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ARTS AND CULTURE ON THE FAIRNESS COMMISSION INTERIM REPORT 

Comments from a discussion among Croydon Arts Network members with two 

members of the Commission 26 November 2015 

Introduction 

1. A meeting was held for members of the Croydon Arts Network on 26 November. Those attending 

were involved in dance, event and festival organisation, film,  heritage, music, parks and open spaces and 

theatre. It was understood that the interim report is based on what people said to them and the 

Commission had received very little on the arts and culture, which is why there is no detailed discussion in 

the interim report. 

Commission statement re-arts and culture 

2. The Commission report states: 

‘A rich and diverse cultural and arts offer’  

• The development of a long term strategy for arts and culture that recognises the area’s diversity and 

aims to attract a mix of people of different ages, ethnicities and backgrounds, including from the more 

prosperous south of the borough and from Sussex, Surrey and Kent, encouraging people to go to Croydon 

rather than the West End.’ (para. 17) 

3. Concern was expressed that this was very similar to the statements by Westfield at meetings that 

they wished to attract people into Croydon from Sussex, Surrey and Kent. Croydon residents with 

comfortable incomes are already able to afford to go to cultural events either on the South Bank or in 

neighbouring Boroughs and in parts of Surrey. Some people from outside Croydon, inc. Watford, attended 

events in the Ambition Festival. However, the experiences of the events in that Festival were mixed as 

discussed in a dialogue between Sean Creighton and Katie Rose on  Croydon Citizen. 

4. Based on information that Kate Vennell, the Chair of the Board of Trustees of Fairfield Halls, had 

stated on the Historic Croydon Facebook site, a problem facing the Halls was that lacking public subsidies 

it often had to charge higher prices than payable on the South Bank, which was quick for Croydonians to 

get to from East Croydon Station. 

The nature of the arts scene 

5. There was agreement that the arts scene was fragmented: North and South, funding, ethnicity, 

techniques. Most arts groups were inward looking. A lot more needs to be done to encourage intermixing. 

However because of the small sizes of many venues only small audiences can be attracted.  

6. Croydon has been buzzing with bottom up arts and cultural initiatives, such as the projects 

initiated by the owner of the Rise Gallery. The local Festivals are very popular, especially the open air 

events where people come with their picnics.  

7. There have been many examples of initiatives to encourage collaboration and intermixing. e.g. 

between the Indian dance and the Flower Fairies project’s joint activities leading up to the Flower Fairies 

Festival in Park Hill Park. The Save David Lean Cinema campaign has been including more films relevant to 

different national and ethnic groups. 

Population growth 

8. According to the Local Plan the Council considers that the 31,500 growth in the need for new 

homes is to meet the need of the existing Croydon population, not newcomers. Therefore the main likely 

audience is going to be Croydonians. 

Role of Council 

9. Up to now the Council has been top-down in its approach to arts and culture. e.g. the designation 

of the Cultural Quarter, the decision to close Fairfield Halls for two years for refurbishment, the decision 
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to run the Ambition Festival. With the cuts forced on it by the Government it is unlikely to be able to fund 

arts and cultural activities. However it can support and encourage, but this will need to have an arts and 

culture member of staff who will help foster the whole range of arts.  

Public attitudes towards arts and culture 

10. At a time of funding cuts it is understandable that many members of the public would prefer to 

see expenditure on what they regard as more important services and activities. Many schools have failed 

to take up opportunities offered to them for arts and cultural projects carried out on their premises. 

There is a need to win support for the idea of the importance of arts and culture and to embed it into 

community activity, education, etc.  

11. The Chancellor has cut the budget of the Department of Culture, Media and the Sports by much 

less than other Departments. He indicated that he recognised the value to the economy. "One of the best 

investments we can make as a nation is in our extraordinary arts, museums, heritage, media and sport." 

He added : "deep cuts [to the arts] are a false economy" and that the area returns one quarter of a trillion 

pounds from a £1 billion investment. He has  promised a tax credit to support museum exhibitions. 

Social Isolation, Health and Well-being 

12. The Commission stresses the importance of tackling social isolation. Arts and culture can play an 

important role in this as they do in fostering health and well-being. 

The Places of Croydon 

11. The Council’s draft Local Plan envisages more support to the District and Local Centres around the 

Borough to encourage the development of lively communities within them, with less emphasis on 

concentrating everything in the Croydon Opportunity Area (Town Centre). The arts and culture aspects of 

this are thin and need to be looked at and fleshed out. 

Fairfield Halls 

12. The Croydon Arts Network grew out of the initiative of South Croydon Community Association to 

have a wide discussion about perceived problems with the management of and programming at Fairfield 

Halls. There had been an apparent lack of positive response by the management to the positive ideas that 

had been generated. There had also been concern by the apparent membership being mostly recruited 

from the property, not the arts and culture world.  

13. There are clearly different experiences by those who book for events at Fairfield Halls. There are 

those who have been to programmes with packed audiences, and those with very small audiences. In the 

case of an Indian music event there were virtually no members of the Indian communities suggesting the 

Halls inability to publicise into the right networks. The audiences for the lunch time concerts had fallen 

considerably. 

14. However it now appears that there has been progress but that the Board of Trustees until recently 

have not gone public about it.  

15. In her comments on the Historic Croydon Facebook the Chair, Kate Vennell, has explained that the 

Board is trying to broaden out its membership: 

 ‘There are 4 new members in the pipeline with experience across some of the areas you have 

rightly noted as would benefit from new thinking e.g. marketing, commercial revenue, community 

participation and programme.’ 

 A new board was on track to deliver cultural and financial transition over 3 years. We have been 

recruiting new board members and would have done more but circumstances.....however, an 

advisory board still makes sense’.  

16. She also explained in her Facebook contribution that: 
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  ‘Over 80 community groups use regularly with over 11,000 young people participating in arts over 

12 months. Number of participation projects such as Terriers last week a play about risks of gangs, 

which went to 13 schools and reached 1576 teenagers.’ 

 ‘It's really important that there is ongoing provision for the community users. I too see 

opportunities with alternatives in the borough - it might even be positive. But where is big enough 

for an amateur orchestra or similar size group to perform?’ 

17. She has also told the compiler of this note that many of the positive ideas that were generated 

from SCCA debate had been taken on board. As he has pointed out this has not been made public, and 

should be in order to gain allies in negotiations with the Council. 

18. The situation with regard to Fairfield Halls has fundamentally changed with the decision of the 

Council to close it for two years for refurbishment. It is clear that this did not have the agreement of the 

Board because the Chief Executive has made public comments critical of the decision and what its effect 

could be, as well as the fact that there will be a loss of jobs.  

19. The discussion at the Council’s Scrutiny Committee on the plans for Croydon College, College 

Green and Fairfield Halls area teased out that the Council had no idea about what programing would be 

when the Halls re-opened. 

20. There was a danger that the lease to the charity would end, and a new management brought in. 

21. The closure of the Halls for two years will mean that many events cannot be staged in Croydon. 

There is then the problem of where the small events and community groups can hire alternative venues, 

given there is a lack of venues of difference sized with different facilities needed to stage events. Many 

venues, like the Spread Eagle and Matthews Yard are very small.   

22. In order to keep the charity in being to take over the management of the Halls again it will need 

to find a way to run a programme in other venues. Analysis will be needed to work out which of its 

activities would lend themselves to this. The needs of the 80 community groups would appear to be among 

those. There would be more difficulty with the International Play season put on by Warehouse Theatre.  

23. The projected cost of the refurbishment appeared to be very expensive, given what it was 

understood would happen, mainly the complete replacement of the electrical and mechanical services. 

The justification for closure is that it will cost a lot more to undertake the work if there were still events 

being run there. In contrast both the Lyric and Battersea Arts Centre had been able to stay open while 

works were underway. There was also a danger that the Council could change its mind and decide to 

demolish the Halls. A proposed amendment to the Local Plan includes deletion of the word ‘retention’. 

24. Another problem  is that unless it is known what the programming will be after it re-opens then 

the design may not be appropriate. The project needs a clear long-term vision for the future of the Halls, 

SEGAS House 

25. There needs to be an interim venue. The development by East Croydon Station promises a new 

theatre but its completion date is unclear, as is who would manage it. SEGAS House might be one 

possibility. Originally designed for a school, the Council now proposed that it be for housing. It is 

understood that the building needs to be gutted and asbestos cleared, that it would be unsuitable for 

housing because of the problem if installing windows into the Grade II listed building, and that while it 

could accommodate gallery, rehearsal  and workshop space it was unlikely to be able to accommodation a 

reasonable size theatre space.  The owner of RISE gallery had tried to buy the property but the owner was 

asking for an inflated price. The student project discussed on Croydon Citizen looking at otpions for the 

property needs to be re-looked at. 

Outdoor venues 

26. In addition to the problem of indoor venues, there is an absence of outdoor stage facilities in the 

parks and open spaces.  
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27. Arts and cultural activities can also take place in squares and streets. The problem is to what 

extent they these are genuine public spaces or are managed/policed by commercial organisations. 

Croydon BID  has purchased a portable stage for use. There appears to be no plan for the future way in 

which North End will be used once the new Whitgift Centre is opened, nor whether it will be 

managed/policed by the BID. 

Cultural and Creative Centres 

28. The Council is proposing to establish four cultural and creative centres at: 

 Bowyers Yard, Bedwardine Road in Crystal Palace/Upper Norwood is proposed by the Council as a 
site for a  Cultural and Creative Industries Enterprise Centre.  (Crystal Palace & Upper Norwood) 

 

 Croydon College Annexe, Barclay Road. Residential redevelopment with community uses and 
Creative and Cultural Industries Enterprise Centre.  (Croydon Opportunity Area) 

 Purley Leisure Centre, car park and former Sainsbury's Supermarket, High Street. Mixed use 
redevelopment incorporating new leisure facilities and/or other community facilities, healthcare 
facility, creative and cultural industries enterprise centre, retail, residential accommodation and 
public car park.  (Purley) 

 Grafton Quarter, Grafton Road. Creative and Cultural Industries Enterprise Centre and residential 
development. No alternative use for site. (Waddon) 

29. It is not clear exactly what these premises will contain, offices, workshops, rehearsals space, 

theatre and stage etc.  

Sean Creighton 

Co-ordinator, Croydon Radical History Network 

Co-ordinator, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor Network 

Chair of 26 November Arts Network meeting 

1 December 2015 

 

 

 

 


