

renewed relationship with the community. But rather than 

simply providing another version of a community centre 

or church hall, the Foundation could consider developing 

a renewed vision of service that is more in line with its 

traditional role as precinct. This ideally would combine the 

two complementary aspects of service embodied in the 

Foundation’s traditions in two key ways:

• Providing hospitality and quiet/spiritual/safe space for

reflection and growth.

• Providing a space where people can develop and create

their own ideas and enterprises.

Rather than providing a series of services as defined by  

an institution who believes it knows what people need, the 

Foundation could open up a broader discussion around local 

people’s thoughts and ideas of what they want and need and 

then support what people are willing to actively work on and 

pursue to completion. 

Thus the Foundation allows the community to drive such 

projects while helping to provide the skills and support 

needed to start them up, and helping to make the connections 

to resources and expertise. This would multiply the impact of 

the Foundation in the surrounding areas.

The meanwhile use on the site should also be used to engage 

with community around the final plans for the development in 

a deep and meaningful way. 
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“ This could be a flagship community estate, 

one that’s about principles not about the wealth 

we see all around us. You could hold forums 

on housing and ideals of community. I hope 

St Katharine’s will come out of their igloo and 

come onto the side of the working people in the 

area, let this be somewhere people can go to in 

the evening, where music and art have a place 

again, somewhere that welcomes creativity, and 

that holds these values over profit… ”

FINAL PROJECT

The most overwhelming need as identified by 

all but one of those interviewed was housing. 

This will be a unique development in the whole 

of the borough, if not London; one person 

interviewed called it a flagship community 

development. She noted how important it is 

that it stands for something, and for her the 

desperate need is to show that values can 

stand above profit and that mixed housing  

can be built. This echoed the feelings of a 

number of respondents as already described 

in this report.

The Foundation should do what it can to ensure that this 

development is mixed and that it try to attain the goals for 

genuinely affordable housing set by the council. Given 

the special ethos and community spirit the Foundation 

has the possibility of building here, this housing could be 

developed with covenants attached or as part of some form 

of cooperative or land-trust that would allow some selection 

process for its tenants. This could help ensure that the 

development reflects the diversity of the surrounding area 

– in turn ensuring it is welcoming to all communities – but

also that its residents will commit to doing their part to make

the precinct a welcoming and open place committed to the

wellbeing of all, a truly special place devoted to promoting its

own values and sense of building the Kingdom of God in the

here and the now.

To close, there is great enthusiasm about what a beautiful, 

reflective space like the Foundation’s can accomplish both 

in terms of community stability through this period of rapid 

development, and in terms of helping bring the community 

closer together. This good will and enthusiasm could 

be captured in a large kick-off event that really puts the 

Foundation back on the map in the eyes of the community, 

and ongoing work connecting and supporting local residents 

and organisations.

Final Project
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APPENDIX A:
INTERVIEWS COMPLETED

Ahlquist, Dave – Community Transport

Begum, Zakia – John Scurr House

Bray, Richard – St Anne’s Church

Bridges, Joan – Scouts, Our Lady Immaculate 

Chowdury, Sotez – London Citizens

Coke, Nick – Salvation Army, Stepney

Collings, Lois – Crossroads Counselling

Dugmore, Tessa – Poplar HARCA

Eaketts, Paul – PCSO for Limehouse

Evans, Jane – John Scurr House

Fariq, Abdullah – Cordoba Foundation, East London Mosque

Francis, Gerald – Community Liason, Mayor’s Office 

Frost, Sister Christine – SPLASH

Gilson, Catherine and Geoff Sumner – Limehouse Basin Residents, Limehouse Community Forum

Gooding, Kate – Virginia Primary School

Goodman, Heather & Geoffrey Court – The Circle Works

Green, Father Alan – Bethnal Green Church, Tower Hamlets Interfaith Forum

Hebbert, Michael – UCL Planning, Our Lady Immaculate 

Hogarth, Katie and Alfie Hatt – Moo Canoes

Khan, Rabina – Ward Councillor 

Lilley, Alexandra – St Paul’s Shadwell 

Ovendon, Kevin – Local Community worker and activist

Pini, Lisa – Bertholders Association, Limehouse Basin

Puosi, Emmanuela – Campaign to save King Edward’s Park

Rider, Andy – Christ Church Spitalfields, Area Dean

Roberts, Richard & Helen – Barley Mow Estate, local activists

Ruby, Dr Mahera – Muslimaat, local activist

Sharp, Katherine – Stepney City Farm

Slankard, Mark – Owner of the Urban Bar, Limehouse Community Forum

Thorpe, Louie – St Paul’s Shadwell

Vaughan, Louise and Wilma Bol – Mission Practice

Group Engagement:

John Scurr House Luncheon Club (5 elderly residents, an African youth and 2 staff)

Canal and River Trust Community Animation Project (C&RT staff, residents of Limehouse West, director of Limehouse East, 

Limehouse Basin Bertholders)

Appendices



33

APPENDIX B:
OPEN WORKS

The questions Civic Systems Lab hoped to answer with 

this bottom-up strategy of growing networks and building 

community through collective work:

• Can we connect with each other more, through everyday 

activities?

• Can we do this as an intergenerational community of 

peers, working together not as consumers, but as creative 

and open citizens?  

• Can we work collectively across institutional and 

governmental boundaries to build a new system of 

spaces and activity that are sustainable and shape a 

positive future?

• Can we design new types of inclusive and generative 

local projects that have multiple effects – working to 

improve individual and collective health, education, 

safety, employment, wellbeing? 

• Can we create more equality of opportunity for people 

to grow their ideas, whether for community projects or to 

start a business... or even invent new livelihoods which 

might be a mixture of both?

They showed that the answer was yes – 650 people worked 

together (among thousands that participated at some level) 

to form 16 projects, ranging from a community bee garden to 

a sewing café to a craft collective and a shop for retail to an 

open orchard project to a creation of ten ‘play streets’. A full 

evaluation of the project is nearing completion that will have 

much we can potentially learn from, both in terms of actually 

doing something similar but also in how we can evaluate our 

work to improve it as well as see its impact. Tessy Britton, lead 

on the project, felt that ideally this kind of work would reach 

its full strength and impact over three years, though with 

the severity of Lambeth budget cuts it is possible it will not 

continue to be funded.  

In 2014 Open Works (www.theopenworks.org) 

opened a shop front on the main street in West 

Norwood, South London. With start up capital 

of a few thousand pounds and staff contracted 

by Lambeth Council from Civic Systems Lab 

(www.civicsystemslab.org), they invited people 

to just come in and talk about projects they 

wanted to start or things that needed doing in 

the community, provided training and support, 

connected them to a growing network for 

additional space, resources and specialist 

knowledge and helped them set up a project 

residents could run themselves. 

Appendices
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On the community:

1. Name, org, connection to community

2. What would you say are the boundaries of Limehouse?

3. How would you describe the communities of Limehouse? 

How are they changing?

4. Who are the key people and institutions in these 

communities? Who can make things happen?

5. What are the boundaries between communities, both 

physical and otherwise?

On the community’s assets and challenges:

6. What do you think are the communities greatest 

challenges/needs?

7. What organisations are already working in the community 

to support those needs?

8. Where are the biggest gaps?

9. What informal support systems already exist in the 

community to support those needs?

On well-being:

10. How might you define community well-being?

11. Who are key people/institutions now providing services in 

this area?

12. What additional services might be provided to enhance 

that in Limehouse?

13. What kind of local businesses or initiatives are working 

in the area of well-being broadly defined? How could we 

support?

On St Katharine’s and its potential roles:

14. What is your relationship to St Katharine’s, what would 

you like it to be? (amend as appropriate if they aren’t 

familiar)

15. What possible role could St Katharine’s take in 

addressing some of the community needs you have 

identified? Provision of community space? Y/N

16. How could this be sustained in the future? Provision of 

community organiser? Y/N What kind of person?

17. What potential barriers could exist in local community 

accessing these services?

18. What potential barriers exist in maintaining a relationship 

with St Katharine’s?

19. What ways could we work to overcome these? (if not just 

people/time)

20. Are there any potential uses for the site that could be 

useful before building starts? 

Conclusions:

21. Is there anyone else I should talk to not already 

mentioned?

22. Are there any other concerns this raises for you, or things 

you’d like to mention I haven’t asked you about?

APPENDIX C:
COMMUNITY RESEARCH INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (14 NOVEMBER 2014)
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