Inclusive Censorship: Art on the Underground TrifLes with our lives

There’s nothing new in patrons of the Arts censoring the work of artists they employ. Transport for London is no exception. During the summer TfL commissioned two community arts projects through its cultural arm, Art on the Underground. In keeping with current platitudes Tamsin Dillon, Head of AotU, pronounced ‘From the beginning, Art on the Underground was certain that the artwork produced for this station should involve the individuals and groups who live in, work in and visit Stratford.  Central to the lives of so many people in the area, the station should embody something about the community that use it.’ The projects would have ‘the Olympic agendas of inclusion and celebration at their heart.’ 
One of these would involve the production of a newspaper by an artist who was ‘working closely with local communities, businesses and individuals to “navigate and reveal” the formal and informal social networks that operate in and around the station and the nearby town’. ‘Attention will be devoted to artworks of a social nature or that involve communities directly in their development and production’ (see attachment for publicity handout). Well that all sounded pretty socially embodied inclusive community involvement kind of stuff.
The navigator, Lucy Harrison, approached me about a year ago. She said she was keen to represent all parts of the community and wanted to include contributions from those being evicted for the Olympics. Obviously being kicked out of one’s home is not everyone’s idea of a fun event and I did point out that I might have some critical things to say. Lucy seemed to have the impression that her patrons were not about to censor expression by one of the individuals or groups who live in, work in or visit Stratford  and who is directly involved in an inclusive artwork of a social nature revealing the formal and informal networks embodied and operating in and around Stratford Station. So I said ‘yes’ and wrote a draft for the first edition of the Grapevine due out in May. I also sent in some pictures.
AotL seemed to be aware that important changes were occurring in Stratford as they had referred to the newspaper, the Grapevine, depicting ‘the minutiae of daily life in the area as it experiences the first waves of epic change’. Of course, the first and possibly most epic wave of change had already struck with the eviction of residents, businesses, travellers and allotment holders. Maybe this emphasis on the ‘minutiae’ of daily life and the failure to observe this first tsunami should have set off alarm bells.
Anyway, a while after I sent in my epistle (see attachment) Lucy emailed me referring to ‘difficulties’ followed by a more straightforward message telling me that AotU would not use what I had written as everything had to be approved by the Head of Transport for London. I had been indelicate enough to include some direct criticism of public figures and organisations which was considered unacceptable. Lucy was not allowed to promote a particular point of view. Later, after further contact with Lucy I did try to write an acceptable version but found I lacked the motivation and ability to string together sensible sentences, so I emailed AotU to let them know I couldn’t participate in their inclusive community involved artwork of a social nature. I received an automated reply saying they would reply as soon as possible. They didn’t. 
Tamsin Dillon said she couldn’t think of two projects that could better demonstrate the Olympic agendas of inclusion and celebration than the AotU Stratford Arts Projects. Plainly she and AotU consider these agendas are their measure of artwork and an article including criticism of public figures involved in an Olympic eviction offends these vital measures and fails to conform to the high artistic standards set by this leading arts organisation. Who am I to disagree? After all, what else could art be for?
cARLTure as cheerleader
by Lucy Harrison, who had been commissioned by Transport for London (TfL) to organise a community arts project for Art on the Underground to be exhibited at Stratford Station. She said she was keen to represent all parts of the community and wanted to include contributions from those being evicted for the Olympics. Obviously being kicked out of one’s home is not everyone’s idea of a fun event and I did point out that I might have some negative things to say. Lucy seemed to have the impression that AOTU were not about to censor people’s expression so I said yes and wrote a draft for the first edition of the Grapevine, which she said should come out in May. I also sent in some pictures.
However, a while later, after referring to ‘difficulties’ Lucy sent me an email telling me AOTU wouldn’t use my piece as they wouldn’t allow me to directly criticise public figures.
TfL put out a statement about their Stratford Station Art on the Underground project which referred to the ‘first waves of epic change’ about to hit Stratford. Actually the first waves had already struck as the pre-selected Olympic losers had already been evicted but AOTU didn’t seem to be aware of this. Plainly for them ‘epic change’ did not include damage, although that is a usual outcome of wave action.
Tamsin Dillon, Head of AOTU, was very excited about the ‘Olympic agendas of inclusion and celebration’ which she felt were exemplified by their arts project and the 2012 Games. What with waves of epic change and Olympic agendas combining to sweep over Stratford Station in a flood of inclusion and celebration maybe the Stratford AOTU project really was going to ‘involve individuals and groups’  and ‘embody the community’ in its work. 

Well, no! Inclusion and celebration have their limits and art on the underground isn’t very epic. It didn’t want to include an exploration of the wave impact of epic change on the community. I sent a comment to AOTU to indicate my inability to put together a satisfactory contribution after a further feeble effort on my part: 

‘I am not going to be able to contribute to this project. I haven't been well so am lacking energy. However, I have to say I also lack motivation. I tried to write something this evening but found it almost impossible to string a sensible set of sentences together in a way which would meet the limited expression allowed. I can't trim my words, or emotions, to make them palatable for Art on the Underground. Being evicted for the Olympics was a deeply distressing experience full of lies and deceit. A while ago I received an email about this project referring to the agendas of inclusion and celebration or some such stuff, which is why I am copying this to tfl etc. It was just like salt in the wound. I will stick what I wrote on Games Monitor in due course and be done with it. Art on the Underground seems to want to turn this into a consumable experience. Maybe for others it is. But not for me.

Best wishes, Julian’
Tamsin and AOTU didn’t reply.

But then who am I to criticise? What do I know about art? Maybe my contribution just wasn’t any good! 
THE STRATFORD HOARD AND THE STRATFORD GRAPEVINE STRATFORD UNDERGROUND STATION

July – November 2008 

Art on the Underground (AOTU) are developing a series of contemporary art projects for Stratford station in the lead up to the 2012 Games. Two artist commissions for 2008 make the people of Stratford the focus of their work.

Lucy Harrison has been working closely with local communities, businesses and individuals to navigate and reveal the formal and informal social networks that operate in and around the station and the nearby town. Her discoveries have been compiled in the form of a free newspaper with a difference. The Stratford Grapevine depicts the minutiae of daily life in the area as it experiences the first waves of epic change. Issue 1 of the paper contains exclusive interviews with the Newham Striders, an Origami competition, free portraits and a feature on Midfield FC.
Alan Kane presents The Stratford Hoard. This eclectic series of exhibitions will reveal the private collections of people who live or work nearby or have a connection to the station. Three shows presented in museum-quality cases and large-scale visual displays across the length of the mezzanine platform will present personal hoards such as Elizabeth Parker’s 1000 sugar cubes, Kacey Young’s decorative souvenir teaspoons, and Tyler Harrington’s 1980s printed milk bottles. The exhibitions will change at intervals over the summer to reveal an unusual picture of Stratford’s residents and commuters. 

The commissions are the beginning of a new phase of artworks for the station and highlight a broadening of the overall AOTU programme. AOTU commissions artworks across the entire Underground network focussing on different aspects of artistic production, historical or architectural features as well as looking at the unique social make up of the world’s oldest Underground system and the significant challenges it meets today. At Stratford attention will be devoted to artworks of a social nature or that involve communities directly in their development and production.

Tamsin Dillon, Head of Art on the Underground says: “From the beginning, Art on the Underground was certain that attention will be devoted to artworks of a social nature or that involve communities directly in their development and production in the run up to the Games in 2012, Stratford’s Art on the Underground projects will have the Olympic agendas of inclusion and celebration at their heart: I can’t think of two projects that could better demonstrate this, or launch the station as a flagship site for the programme.” 
“At the end of 2003 residents at Clays Lane were told the estate was to be closed for the Olympics. We were the last community to be visited before the launching of the Olympic planning application even though we were the most affected. The LDA said there were plans to demolish the estate even if the Olympics didn’t come and even had a drawing to prove it. We checked. There were no alternative plans. They had just been made it up! 

When the bid was won in July 2005 the estate, which was only completed in 1982, was home to 424 tenants plus some dependants. Tenants enjoyed low rents, cheap and plentiful community supplied heating and hot water, low service charges, a community centre, day and night buses to the estate and free car parking. Most lived in shared houses while there were 50 self-contained flats or bungalows. The LDA dismissed our amenities and promised accommodation ‘at least good as, if not better than’ what we had, whilst the Mayor of London promised an ‘improvement’ in terms of ‘space, quality, standards and amenities’. 

One amenity enjoyed by residents was the beautiful semi-wild open space at the EastwayCycle Track. The LDA said we were ‘isolated’ by this green space! The LDA claimed that the 2004 Fluid survey into residents’ needs had showed only 12 residents were concerned about losing this amenity whereas the survey had really said over 75% wanted to live near a green space.

Residents lived in a vibrant community. Clays Lane met specific housing needs, as the excellent Fluid survey reported: ‘The survey has identified its community and social make-up as its main asset… This community has a very specific make-up, mainly due to the Co-op’s policy of housing a diverse group of single adults, many of whom have arrived at Clays Lane through housing needs.’ 

The estate, which was originally run as a Co-op, was laid out in ten courtyards. The Fluid report considered that ‘The Courtyard has proved effective as a piece of social architecture, as urban and landscape design.’ It also stated: ‘The Co-op and its community provide an informal mutual support system, and some residents appear to rely on this network.’

Maintaining these community ties was first discussed in 2003. The Fluid survey reported: ‘Based on a projection of the survey responses, around 200 residents may wish to be rehoused in some sort of Co-operative or collective housing arrangement.’ However, no action was taken to make this a reality until spring of 2006, two and a half years later and after the relocation programme had started. 

The LDA told the Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO) Inquiry its intention was to sustain and support local communities and promote diversity. The reality was otherwise. The lack of early action was fatal and no community moves have yet occurred although some tenants have moved on to the same estates. Even so, the Chief Executive of the LDA, Manny Lewis, told the Voice newspaper in September 2007 that we were rehoused in three blocks of purpose built flats! 

In the event the Fluid survey questionnaire responses were never used, the survey was superseded by a much more limited questionnaire, the earlier promises were ‘clarified’ and residents were just placed in whatever accommodation was available. We were a very diverse, sociable community. It was demolished and we were scattered. Many residents now say they feel lonely in their new accommodation.

The LDA failed to abide by any of its timelines and in the final two weeks there were still 50 residents on the estate, with some only just receiving offers. Even so politicians accused us of holding up the programme. In the end, while most residents did receive more spacious self-contained accommodation this was not necessarily of higher quality and often lacked the amenities of Clays Lane. They were left very much worse off financially, with inadequate compensation to cover their greatly increased costs. 

A few had to go into emergency or temporary accommodation and others were falsely told by CBHA, our housing managers, and our landlords, Peabody, that they were not eligible for social housing ending up impoverished in private housing. To our astonishment, our tenant advisors, SNU, obeyed an instruction not to circulate a leaflet setting out these tenants’ true legal position. The LDA had promised to properly supervise the process and is now, along with Peabody, having to rehouse these tenants. 

During the relocation CBHA wanted to put metal grilles on empty houses to make the estate less welcoming. The LDA did listen to residents and altered the programme. In the latter stages, residents also had to contend with investigatory drilling on the estate and dust and noise from demolition work at Park Village and the remediation of the Eastway Cycle Track, which was part of an old landfill. Although harmless if left undisturbed the Eastway was, according to the ODA, ‘heavily contaminated’ with industrial pollutants and even deposits of radioactive thorium, although we had to discover this latter detail for ourselves. Little or no dust suppression was in place. Legal aid to challenge the drilling was refused as it was held that court action would hold up the whole Olympic programme.

Among those we invited to visit the estate were Mr Livingstone, Mr Higgins of the ODA, the Mayor of Newham, Lyn Brown MP and Lord Coe. The last three agreed, the other two didn’t respond, but none of them came. Lord Coe has been falsely described as being at the ‘sharp end’ of the relocation programme, Ms Brown told her party members she had visited and the Mayor of Newham called us ‘peasants’! Newham refused to give residents decant status for seven months while it negotiated with the LDA for nomination rights to Legacy housing and also refused to lift its moratorium on the sale of council land. 

Clays Lane is part of the site of the Athletes’ Village. The ODA claims it will provide 9000 new homes from the Village. This is not true. A large part of the Village is being built at Stratford City and would have been built anyway while the figures do not take into account the loss of housing for around 1000 people from the two social housing estates, the Park Village student estate and Clays Lane. Only 30% is expected to be affordable housing.

The CPO Inspector refused to check the LDA’s claims of housing gain, while he also said housing costs were not his concern and considered there was an effective relocation programme in place. He and a High Court judge were also unconcerned that a relocation strategy, required to protect residents, in fact never existed. The judge also refused to hear any evidence concerning the relocation programme. The judge said the programme was too important to worry about such things. The original Arup plan for the Olympics had been to put the Athletes’ Village at Mill Meads, which would have spared Clays Lane and provided a 100% housing legacy.

Like our community the name ‘Clays Lane’ will disappear. In future it will be called Channelsea Village.” 
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