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MY LONDON STORY

Without veteran campaigner Eileen Conn, two of south London’s best creative hubs -
the Bussey Building and Peckham Levels — simply wouldn’t exist
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‘We proved Peckham had potential’

PECKHAM IS MY HOME: I've lived in the
same house for 45 years. I first started doing
community work in the area in 1975, alongside
my job in Whitehall as a civil servant. Initially
it was out of self-interest:  had a new car that
was bashed in and the first time I spoke to my
neighbours was to ask, ‘Have you any idea what
happened to my car? They also had problems
because of a noisy factory behind their houses,
so we went to see the local MP, who told us to set
up a residents’ association — and we did.

Soon Igotinvolved with the Peckham Society,
where Iwas introducedtolocal history, transport
management and all Kinds of other things that I
knew absolutely nothing about at the time. When
we found outthatthe council wanted todemolish
halfof Peckham High Street tobuild a new town
hall, wedecided totakeaction.

Ifoundedthe Peckham Action Group, which
campaigned from 1977 to 1982 tosave the
historic high street. It was my first experience of
thatkind of campaigning: Iwasonnational TV
news, Radio London... we even produced apunk
record by agroup called Crisis,and marched from
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Elephant & Castle toPeckham with theband
playingon thebackofalorry.

Throughout the’80sand *90s I mostly worked
ontherelationship between the policeandthe
localcommunity. Then Idiscovered that there
was anoldindustrialsite, the Bussey Building and
Copeland Park, which was scheduled tobe turned
intoatramdepotand a commercial development.
InJanuary 2006, Iorganised my first ever public
meeting andsetup Peckham Vision.

The campaign tosave the Bussey Building was
intense. The developmentwent throughallthe
planning procedures and we lost every battle. But
in 2008, Icollected everythingthat was relevant
tothevision of what Peckham town centre could
become and Ipublished it. It was obviousthat
there waspotentialin Peckham, especiallyonthat
site. The Bussey Building had been designated for
demolition because it was derelict, butIproved
thatitwasn’t. Nowit’sacreative hub withstudios,
spaces forarts, eventsand fitness, a record shop, a
caféandevenarooftopcinema.

Peckham Vision has alwaysbeen very
informal —just this growing list of volunteers
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connected by email -but we’ve achieved so
much. Oneof ourbiggest campaigning successes
waslast year. Peckham multi-storey car park
(whichIactually campaigned againstwhen it was
builtin 1983!) wasdesignated as a development
site. We mobilised people to write to the council
and opposethe plans. The cabinet member
responsible for regeneration got 5,300 emails: he
couldn’tavoid it! Now the site is home to Peckham
Levels, withseven storeys of the car park
providingwork and creative spaces for artists,
entrepreneursand the community.
I'mamobiliser. 'minterested in how people
organise themselves to makeasensibleand
effectivedecision. And one of the lessons from
my experience Iwould like to convey toall
community activistsis this: don’t giveupwhen
theformal proceduressay it’sthe end. We have
proveditoverandoveragain:it’snotthecase.
Justdon’tgive up. W Interview by Daisy Stenham
- www.peckh Is.org, www.p

Forour guide to the best of SE15,
head to timeout.com/peckham
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