For RIAS QUARTERLY JOURNAL:
The Portland Inn Project supports a local community in Stoke on Trent to take the lead on collaborative change. Artists and co-founders Rebecca Davies and Anna Francis share the story so far.
>>

In 2016 we (artists Rebecca Davies and Anna Francis) set up The Portland Inn Project CIC, in a residential area of Stoke on Trent, working in collaboration with other artists, arts organisations and residents to improve the area and renovate an old pub building to become a community space.
The project advocates for people led change, and champions the importance of art in leading that change, and in cooperation with public services. The programme of activity offered by the project seeks to improve skills using a range of artistic methods, and with a focus on community representation and self-organising.
As someone who has lived on this estate for 22 years I have seen a lot of bad things but more importantly, a lot of good. I believe I speak for the majority of the residents, many of whom are apprehensive about getting involved in anything here as they have had it taken away previously. Community project houses shut down, money promised for community centres given and then taken away, funding for equipment; won, purchased and then left to rot and ruin.

The Portland Inn Project is the bridge between the people who live here and the agencies these same people do not trust… There is strength in numbers but from little acorns the mighty oak grows. 

(Kerry, resident and project team member).
The neighbourhood surrounding Portland Street has long been a victim of negative stigma due to years of anti-social behaviour locally. The project seeks to address this by working with public services to respond to local issues and importantly, deliver a creative programme that champions the diverse skills, knowledges and experience of our community members. 

Back in 2015, Rebecca was living in London, leading a UK touring project – The Oasis Social Club.  She was concerned with regeneration schemes, and our diminishing affordable housing and social spaces. The club travelled to Stoke on Trent and was based on Portland Street. A manifesto was drawn up with a committee of local residents, who ‘wanted a space to exchange and socialise’. 
That same year Anna was running her project, Community Maker, on Portland Street, in the community she had just moved to, as part of the widely reported ‘pound housing scheme’. Her project drew a similar conclusion – and so the following year, after a phone call from the council offering the temporary use of the old pub building that had been derelict for 9 years, the two sought Arts Council funding to run a programme that would get to the root of local need, and test a range of activity to explore this. 
They tried to bury us. They didn’t know we were seeds.
Anna and Rebecca evaluated the work as part of a business plan (the two had never written a business plan before), delivered this to the council in 2016, and in 2018, successfully negotiated a Community Asset Transfer of the old pub building. That same year a temporary space (Raise The Roof) was designed and built with Baxendale (appointed for the practice’s collaborative approach to design and build). 

The programme was taking a clearer purpose – working towards the renovation of the pub building – and so a crucial part of that Summer was the Portland Architecture School delivered with Godson Egbo (our architect on the pub building), inviting residents to outline uses for the building and make design decisions in response to those uses (this temporary building and programme was shortlisted for The RIBA MacEwen Award, recognising ‘Architecture for the common good’). 
This approach to the design process applies also to our programming and efforts to collaborate with local services – an outside-in (as opposed to top-down) approach to decision making; A space for everybody at the table and an opportunity to not only be heard, but for actions to happen in response to what is heard. 
On the 16th April, 2020 – one month into Lockdown – our project posted an excerpt from Jane Jacobs, death and Life of Great American Cities on Instagram:

The street neighbourhoods of a city have still another function in self-government (…) and a vital one : they must draw effectively on help when trouble comes along that is too big for the street to handle.

The post read “We’re a project that creates space for people to come together, exchange and collaborate. It is always important for our neighbourhood to stay connected and be heard. We are ‘real people’ not ‘statistical people’ that until right now, rely on a physical space to make those connections. Now we, like all, are thinking of the space between us, no matter how remote, and we are thinking of how we can make that space smaller, to draw us closer and connect in meaningful ways without ‘contact’. It’s about drawing that support effectively – and how we as a community-based organisation can continue to create that support for and importantly WITH our neighbourhood.” 

Just before lockdown, we submitted our final architectural plans for ‘PIP’ – an ambitious proposal for the old pub building. It has been an inclusive and empowering process, reflected in the designs for the building – which will house a ceramics workshop, social space, community kitchen, roof garden, artist residency and key holder flat. Its multi uses reflect the requests of locals, and the project’s commitment to making the building viable. 

We hope that Stoke city council’s planning team are able to recognise the deeply collaborative approach to the future of this building. A building which we hope to be truly iconic not only in its design, but in its representation of people led change. 
