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Campaiia de Coin Street Action Group contra la construccién de oficinas.
Coin Street Action Group’s campaign against the construction of offices in the neighborhood.
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Aurora Fernandez Per
Utopia a pequena escala. El caso de Coin Street
Small Scale Utopia. The Coin Street’s Case

Aurora Fernandez Per es directora de la revista de arquitectura a+t
Aurora Fernandez Per is the manager of the architecture magazine a+t

Coin Street es una pequefia calle del South Bank londinense que da nombre
a la organizacion de vecinos que consiguié cambiar el curso del barrio.

A principios de los afios 60 el South Bank era un terreno de oportunidad
al otro lado del Tamesis. Situado en una estrecha franja entre los puentes de
Hungerford y Blackfriars, su trama urbana se componia de antiguos almace-
nes portuarios, pequefias industrias y solares vacios, victimas de los bom-
bardeos durante la guerra. La poblacion de residentes, que ocupaba las calles
traseras, alcanzaba los 50.000 habitantes.

Los primeros planes de transformacién comenzaron a dibujarse a finales de
los afios 40. Ya en 1943, Patrick Abercrombie sefal6 las carencias y el potencial
del South Bank respecto a la ribera norte del Tamesis. El primer intento institu-
cional de revitalizacion fue la eleccion de la zona como sede de la Gran Exposi-
cién Britanica de 1951. Al término de la exposicidn, el South Bank sigui6 siendo
un espacio de oportunidad y de todos los edificios levantados para la ocasién
s6lo permaneci6 el Royal Festival Hall, construido por los arquitectos municipa-
les Matthew and Martin y rehabilitado en 2007 por Allies & Morrison.

Entre 1955 y 1970, el area fue zonificada como espacio de uso terciario en
los sucesivos planes urbanisticos. El mercado de oficinas, que a partir de los
afios 60 empezd a desbordar los limites de la City, puso sus ojos en el otro
lado del rio y fue la compaiiia de petréleos Shell la primer en aterrizar, en
1961, con dos blogues de once pisos y una torre de 26 alturas, situandose de-
tras del Royal Festival Hall. Los terrenos sobrantes de la antigua Exposicién
acogieron dos edificios culturales: el Queen Elizabeth Hall, con salas de ma-
sicay la Hayward Gallery, dedicada a artes visuales, ambos disefiados por ar-
quitectos municipales y terminados en 1968. Sin embargo, el lenguaje
arquitectonico utilizado y la gestion del complejo cultural ~con una progra-
macién pensada para las élites—, dificultd el segundo intento de revitaliza-
cion de la zona por parte de las instituciones.

El disefio urbano tampoco ayudd a la regeneracion: el peatén perdié el do-
minio de la calle y fue relegado a pasos subterraneos y pasarelas elevadas
para dar preferencia al automévil, lo que originé problemas de seguridad y
propicié comportamientos incivicos; no habia comercios ni restaurantes; el
piblico asistia a los actos y abandonaba la zona rapidamente; el tejido urbano
siguid dividido por las secuelas de los bombardeos; la poblacion descendid
de 50.000 a 4.000 a finales de los afios 70 y las antiguas industrias asentadas
en las orillas cerraron, asi como la mayoria de escuelas y comercios.

El terreno parecia abonado para los promotores de oficinas, que empeza-
ron a presentar propuestas para la zona, pero se encontraron con la oposi-
cion de los residentes, que no estaban dispuestos a convertir aquel trozo de
Londres en una segunda City. Se organizaron en varios grupos de accién que
confluyeron en el denominado Coin Street Action Group, formado en 1977. Su
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Coin Street is a small street in London’s South Bank which gives its name to the
Neighbour’s association that made possible the change in neighbourhood’s
course.

In the early 60’s South Bank was a land of opportunities on the other side of
the Thames. Located in a thin strip of land between the bridges of Hungerford and
Blackfriars, its urban plot was made of old harbour warehouses, small industries
and empty plots, as a consequence of the War’s bombings. The resident popula-
tion, that lives on the back streets, reached 50,000 inhabitants.

The first transformation plans started to be drawn up in the late 40’s. In 1943,
Patrick Abercrombie had already pointed out the South Bank’s shortages and po-
tential with regard to the Thames North Bank. The first Institutional restoration at-
tempt was the election of the site as the Great British Exhibition’s Headquarters
in 1951. At the end of the Exhibition, the South Bank continued to be a land of op-
portunities and, of all the buildings arected for the occasion only one remains, The
Royal Festival Hall, constructed by local architects Mathew and Martin and re-
stored in 2007 by Allies & Morrison.

Between 1955 and 1970, the area was marked as tetiary land for successive
urban plans. The office’s market which, since the 60’s started to exceed the City’s
limits, laid its eyes on the other side of the river. It was the petrol company, Shell,
that first arrived in 1961, with two blocks of 11 floors and a 26 storey tower, located
at the back of the Royal Festival Hall. The rest of the Exhibition sites housed two
buildings for cultural events: the Queen Elisabeth Hall, with a music chamber and
the Hayward Gallery, dedicated to Visual Arts, both designed by local architects
and finished in 1968. However, the architectonic language used and the cultural
complex’s management —with a program thought for the elite—, made the second
attempt of the area’s restoration by the authorities difficult.

The urban design didn’t help either with the regeneration: the pedestrians
lost the control of the street and were relegated to subterranean paths and el-
evated footbridges in order to give preference to cars, which caused security
problems and brought about uncivic behaviour; there were no shops or restau-
rants; the audience attended the shows and then abandoned the area immedi-
ately; the urban mesh continued to be divided by the bombing consequences;
the population descended from 50,000 to 4,000 by the late 70’s and the old in-
dustries which had settled on the banks of the river closed and so did the ma-
jority of schools and shops.

The land seemed to be fertilized for office promoters, which started to submit
proposals for the area, but found the opposition of residents who didn’t want that
part of London to become a second city. Various action groups were formed and
merged in to the Coin Street Action Group, formed in 1977. Its aim was to occupy
the plots with affordable housings, green areas and amenities for the inhabitants.
An utopia, at first site, for which they fought for over seven years. During that time,
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Vista aérea que permite situar Coin Street con respecto a puntos tan conocidos como Waterloo Station o Trafalgar Square.
View that permits locate Coin Street in reference to well-known places as Waterloo Station or Trafalgar Square.

Vista del barrio en 1984.
The neighborhood in 1984.




objetivo era ocupar los terrenos con viviendas asequibles, zonas verdes y equi-
pamientos para los residentes. Una utopia, a primera vista, por la que lucharon
maés de siete afios. Durante ese tiempo, los promotores adquirieron parte de los
edificios en desuso, como la Oxo Tower, destinados a ser demolidos, y presen-
taron un plan de actuacion, mientras que los residentes disefiaron también el
suyo. Sendos planes fueron sometidos a informe pblico y ambos fueron apro-
bados en 1983. Para entonces, la mitad del terreno pertenecia a los promoto-
res, mientras que la otra mitad era propiedad del Greater London Council (GLC)

En 1981 sucedié un hecho significativo: Ken Livingstone, el politico labo-
rista nacido en Lambeth que a partir de 2000 seria alcalde de Londres, acce-
dié a la presidencia del GLC y, a partir de ese momento, el organismo
municipal —que hasta entonces habia apoyado a los promotores- favorecio
el plan de los vecinos. Livingstone puso tantas cortapisas a la construccién de
oficinas, que el terreno se devalué y los promotores acabaron vendiendo su
parte al GLC, que a su vez revendid todo el area de 5,6 hectareas a los veci-
nos —constituidos en compaiiia limitada sin animo de lucro, Coin Street Com-
munity Builders (CSCB)- por un millén de libras.

La Comunidad de Coin St. adquiri6 los terrenos con préstamos concedi-
dos por la propia municipalidad. Para hacer frente a los mismos, convirtid los
solares vacios en aparcamientos de pago. A continuacién, liberé el borde del
rio y cred un paseo entre los puentes de Waterloo y Blackfriars, con dos es-
pacios de estancia entre ellos. Asi surgié Gabriel’s Wharf, un conjunto de pe-
quefios tinglados portuarios reconvertido en tiendas y cafés, alrededor de
una pequeia explanada y Bernie Spain Gardens. Fue la primera sefal de que
algo estaba pasando a este lado del rio. La gestion de estos locales, en al-
quiler, por parte de Coin St. fue un ensayo para la siguiente operacién: la re-
habilitacién y gestion de Oxo Tower Wharf. Este conjunto de dos edificios
habia tenido diversos usos industriales a lo largo del siglo XIX, hasta que fue-
ron adquiridos por la empresa de productos carnicos Liebig en 1927. Albert
Moore afiadio entonces la torre art decé y, sorteando la normativa que impe-
dia anuncios luminosos en el rio, construyé los huecos que coincidian con el
nombre de uno de los productos de la compaiiia, los cubitos de caldo OXO. En
1970, los edificios estaban en desuso y destinados a la voladura. En 1984,
cuando Coin St. CB se convirti6 en propietario, decidié reconvertirlos en un
conjunto de usos mixtos, con locales en las plantas inferiores, alquilados a ta-
lleres de disefio, tiendas especializadas, galerias de arte, cafés y restauran-
tes y una cooperativa de viviendas en alquiler en las plantas superiores. La
rehabilitacién, realizada por Lifschutz Davidson Architects, termind en 1996.
La pregunta es: {como pudo la Comunidad de Coin St. afrontar los 20 millo-
nes de libras que costé el proyecto? En un principio pensaron en asociarse
con alguna firma especializada en edificios comerciales, pero no tardaron en
darse cuenta de que los objetivos econdmicos de un promotor comercial y
los de la comunidad eran divergentes. Asi que emprendieron la aventura en
solitario. A su capacidad de aceptar riesgos se sumaba una gran versatilidad
para adaptarse a la cambiante situacién politica, que en los afios 9o se habia
vuelto mucho mas restrictiva en términos de subvenciones institucionales. La
permanencia de los conservadores en el gobierno central habia ido restando
poder a los ayuntamientos. El Greater London Council desaparecié y también sus
subvenciones. Los conservadores establecieron una nueva manera de asignar los
fondos de regeneracion: cada fragmento de ciudad que desease ser regenerado
debia crear un partenariado entre los agentes sociales, econémicos y politicos de
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the promoters acquired some of the unused buildings, such as the Oxo Tower,
destined to be demolished, and presented an action plan, while the residents de-
signed theirs too. Both plans were submitted to Public Report and both were ad-
mitted in 1983. By then, half the site was the promaoter’s property, while the other
half was Greater London Council’s (GLC) property.

In 1981, something significant happened: Ken Livingstone, the Labour politician
horn in Lambeth, who from the year 2000 would become London’s Mayor, gained
the GLC’s Presidency , and from then on the local authority, —who until then had
supported the promoters— favoured the neighbour’s plan. Livingstone made it so
difficult for the construction of offices that the land devaluated and the promoters
ended up selling their part to the GLC, who then resold the whole 5,6 hectares to
the neighbours —constituted in a limited, non-profit company, called Coin Street
Community Builders (CSCB)- for one million pounds.

The Coin Street’s Community acquired the land with council loans. In order to
pay them back, it turned the empty sites into paying parking lots. Next, it freed the
river bank and made a river walk between the Waterloo and Blackfriars bridges,
with two living areas between them. This is how Gabriel’s Wharf, a port sheds
complex transformed into shops and cafes, around a small esplanade, and Bernie
Spain Gardens were created. This was the first sign that showed that something
was going on on this side of the river. The Coin St. management of these rented
premises was just a rehearsal for the next operation: the Oxo Tower Wharf’s
restoration and management. This whole, made up of two buildings, had various
industrial uses through out the XIX century, until it was acquired by a Meat prod-
ucts company, Liebig, in 1927. Albert Moore then added the art deco tower and,
dodging the rule that forbade luminous adds on the river, constructed the cavities
which coincided with the name of one of the company’s products, the OXO stock
cubes. In 1970, the buildings were not in use and were destined to be blown up.
In 1984, when Coin St. CB became the owner, it was decided to transform them
in a multiuse complex, with businesses in the lower storeys, rented out to design
workshops, specialised shops, art galleries, cafes and restaurants, and a house
renting cooperative on the higher levels. The restoration was carried out by Lif-
schutz Davidson Architects, and finished in 1996. The Question is: How could the
Coin street Community face the 20 million pounds project’s cost? At first they
thought of associating themselves with a company specialised in Commercial
buildings, but it didn’t take them long to realise that the economical aims of a
commercial promoter and those of the community were not the same. So they
started the adventure all by themselves. In addition to their capacity to take risks,
they had great versatility to adapt to the changing political situation, which in the
90's became more restrictive as to granting institutional subsidies. The continu-
ance of the conservative party in the central government had taken power away
from the Town Halls. The Greater London Council and its subsidies disappeared.
The conservatives established a new way to assign the money destined to restora-
tion: each part of the city that wanted restoring should form a partnership between
social, economic and politic agents of the area and bring forward their proposal to
tenders so that one area would compete with the others in order to get hold of
the funds'. In this context, Coin Street Community Builders associated with vari-
ous local company groups , profiting from the interests which many companies
there located started to show for the improvement in quality and surveillance of
the environment. In this way, it was able to compete for the regeneration founds
and managed to restore the Oxo Tower, which became, with its remarkable loca-
tion on the river's showcase, the CSCB's and the restoration ‘s zone flagship, four
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Realizaciones de CSCB.
Plans made by CSCB.
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Vista del South Bank en la actualidad con el proyecto virtual de Doon Street.
View of the South Bank with the virtual plan of Doon Street.
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la zona y presentar su propuesta a concurso, de manera que competian unas
zonas contra otras por la obtencion de fondos®. En este contexto, Coin Street Com-
munity Builders se asoci6 con varios grupos empresariales de la zona, aprove-
chando el interés que muchas de las empresas alli radicadas empezaron a
mostrar por la mejora de la calidad y la seguridad del entorno. De esta manera,
pudo competir por los fondos de regeneracion y consiguié rehabilitar la Oxo
Tower, gue se convirtié, con su inmejorable posicién en el escaparate del rio, en
el buque insignia de CSCB y de la recuperacion de la zona, cuatro afios antes de
la inauguracion de la Tate Modern. La inclusién en la Gltima planta de un restau-
rante de lujo levanto algunas criticas entre los residentes, pero éde qué otra ma-
nera se podian conseguir fondos para la comunidad, sino atrayendo al piblico
acomodado? -se justificd CSCB. Una nueva versién de Robin Hood cabalgaba
sobre el South Bank.

Vivienda asequible, densidad y calidad

El resto de parcelas incluidas en el 4rea de actuacion fueron dedicadas a vi-
viendas de alquiler asequible. La Gltima y mas interesante de las promociones
fue la realizada en 2002 por Haworth Tompkins Architects y conocida como
Iroko Housing, que comparte manzana con el centro comunitario terminado en
2007 por los mismos autores. Iroko Housing se sit(ia sobre uno de los aparca-
mientos usado como fuente de financiacion y para el que se excavé un sétano,
que luego se incorpord al proyecto. A diferencia de las tres promociones ante-
riores, el proyecto de Haworth Tompkins presenta una mezcla de tipologias y
consigue una densidad de 74 viviendas/hectérea o 334 habitaciones/hectarea,
puesto que al tratarse de viviendas de 6 a 8 piezas es mas ajustado establecer
la densidad por habitaciones. Coin St. Neighbourhood Centre es el edificio que
cierra la manzana y tiene un programa muy diverso, con salas para la comuni-
dad, una guarderia, una planta de oficinas, salas de conferencias para alquilar
y un gran espacio comercial independiente en planta baja, también de alquiler.

Doon St. Tower

El siguiente paso en la trayectoria de CSCB es la promocién de un gran edificio
de usos mixtos en la dltima de sus parcelas, situada detras del National Thea-
tre de Denis Lasdun. El proyecto ha sido muy criticado por algunos grupos veci-
nales, ya que se trata de una ambiciosa promocion de usos mixtos que incluye
329 viviendas de venta en el mercado libre. Para compensar, el conjunto alberga
una piscina cubierta y un polideportivo para el barrio, ademas de un centro de
danza privado, comercios, oficinas y aparcamientos. La altura que alcanza la
torre, 143 metros, asi como la ausencia de vivienda protegida, han sido inter-
pretadas como una traicion a los ideales de la lucha vecinal. Sin embargo, los res-
ponsables de Coin St. argumentan que las necesidades del barrio son ahora los
equipamientos y no la vivienda social.

Al cabo de 30 aiios, la trayectoria de la Comunidad de Coin St. cosecha elo-
gios y reprobaciones, aunque es evidente que su trabajo ha desencadenado otra
serie de mejoras para el South Bank, la mayoria de ellas promovidas por el par-
tenariado de las empresas e instituciones locales. La adecuacion del borde flu-
vial y la eliminacion de barreras en el complejo del South Bank Centre han sido
las més visibles y las que han favorecido la masiva atraccién de visitantes. No
obstante, la impronta social que la Comunidad de Coin St. ha incorporado a la
agenda de los futuros promotores sera la que cambie definitivamente el destino
del barrio.
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years before the opening of the Tate Modern. The introduction of a luxury restau-
rant in the upper floor raised some criticisms among the residents, though, how
could have they raised founds for the community otherwise, without bringing in
well off customers? —was justified by the CSCB. A Robin Hood’s new version gal-
loped over the South Bank.

Affordable housing, density and quality

The rest of plots included in the action area were dedicated to affordable renting
housing. The promotion known as the Iroko Housing, that took place in 2002, by
Howorth Tompkings Architects, was the last and most interesting , which shares
hlock with the community’s centre finished in 2007 by the same authors. Iroko
Housing is located over one of the parking lots used as a financial source and for
which a cellar, that was later included in the project, was excavated. Differently
from the other three earlier promotions, the Haworth Tompking project shows a
mixture of typologies and achieves a density of 74 houses/ha. or 334 rooms/ha.,
(taking into account that we are talking about houses of 6 to 8 rooms it is more
exact to establish density by rooms). Coin St. The Neighbourhood Centre is the
building which closes the block and has a very diverse programme, with rooms
for the community, a kinder garden, an office floor, conference halls for rent and
a big independent commercial space on the ground floor, also for rent.

Doon St. Tower

The next step in the CSCB’s course is the promotion of a great mixed use building
for the last of the plots, located behind the Denis Lasdun’s National Theatre. The
project has been highly criticised by certain neighbourhood groups for it was an
ambitious mixed uses promotion including 329 housings for sale in the free mar-
ket. To compensate, the complex houses an indoors swimming pool and a sports
centre for the neighbourhood, as well as a private dance centre, shops, offices and
parking lots. At 143 metres high, and the absence of council housing within the
high rise tower, were taken as betrayal to the ideals of the neighbour’s fight. Nev-
ertheless, the people responsible for Coin. St. argue that the necessities of the
neighbourhood are now equipment and not council housing.

After 30 years, the carreer of Coin St’s Community brings about praises and
reproaches, though it is obvious that their work has triggered another series of
improvements for the South Bank, most of which promated by the local companiy
partnerships and local institutions. The adaptation of the river bank and the elim-
ination of barriers in the South Bank Centre complex have been the most visible
and the ones that have attracted most visitors. Nevertheless the social scar that
the Coin St. community has included in the future promoters agenda will be the one
which will definitely change the neighbourhood’s destiny.

* During John Major’s management the City Challenge Fund (1991) was introduced and later the Sin-
gle Regeneration Budget Challenge Fund (1994) which establishes the new founds assignation sys-
tem. The Restoration National Agency, English Partnerships, is responsible for the fund's assignation

* Durante la administracién de John Major se introducen el City Challenge Fund (1991) y posteriormente
el Single Regeneration Budget Challenge Fund (1994) que establecen el nuevo sistema de asignacién
de fondos. La Agencia Nacional de Regeneracién, English Partnerships, es la responsable de la asig-
nacién de fondos
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