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WORKING TOGETHER
There is no easy way to define the 
innovative project which has taken place 
in Hastings over the last month. 

Was it a social experiment, a training 
opportunity or even a radical workers’ 
movement? 

It has seen a group of people, many of 
whom are economically underprivileged 
or otherwise marginalised, transform part 
of the long-derelict Observer Building into 
a multiple-use working space. However, 
there was a catch – they were asked to do 
so without a boss or instructor. 

Sixty-one people began the workshop 
in late April, coming together to form an 
enterprise named Observer Construction 
Enterprises (OCE) that will hopefully 
outlast the four-week workshop  

which came to an end on Friday 24th May.
The project’s key aim has been to build 

the organisational and vocational skills 
of its participants through worker self-
management and activity-based learning. 

Brought to the town by Heart of Hastings 
Community Land Trust, with funding from 
Lankelly Chase and Power to Change the  
OW has provided participants with the 
chance to develop their skills in 
construction, catering, journalism and 
administration in an intensive 
environment.

They will now receive support to 
continue their enterprise into the future.  
Many of those taking part have discussed 
the positive effects of the project in 
building their self-confidence and skills 
and some now plan to start their own 
businesses. 

Beyond this, there is also the hope that 
this OW will be the first of many. A success 
in Hastings could bring more bottom-up 
development and self-managed workplaces 
throughout the town and to the rest of our 
country.

The project is only the second of its kind 
to have taken place in the UK. The first took 
place in 2015 on Marsh Farm Estate, Luton, 
where participants were given the task of 
transforming a field into a community area. 

WORKING TOWARDS 
A COMMON GOAL
However, the director of the Hastings OW, 
Chilean social psychologist Ivan Labra, 
has overseen many workshops across the 
world. The Hastings workshop has been 
very small in comparison to previous 
ones, for example in Mozambique, where 

approximately 850 participants took part.
“If you go to any rural area, in countries 

like Angola, Mozambique or Zimbabwe, 
you’ll get people joining in the OW by the 
hundreds,” said Mr Labra. 

“Over here, there are many restrictions 
and regulations and it’s not so easy to 
organise.” 

Similarly, there are some issues arising 
from the OW that are unique to the UK.

“The level of social participation of 
people (in the UK) is sometimes very low 
– people here often have little experience 
in getting together and working together 
toward a common goal,” he added.

However, the self-managed workplace 
style of the workshop can help address 
this.

Continued on Page 2 > 

BY LUKAS GERVE

THE OW CREW
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EDITOR’S LETTER
Welcome to this special insert featuring 
work from the participants of the 
Organisation Workshop – an exciting 
initiative based on worker self-
management and activity-based learning. 
A month ago, 61 of us were given the  
task of forming an enterprise without a 
hierarchy in order to work on improving 
the Observer Building. In our brief time 
together, we faced many obstacles and 
challenges, but ultimately we persevered 
and learned that working together can  
be much more rewarding than we’ve  
ever seen.

Amongst the team, several of us devoted 
our time to documenting the experiment 
and telling the stories within – the story 

of the OW, the story of the Observer 
Building, but perhaps most importantly, 
the story of the individuals who found 
themselves at the heart of Hastings, taking 
part in something they’ve never 
experienced before.

We hope that you enjoy the work we’ve 
produced for you and that it shows that 
our world isn’t quite as disorganised and 
fragmented as it sometimes may seem.

We’d also like to give a heartfelt  
thank-you to Michelle Shakesby, Emma 
Harwood, John Cole, and Mat McDonnell, 
whose time, expertise and patience helped 
bring our stories into the neatly-ordered 
newspaper spread you’re seeing now.
As always, happy reading!

THE EDITORIAL TEAM

< Continued from Page 1 

“Taking responsibility into their own 
hands makes people happier,” he 
continued. “We sometimes miss this as 
individuals and are affected by life and 
stress – getting people to work together 
in itself, and feeling like they belong is a 
healing experience.”

Another key aspect of the OW 
alongside the physical labour are the daily 
lectures on the theory of organisation. 
These have always been a key component 
of the experience, as they contextualise 
the work going on. 

According to Mr Labra, participants 
in the UK, and particularly Hastings, 
have a higher capacity to absorb the 
lecture content: 

“I get much more participation  
and understanding of the concepts,  
I must say.”

A BRILLIANT CANVAS
Alongside Mr Labra, another person 
instrumental in bringing the model to the 
UK was Glenn Jenkins, a long-time 
activist and community leader who was 
critical to setting up the Luton workshop. 
Mr Jenkins is also one of the facilitators 
of the current OW, assisting the 
participants with construction tasks.

Luton’s Marsh Farm project was similar 
to the recent one in the Observer Building 
– 40 members were given the task of 
transforming a derelict field into a 
community resource within twelve 
weeks, and given the tools and materials 
to do so. Through self-managed work, the 
participants revamped the five-acre field 
into a fully fledged community area, 
complete with paths, orchard, a vegetable 
garden, and even an ‘iron-age replica’ 
roundhouse.

“I was shocked by our OW,” Mr Jenkins 
recalled. “When we’d done our projections 
before the event for the 40 participants 
on how many would stay and form social 
enterprises, we failed in projecting just 
how many – over half of them – would 
feel re-energised and go back into 
mainstream work.”

However, some participants from  
the Luton workshop are still there to this 

day, working on community projects.
“Fourteen of our participants remained 

after the project to develop social 
enterprises, nine of whom have actually 
created jobs within the complex where 
we work. There’s been some remarkable 
post-OW progress for our participants, 
whether it’s in traditional work or creating 
new enterprises.”

Similarly, he is hopeful that the 
participants of the current workshop 
might be just as forward-thinking and 
form their own enterprises after the 
project, winning contracts and 
transforming other spaces in Hastings.

“Even amongst the people who are 
deemed ‘hardest to reach’ – what a bag 
of skills. If the people here are an 
indication of the poorest from Hastings, 
then you have a really brilliant canvas on 
which to paint here. I’ve got a lot of hope 
that this could be the seed for more empty 
sites being reclaimed.”

“The OW brings together discarded 
labour, discarded buildings, discarded 
things and makes joyous things out of 
them. If we can trigger that in Hastings 
then we could bring it to the rest of  
the UK.”

HISTORY
The workshop has a long and rich history 
dating back to the 1950s. 

The method was pioneered by Clodomir 
Santos de Morais, a Brazilian sociologist 
who observed peasant leagues  
hosting clandestine gatherings in  
which they studied agrarian law.  
After the course was evaluated, it  
was found that the participants  
hadn’t retained their knowledge of  
law, but rather their knowledge  
of organising effectively amongst 
themselves. The meetings required careful 
planning to avoid government suspicion, 
and so the participants became highly 
adept at organising collective action.

After de Morais was exiled to Chile 
following a coup, he spent the next few 
decades spreading the OW method in 
other South American countries. The 
workshops later expanded to Africa, but 
it took until 2015 to bring the method to 
the UK for the first time. 
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The iconic Observer Building has lain 
unused and derelict for the past 34 years. 
Located in Cambridge Road near the town 
centre, the four thousand square metre 
building once housed the Hastings and St. 
Leonards Observer and its printworks. 

The building was designed by local 
architect Henry Ward, and built in 1924 
for FJ Parsons, the owner of the paper.  
After the concrete monolith closed its doors 
along with the printworks in 1985, five 
hundred jobs were lost which marked a 
devastating blow to the local community. 

It has changed hands many times since 
the 1980s, as various property developers 
bought it. Plans to develop it included 
combinations of residential and commercial 
spaces, but none of them came to fruition. 
Over the thirty-year period, it has had  
14 different owners, but each one of them 
left the building standing empty – that  
is until current owners, White Rock 
Neighbourhood Ventures (WRNV), began 
developing it for community use as  
work space, affordable housing and for 
leisure activities.

Jess Steele, a local entrepreneur and one 
of the project’s overseers, said that the 
building had always been important to the 
her: 

“The building has been sitting there for 
over 30 years, unused, with people simply 
making money out of it. For me personally, 
I found that very frustrating – people never 
mending it, but buying it cheap and selling 
it on for more money. In the meantime, the 
neighbourhood and the building suffers.” 

“It’s a beautiful, historic building – but 
more importantly, it’s four thousand 
square metres of space that is totally 
rotting in the heart of our town. There was 
an enormous interest and enthusiasm for 
the building previously, so that was what 
convinced me.” 

The proposed redevelopment is being 
overseen by the same team behind the 
successful rejuvenation of neighbouring 
Rock House. This previously derelict office 
block is now home to six rent-controlled 
flats and spaces for local entrepreneurs. 

Working alongside Heart of Hastings 
Community Land Trust WRNV’s plan for 
the Observer Building is to replicate what 
happened with the transformation of Rock 
House. Sixteen affordable housing units 
and numerous business, artist, and leisure 
spaces will be available to the local 
community as the long term result. 

Ms Steele says that their vision for the 
building has been a long time coming: 

“I came to Hastings in 2004, and one of 
the first things I saw from the local people 

taking action was a protest outside the 
town hall about one of the planning 
applications – to demolish it. That’s when 
I knew that the community really cared 
about this building. My plans started  
all the way back in 2006.” 

The project is a phased, long-term 
development. However, Ms Steele expects 
the results to become apparent very soon: 

“By the end of the summer, the concrete 
repairs will be finished and we will be 
bringing tenants into the first floor. We’ve 
already had over 50 shows of interest for 
various uses, including both business and 
residential.” 

Spaces in the newly renovated building 
will be available to local people on 
consideration by WRNV, with several 

factors going into the selection criteria such 
as need and their enthusiasm for the local 
area. 

Ms Steele also spoke about future 
possibilities:

“My dream for this building is that it 
never gets sold again – there is absolutely 
no reason for it to go back on the market. 
Over time, the idea is to pass the ownership 
fully to Heart of Hastings.” 

Perhaps the Observer Building will no 
longer stand as a memory of days gone by, 
but rather a vision for a future where the 
local community is at the heart of new 
developments. The Organisation Workshop 
is just one of the ways of putting us, the 
local people, at the forefront of this new 
project. 

The catalyst for the beginning of my journey 
as a volunteer on the Organisation Workshop 
was a public meeting a few days after the 
Brexit referendum result in 2016. 
Community-minded people of Hastings 
were invited to an ad-hoc gathering to 
discuss what comes next and how we  
could begin to tackle the fallout. Since  
I had lost my job and my two sons had 
grown up, I had become politically 
disillusioned, poor and isolated with the 
mental health deterioration associated  
with these circumstances. Therefore, the 
chance to discuss solutions with our 
community really attracted me. This was 
the answer to the divide and rule tactics of 
austerity Britain! 

At the first meeting we split in to self-
chosen sub-groups tackling different issues 
affecting areas of our lives, for example, 
food, climate and housing among others. 
The housing group interested me most,  
as I believe in fair rents and renewables  
to keep tenants’ bills low, as private, 
unaffordable rents in poorly insulated 
homes have negatively affected me and 
many people from various backgrounds.  

We discussed Bottom Up Development 
(BUD) and alternative housing on local land. 
The Ore Valley power station site was 
identified as a potential space for housing 
or community use. Over time we had more 
meetings and discussions, motivating me 
to volunteer for something I believed in and 
leading me to meet like-minded people, 
where I felt safe, included and where my 
input was recognised.  

Over the next two years a core of 
volunteers worked on and organised.  
BUD meetings of volunteers and the initial 
steering group continued where we 
developed our organisational structure. We 
debated the pros and cons of a co-op or 
hierarchial structure and a mixture of both 
prevailed. We began to develop the Ore 
Valley site into a resource that could be of 
use to the community immediately whilst 
other plans took shape, collecting pallets to 
build planters, making a tea hut and a stage 
for local events. We planned a cafe next to 
the pond and harboured hopes of the 
Greenway as a thorough-fare through to 
Ore College Campus connecting this ward 
to the rest of Hastings via walking and 
cycling path.  We arranged events like Spice 
Up Ore Valley, a Women’s Group, Warm 
Up the Homeless and Solar Events. In short, 

we were developing big plans for Ore Valley.
With the help of Jericho Road – a company 

which invests in transformative community 
projects – we started to develop ideas 
around alternative housing on the Ore 
Valley site. Director, Jess Steele, invited us 
on various outings to explore different 
construction methods that could be used 
by us to build affordable housing on the 
site. We started to look at ways that the 
community could be involved not just in 
consulting but in the actual building and 
this is when the idea of the Organisation 
Workshop approach was introduced. I had 
worked with dissidents and refugees from 
Latin America in the 80s and 90s through 
my work with Amnesty International so 
had come across the OW before. I was really 
happy that this approach of empowering 

the locals to build, share resources, self-
manage and create jobs was coming to 
Hastings. We had a plan, a method and 
determination.

As we geared up to implement the  
OW method on the Ore Valley site we,  
the local residents of Ore Valley, were dealt 
a slap in the face. Our license to stay  
on the land was not renewed by Hastings 
Borough Council and we had to vacate  
fast so the land could be assessed for 
development by economic development 
company, Seaspace. However, we on the 
BUD team go forward with Jess’s motto: 
“Don’t look back in anger, go forward to the 
next project” and are now exploring the 
Organisation Workshop method, developing 
a community led construction team 
renovating part of the Observer Building.

FROM ORE VALLEY TO  
THE OBSERVER BUILDING 
A VOLUNTEER’S JOURNEY

BREATHING NEW LIFE 
INTO AN OLD SPACE

INTERVIEW WITH JESS STEELE

BY LUKAS GERVE

BY A LONG TERM RESIDENT 
OF ORE VALLEY
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MS C
CONSTRUCTION 
“I think we’ve got a future and know what I really 
want to achieve.”

“I joined the OW because I thought I could possibly 
re-train and get a full time job out of it. I’ve just enjoyed 
every moment of it and wanted to get on.  
I feel we have all done pretty well. I want to  
set up a support and training programme for 
disadvantaged kids – those  in care - so I can make  
a real difference to their lives.”

 

SIMON HOY, 39
CONSTRUCTION 
“A learning experience. 
That’s the most 
surprising thing – it 
has been genuinely 
transformative.”

“I’m doing this because of 
the project in Ore Valley. I 
originally got involved to 
build an eco-house and 
hopefully find somewhere 
long-term to live. It’s a 
steep learning curve 
trying to digest the lecture 
content. It’s been good, 
difficult. We’re learning 
what a true communal 
workplace is. When I 
started I had a thick skin 
about any transformation 
that would happen but 
now my ideas about that 
have changed.”

OLI, 29
JOURNALISM 
“Things have changed 
now I’ve made new 
connections with like-
minded people and I’d 
like to think that I’ve 
made friends here.”

“I felt confused on the first 
day. I didn’t know what 
was going on, didn’t know 
what it was all about or 
what I was going to do 
because I had so many 
different kinds of things 
in my head.

I think it’s a great 
programme. It’s well 
needed in Hastings. We’ve 
needed something like 
this for a long time.  
I think  I’ve got a positive 
future after this and  
I’d like to do more.”

FACES OF THE WORKSHOP
We spoke to a few participants about what brought them here,  
their experiences taking part and their plans for the future. 

Interviews by MICHELE WYNN and REBECCA LESTER 
Portraits by JOHN HODGES and GAYE ADAMS  

HELEN 
BUTTERFIELD, 34,
KITCHEN 
“It’s been brilliant, 
it’s given me more 
confidence.”

“I wanted to learn cooking 
and budgeting. I was a bit 
nervous meeting new 
people and rolling up my 
sleeves in the kitchen. I was 
shy. Now I’ve come out of 
my shell. It’s been brilliant 
cooking different dishes 
and learning to cook 
vegetarian and vegan food. 
We’ve done homemade 
burgers, pasta bake, fish 
curry. I didn’t think there 
was fish curry until I came 
here! I’ve taken what I’m 
learning here and doing it 
back at home. Now I’d like 
to get a job working in 
catering.”

JOANNE SHARP, 60 
CONSTRUCTION
“I’m absolutely loving 
it. I’ve been knocking 
nails out of wood, I’ve 
done a bit of sanding 
and I’ve done the panel 
work.” 

“It’s given me a purpose. 
I like getting up in 
the morning. I get up, 
come down here and 
thoroughly enjoy it. In 
fact, I’ve enjoyed it so 
much I’m hopefully going 
to do a carpentry course 
after. I feel blessed to have 
met these people and to 
have been involved in the 
process. I’d do it again.

I’ve got admin skills 
and qualifications but I 
wanted to do something 
different so I joined the 
construction team.”

SUSAN FELLOWS, 62
ADMINISTRATION
“Now I’m thinking about 
starting my own business.”

“I wanted to meet people and I’m interested in  
the history of Hastings and the Observer Building.  
I’ve found it very interesting especially that it’s bringing 
all sorts of different people together. I had a light  
bulb idea this morning of starting a cleaning business. 
I figured that when this building is up and running  
it’s going to need a set of cleaners.  After being at  
this workshop I want to meet more people with  
the same kind of thoughts in their head. I like the  
idea that it can help the regeneration of Hastings.  
I was amazed that 700 people were employed in  
this building when it was a newspaper – so many  
places are shut down now. There are fewer places  
to work here now, which is sad for the generation  
that are growing up.”

 

GAYE ADAMS, 51
WELFARE & EVENTS 
“It’s been enlightening 
and interesting.”

“I wanted to learn more 
about event organisation. 
I felt quite confused and 
perplexed and really 
questioned what I was 
doing here in the Observer 
Building with a bunch 
of strangers. It’s been 
difficult but I’m happy. 
I’ve found out a little more 
about myself. I hope it’s 
not just going to end and 
we can all do something 
together.”

ZAKK JARVIS, 18
CONSTRUCTION 
“It’s been enjoyable, 
dusty and stressful.”

“I saw a leaflet at the 
Jobcentre about the 
workshop and went along 
to the open day. My first 
thoughts were it was 
going to be a college 
course sort of thing.  
I thought there was going 
to be loads of youngsters 
and more structure with 
tutors and that.

It feels more like  
a job with a lot more 
freedom.”

AARON NEAL, 25 
CONSTRUCTION 
“I have learned quite 
a lot and it has helped 
me be more confident.”

“I heard about the OW 
from a place called, ‘Let’s 
Get Working’. I use to do 
construction at college. 
I’m going to miss all you 
guys at the end and I’m 
glad I’ve done something 
different which I’ve never 
done before. I’m going to 
start a new job on Monday 
20 May, in McDonald’s  
in Hastings town centre.  
I feel awesome.”

NATASHA 
CHAMBERLIN, 38
ADMINISTRATION 
“It’s been an incredible 
journey and I hope we
can all stay together.”

“I was looking to build my 
confidence and build 
connections. I felt anxious 
because I started on the 
second day but I’m glad I 
came because I loved it 
straight away. I don’t want 
it to end and it’s made me 
aspire to continue to make 
those connections and 
given me a realisation that 
I can do it now.”
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I came alone to this community project, 
still grieving the death of my mum, with 
no real expectation other than I had to do 
something to help myself back into the 
world of work and socialisation. I wanted 
the opportunity to work as part of a team; 
to engage with the people of Hastings and 
to feel a sense of achievement. Perhaps, too, 
I would surprise myself and find a hidden 
talent or skill. 

On the morning of 29th April, with an 
enormous amount of courage, lots of deep 
breathing and positive mantras to myself, 
I walked to the Observer Building in 

Cambridge Road, gave my name to a 
friendly face at the door and became a 
volunteer in the Organisation Workshop 
(OW). 

I looked around the large, cold room 
which had been allocated to the volunteers 
with its concrete floor, high ceilings and 
the diverse group of around 60 faces. I 
thought it strange that so many people 
could enter a room and know just how to 
behave. Some acknowledged each other, 
some knew one another, others made a 
coffee, and we all filled out a form which 
had been left on our seats. We were all 
familiar with some sort of organisation. 
An incredible sense of belonging shot 

through my body: “Gosh I’m brave,”  
I thought. “We’re all really brave. I think 
this is going to be tough but if we make  
it to the end, what a journey this is going 
to be.” 

INTRODUCTIONS
We were introduced to the people and 
organisations behind the project: Heart of 
Hastings Community Land Trust, Jess 
Steele of White Rock Neighbourhood 
Ventures and Ivan Labra, OW director and 
social psychologist, who said it would be 
an intensive experience. There was an 
expectation for all participants to work 
from 8.45 am - 5pm daily and attend a 
compulsory one-hour lecture on the theory 
of organisation given by Ivan. 

Our task was to organise ourselves into 
an enterprise in order to transform the 
empty space. The organisers or ‘facilitators’ 
would provide tools, materials and access 
to expertise. They would award contracts 
to the various different groups. Once this 
had been explained, they walked out of 
the room. Immediately, I felt like a child 
being abandoned at the school gate and I 
don’t think I was the only one!

MAYHEM
This self-organisation took the form of lots 
of people moving to and from one group 
or individual to another, engaging in 
conversations and asking questions. As 
energised as I felt from the mayhem I also 
felt dreadfully insecure and panicked by 
the urgency to form a group with strangers 
to do a job I knew nothing about. However, 
despite the initial confusion, we organised 
ourselves into teams. We were now on the 
first rung of the OW ladder. 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS
A range of groups were formed to provide 
catering, administration, media and 
construction, which attracted the largest 
number of people. The entire enterprise 
was named Observer Construction 
Enterprises, (OCE).

The first two days saw the loss of many 
of the 61 volunteers. Contributing factors 
appeared to be the lack of guidance and 
the absence of physical and mental 
support from the facilitators. However, 
those who remained were quickly 
comprehending and putting into practice 
the principles of Ivan’s lectures. The 
dynamics of teams were changing; 
effective work plans were being formed, 
contracts applied for and awarded, 
meetings timetabled, codes of conduct 
agreed, firm and respectful friendships 
developed. Knowing what was expected 
of us added to our positivity and 
confidence in the enterprise. Sadly, it was 
all a bit late for those volunteers who had 
left so soon. 

INCLUSION AND ACCEPTANCE
During the workshop I was forced to  
take a three-day absence due to  
family commitments. I was particularly 
concerned that since so much had  
evolved so rapidly, I would miss out on  
a great deal and no longer be part of  
that journey. I needn’t have worried. 
Although apprehensive about re-joining 
the OW, I was welcomed back by everyone 
on site. After such a short period of time 
amongst a group of strangers, this 
inclusion and acceptance was heart-
warming. I felt that the OW was truly 
a force for good.

A FORCE FOR GOOD
BY MICHELE WYNN

Several months ago, I felt disillusioned with 
the direction my life was headed, whatever 
semblance of direction there was.  Ever since 
I can remember, I always answered 
questions such as “where do you see 
yourself in x years’ time?” with “I have  
no idea.”

After about eight years of working in 
catering and hospitality, across three 
different workplaces, I finally decided to 
quit the industry altogether – perhaps 
foolishly; without a solid plan B. The long 
and/or irregular hours, low pay, burden of 
responsibilities involved and lack of 
opportunities to progress within these roles 
played a major part in my mental health 
deteriorating.

Nine months had passed from leaving 
my previous full-time catering role to 
attending the Organisation Workshop. 
When I learned about it through the 
Jobcentre, I didn’t think twice about taking 
the opportunity.  I saw it as a big chance to 
turn things around.

Upon arriving at the Observer Building 
on the first day, I had little idea of what to 
expect. Prior to this, I had never worked 
any kind of manual labour roles – why  

not give something like carpentry a try? 
I was nervous, naturally. But I told myself 

that everybody else in the room that 
morning was in the same boat, so I had 
nothing to fear.

My impression was that nearly everyone 
was enthusiastic about making some kind 
of a change of career.  Some wanted to 
broaden their social circle.  Some simply 
wanted to learn new skills at their own 
pleasure or even just find a reason to rise 
out of bed every morning and leave the 
house.  These were all things I could resonate 
with.

Chaos reigned in the first few days. For 
some, this was too overwhelming.  

With each day that passed, I made sure 
of taking some short moments to capture 
what was becoming of this new-fangled 
community that had arisen from absolutely 
nothing.  The universe – the community we 
had created – sprung forth like the Big Bang!

We all held different opinions and beliefs 
and had been exposed to different cultures 
and upbringings.  The primary ethos of  
the Organisation Workshop soon became 
clear – no matter what aforementioned 
differences we had, we were encouraged  
to put them aside and come together as  
a community.

By the end of the first week, there was 
a semblance of organisation.  We had 
formed groups, of sorts, in administration, 
construction and catering.  Individuals 
within these divisions were soon finding 
particular tasks to get stuck into. I got stuck 
into assisting with works to repair the 
floor.

As time passed, we became better 
organised and more efficient. Hiccups 

were inevitable – but wouldn’t be 
monumental enough to derail the 
community.  We still pressed on.

The workshop posed questions of 
interest to Chilean social psychologist,  
Ivan Labra, who wanted to see how we 
would organise ourselves as a large 
group.  Mr Labra’s idea was that large 
groups form a structure of organisation 
in a consistent manner, just as laws in 
physics apply consistently.

His lectures on the theory of organisation 
were a crucial element, outlining how 
groups, communities and entire societies 
form. His chief focus, though, was on the 
social psychology of the large group.  In 
effect, we participated as a case study!

Four weeks after the project came into 
being, we have more than just a 
community.  We have friendships, a sense 
of purpose and plenty of pride in what  
we have accomplished. Individual demons 
have been slain, fears have been conquered 
and we no longer drift aimlessly into the 
great unknown.

Together we have found power and 
learned how to wield it for the mutual 
good of everyone.  It is said that absolute 
power corrupts absolutely, but since power 
was vested equally in all of us, we could 
remain untouched by the foul hand  
that many – from politicians, company 
executives and family leaders – have  
fallen victim to.

POWER TO THE PEOPLE
BY SIMON KEMPTHORNE

GUIDANCE FROM THE MENTORS

THE SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE
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PALLET BREAKING

PAINTING THE PANELS FINISHING THE FLOOR

THE FINAL DAY

DAY ONE...

THE KITCHEN TEAM

THE OLD EDITOR’S ROOM MAKEOVER

HARD GRAFT CONCRETE REPAIRS

THE CLEAN UP THE OFFICE

PANEL MAKING
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I am in a room with 60 strangers. We have 
been told to make a construction company. 
Just us. No guidance. This was how we 
started.

We discovered the hard way that Oscar 
Wilde was being more than just witty 
when he said, “The trouble with socialism 
is that it takes too many evenings.” 
Organising ourselves meant having 
meetings, lots of meetings. And so came 
the second discovery: A lot of people 
really don’t like meetings. 

They have a point. You can’t be 
constructing when you are in a meeting 
but without meetings there is no 
democracy. Without democracy there isn’t 
a reason to choose to be in an organisation 
that demands your commitment, 
intelligence and peace of mind without 
offering money in return. (Money for 
work completed was paid to our enterprise 
instead of directly to volunteers).

A third of us were gone by the end of 
the second day. Half were gone by the 
end of the first week. While volunteering 
isn’t for everyone, I was perplexed by this.

Among those who left there seemed 

to be a common opinion that the project 
was a diabolical scheme to trick people 
into unpaid labour. But while the process 
of organising ourselves was stressful, 
there was no one forcing us to be there. 
What kept the rest of us coming back, 
day after day, was the knowledge that 
there was work to be done.

The nature of how we organised 
evolved over time. The discovery of the 
notice board and the invention of a 
weekly planner were both hailed as 
brilliant. However, coordinating them 
across the entire organisation proved 
aggravating as there was no one to 
schedule events for us.

People searched for the place where 
they would be able to contribute and feel 
comfortable.  For example, I worked in 
construction, started a band and tried to 
set up a first aid system before finally 
ending up in the admin team. 

Having never worked in an office it 
felt strange to have both vital 
responsibilities and no authority 
bestowed upon me. It was not a 
comfortable position.

We also struggled with the information 
flow –  just as we’d figured out how to 

organise ourselves, we’d find out about 
a new regulation that we weren’t aware 
of. We had to restart, making everything 
we had done before feel pointless.

Coming to the end of this social 
experiment I’m left wondering what it 
was all for. I became involved in order to 
give back to my community by renovating 
the Observer Building.  Despite having 
talked with the project’s organisers, I still 
lack a clear idea of what they intended 
this project to be. What I expected to be 
a charitable activity emerged as a strange 
mix of business ethics and self-
organisation. It certainly doesn’t quite 
connect with the initial vision I had.

THE TOOLS OF 
ORGANISATION

BY ARKADY JOHNS

There is an overwhelming amount of 
structure in daily life that we take for 
granted. This was the very first lesson that 
the Organisation Workshop taught us. 
Before we could start working on the 
building, we had to start working on 
ourselves. Here are some of the tools we 
developed over the course of the four-
week journey for that purpose:

SUGGESTIONS BOX
Our most rudimentary organisational tool 
emerged in the first few hours on the side 
of a cardboard box. Someone suggested 
that we scribble down our suggestions on 
it and people took to the idea immediately. 
While the enterprise was still in its earliest 
stages, this gave a voice to those not yet 
comfortable with speaking out in front of 
the whole group.

BULLETINS
Relying on word-of-mouth to keep people 
informed proved futile very quickly. 
Information often changed meaning or 
was lost completely between people. We 
promptly had a bulletin board set up with 
meeting agendas and daily schedules. 
During a day when it wasn’t updated, 

things quickly descended back down into 
disorganisation, as the team had come to 
rely on it almost immediately.

Of course, out in the real world, most 
of these are already in place and enforced, 
but we had to rediscover them as part  
of self-organisation. The OW empowered 
us to make these decisions for ourselves 
– not because we had to, but because  
we wanted to.

CODE OF CONDUCT
Early on, we realised that our enterprise 
had to have a set of rules that we all could 
follow and respect. One of the facilitators 
helped us draft a basic code of conduct 
addressing how we all interact with each 
other. Several team members put 
themselves forward as welfare officers. We 
left this meeting feeling like we had 
accomplished a great feat, but there was 
one key oversight: what if someone 
oversteps the bounds we set that day?

Indeed, a few weeks later there was a 
significant incident which left all of us 
stunned – clearly our Code did not prepare 
us for a situation like this. While the parties 
involved accepted responsibility and 
apologised before the entire group, the 
incident still pushed us toward a complete 
re-evaluation of the Code of Conduct.

MEETINGS
As we found out, meetings are hard work. 
Dozens of distinct voices were all trying 
to make themselves heard and with 
nobody to chair a meeting, they quickly 
dissolved into shouting matches. At first 
we took this to heart, having a rather 
dictatorial style of meeting, where one of 
us would lead the discussion, but as time 
went on, we were able to ensure that 
everyone was heard without intervention.
By the third week, our meetings looked 
like a proper forum; everyone sat in a 
circle facing each other, with minutes 
being taken and issues being raised and 
resolved. All of this was happening 
naturally, without anyone having to stop 
the discussion and calm people down. 

GETTING TOGETHER 
Probably the most powerful tool of 
organisation we’ve discovered is getting 
together as a group and having some fun. 
Over the course of the project we’ve eaten 
communal lunches together every day, 
started an impromptu hard hat samba band, 
sat out in the sun on the streets behind the 
Observer Building swapping life stories, had 
hundreds of laughs and, perhaps, a few too 
many trips down the pub after work. 

On the last day of the Workshop the 
Welfare and Events team threw a party for 
participants, facilitators, and their friends 
and family. It was both a fitting celebration 
as well as concrete proof of the level 
organisational sophistication we’ve reached 
as group.

BY LUKAS GERVE

UP TO THE ELBOWS:
OBSERVATIONS FROM 
INSIDE AN ORGANISATION

 

❝Organisational Consciousness 
is the capacity of the individual 
to deconstruct a task into 
parts, figure out a step-by-
step process, imagine the 
organisation needed to 
accomplish it, distribute 
operations among team 
members, coordinate and 
assess the performance of the 
operations and, on that basis, 
suggest corrective measures 
aimed at constantly improving 
the activity and results of the 
organisation❞

Ivan Labra
REFLECTING ON THE PROCESS

ENTERPRISE MEETING
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Reflecting on the past four weeks spent as 
a participant in Hastings’s first Organisation 
Workshop (OW) I’m finding it hard to 
process the transformation that has occurred 
- to the people here as individuals, to the 
group as a whole, and to the space itself. At 
the time of going to print, we were on track 
to complete all construction contracts made 
available to us – taking the ground floor of 
the Observer Building from a derelict shell 
to something now starting to resemble 
viable office space. 

There’s no doubt it may take several 
weeks to fully absorb the experience. Friday 
24th May marked the end of a month-long 
period of intense learning, bonding, and 
construction but it is also the beginning of 
something much bigger. To borrow the 
words of Ivan Labra, we are standing on 
the threshold, about to take the next step. 

In fact, as a collective, we’ve already taken 
it. Three days before the OW wrapped up, 
the Observer Construction Enterprise 
became the OW Pioneers, a group that  
will meet again next week to plan how we 
will continue working together with the aim 
of forming an autonomous entity. What that 
will look like, where we will be based, and 
how we will generate an income is all to be 
determined. 

NO ONE IS UNDER ANY  
ILLUSION THAT IT WILL  
BE AN EASY PROCESS 
As a starting point we have a development 
fund of over £4,000, earned through our 
collective labour during the project. 
Alongside this we’ll have continued 
support from both Heart of Hastings 
Community Land Trust (HoH) and Glenn 
Jenkins from Marsh Farm Estate, Luton 
where a twelve-week OW in 2015 evolved 
into Revoluton – a community-led social 
enterprise with sub-ventures including a 
cafe, bar, tourist attraction, arts project, 
cleaning company, and artisan honey 
producer, Beehive Yourself. 

Not everyone who has taken part in 
this OW will continue as a member of the 
OW Pioneers. In interviews conducted last 
week we heard about new career 
directions and even jobs already secured 
(see page 5). Whichever direction people 
take, we all have the additional option of 
taking up both further education 
opportunities at East Sussex College and 
specialist community organising training 
run by HoH. 

Alongside discussion about our 
individual and collective next steps there 
was one other question floating around 
the construction floor and cafe this week, 
“When is the next OW?” 

I asked HoH’s Community Organiser 
Sam Kinch, the Co-ordinating Facilitator 
on this project:

“In Latin America, Africa and other 
places where OWs have taken place, it 
blossoms. One OW leads to another, which 
leads to multiple OWs. And those who’ve 
taken part in the first one become the 
people who set up and facilitate the next. 

It would be great to see that happening 
here.” 

Over the last four weeks I’ve also seen 
how the OW can provide a model for 
rethinking, even overhauling, the way we 
approach urban development in this 
country. 

As Sam put it, “Development and 
regeneration schemes tend to focus on 
improving economic output by building 
new offices or industrial space. Often 
these processes are happening in very 
poor communities. There’s a lot of  
money changing hands but it’s rare for 

the people living there to actually see any 
of it.” 

“The power of the OW is to integrate 
local people into that process so that they 
can address issues within their community 
for themselves and benefit directly from 
any investment made.” 

Near-term opportunities could include 
running the next OW in Hollington, he 
continued. 

“Of course, then we hope there’ll  
be Ore Valley.” And after that?  “Every 
town, city and village in the country!”  
he concluded.

JOY HOCKNEY, 52, 
ARTIST-IN-RESIDENCE
CONSTRUCTION 

What brought you  
to the OW? 
I already knew about the 
project in Ore Valley 
building social housing 
and I was getting emails so 
it was through that.  

Tell me about your 
experience being here.
At first I floundered. I 
wanted to do brilliant 
things but I didn’t know 
what to do. I actually just 

sat back and listened and 
watched. Then when I was 
taught how to use the 
circular saw I felt like I was 
contributing. 

You’ve also picked up 
a sketchbook while 
you’ve been here... 
Yes, I was joking saying we 
could do with an artist-in-
residence to record our 
progress. I did do a fine art 
degree part-time. I finished 
that in 2011 then I moved 
down here but I lost all my 
contacts and my studio. I’d 
like to pursue my own 
practice but I am slightly 
intimidated that there are 
so many artists in this 
town. I should value my 
own practice more but I 
haven’t, so this was a good 
opportunity to get back 
into it and do something I’d 
never done before – I’ve 
never drawn people or 
figures. 

What happens next? 
I don’t want it to end.  
I’m hoping that somehow 
I’ll be involved in further 
building projects. I still 
want to help build social 
housing...I’ve been reading 
about Marmalade Lane.  
I think building something 
like that where they’ve  
got places for older people 
and young family homes  
in one – that’s going to  
be the answer to people’s 
isolation.  

How would you sum up 
the OW in a few words?
It’s brilliant. It’s a real 
strange process. I think 
everybody should do it 
because it gives you belief 
that you can rely and 
depend on people you don’t 
know. I feel part of everyone 
here... I look forward  
to seeing everyone and  
I didn’t have that in my  
life before.

 

BY REBECCA LESTER

WHERE 
TO FROM 
HERE? 

CELEBRATING SUCCESS

IF YOU’RE INTERESTED IN SETTING-UP OR TAKING 
PART IN FUTURE ORGANISATION WORKSHOPS  

EMAIL: INFO@HEARTOFHASTINGS.ORG.UK 
with the subject-line “OW”


