
October 2008: Fish Island Con-
servation Area proposed and 
consulted on.

29 July – 12 August 2012: London 2012 Olym-
pic Games
The promised tourists’ traffic in the area 
does not materialise because TfL regulates 
Overground train traffic.

November 2009: Fish Island 
Conservation Area adopted by 
the Borough of Tower Hamlets. 
It includes Dace Road and Swan 
Wharf, but there are no listed 
buildings.

July 2005: London wins the bid to 
host the 2012 Olympic Games.
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2013: first iteration of planning application 
by the Anderson Group [now No. 14/00262/
FUL (LLDC)], comprising  the “demolition 
and retention of facades to existing ware-
house buildings fronting onto Dace Road 
with new 2 / 3 storey extensions above, 
and construction of new buildings […] to 
accommodate 1,734sqm (GIA) approx. of 
commercial floorspace and 37 residential 
units.” The application is reviewed and it 
is estimated that it would take at least 2 
years before it is approved.

g*

Negotiations between the HIVE, the Bar-
bican and The Trampery about using the 
first floor of Swan Wharf as a temporary 
digital arts residency space.

h*
April 2014: the Queen Elizabeth Olympic 
Park is opened to the public. Infrastruc-
tural works begin to build a series of 
pedestrian bridges to connect the Park 
to Hackney Wick and Fish Island.

g

UCHRONIAN MAP OF SWAN WHARF 
60 Dace Road, E3 2NQ (Old Ford Works)

July 2014: launch of Fish Island Labs on a 
ten-month lease.

Swan Wharf for hire (4.6.2014)

Ron Athey at ]PS[ / The Cygnet 
Bar and Bistro (4.6.2014)

November 2002: planning application submitted for the ‘[d]emoli-
tion of the existing four-storey office block and 3 timber / steel and 
brick buildings and sheds. Retention of the existing three-storey 
“stable block” fronting Dace Road and its conversion into 6 Class 
B1 office units.’ [PA/02/01754]. The buildings belong to the Old Ford 
Works site. Nothing happens for nearly five years.

On 15 May 2007, Datalink Ltd pays £9,600.00 to buy the freehold of 
the site from Percy Dalton (Holdings) Limited (of the Percy Dalton 
Peanuts Factory). December 2007 [PA/02/01754, Tower Hamlets] is 
approved. It proposes the demolition of the canal front buildings, 
opening up of the courtyard.

Part of the site is demolished but the stable block remains empty. 

February 2011: planning application submitted for ‘[t]emporary 
change of use from Class B1/B8 industrial to sui generis hospitality 
venue’ [PA/11/00481]. Approved, September 2011. Further applications 
enable the owners to build a new mooring/pontoon. The river front 
side of Swan Wharf is refurbished to become a private members’ 
club called ‘The Fringe’ (20 July to 9 September 2012). It is advertised 
as “a pop up private members’ club in a former Victorian stable” and 
“the place to watch the Olympics in style with a cocktail in hand”, 
and the daily membership costs £150.

September 2012 to Autumn 2013: site is empty but refurbished.

“They tried to do short term leases on it and they just hadn’t had any 
interest at all because of this planning application. From the landlord 
point of view they couldn’t find anyone who was willing to take it for 
[only] two years.”. (Interview, 4 June 2014)
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WHAT HAPPENED: 
Upper case.

Spring 2013: two musicians propose to use Swan Wharf to expand 
their existing local café and music venue, turning it into a place for 
live performance and live theatre in East London. They propose 
an initial lease of 18 months, to test out their plan. After many 
negotiations begin, the owner asks them to pay full rent and they 
pull out because it would have been financially ‘impossible’.

E

Summer 2013: two friends who work in festival production and 
PR events ask the owners if they can moor their boat alongside 
pontoon in front of Swan Wharf. They propose to temporarily set 
up their new offices in Swan Wharf and the owner accepts. Shortly 
after they set up a company (the HIVE) to manage the building (rent-
free) from October 2013 for 2-5 years (estimated time that it will 
take for the planning application to be approved). They HIVE hires 
the space out to generate revenue, mostly for film shootings, photo 
shoots, corporate events.

F

December 2013: The HIVE advertises on ArtQuest online for artists 
to apply for creative projects to use space. Performance artists from 
]Performance Space[ approach them and negotiate use of the first 
floor as an open plan studio space and an attached exhibition and 
performance space. Meanwhile revenue from commercial hires is 
used to set up a workshop on the ground floor.

G

Spring 2014: the HIVE expands the use of the building.  Funds are 
used to do minimal refurbishment of the larger areas and transform 
them into studio spaces. Downstairs workshops open. ]Performance 
Space[ struggle to be promised open use of the space against more 
profitable commercial hires.
April 2014: The bistro Cygnet is opened as a joint-venture with 
Truman Brewery.

June 2014: Seminal live-artist Ron Athey performs at ]PS[ and the 
event is sold out in 48 hr.  
Despite the success. the arrangements for Fish Island Labs lead ]PS[ 
to begin negotiations to move out of Fish Island. 

H

September 2014: objections to the planning application are submit-
ted by individuals and community groups. The LLDC comments on 
the application No. 14/00262/FUL asking for revisions. November 
2014: Revised application is submitted. April 2015: application deci-
sion still pending.

I

Fish Island Labs 
unwrapped (11.7.2014)

Swan Wharf, the main building 
(view from above, 4.5.2014)

A collective of local artists and artisans approach the owner with a 
plan to convert the building into low cost live/work spaces, such as 
other wharfs nearby. The owner, seeing that he cannot rent it out 
commercially, agrees on a peppercorn rent. The collective teams 
up with conversations happening in Stour Space about establishing 
Community Land Trust to collectively own and manage local wharfs 
under threat.

The vacant stable block is squatted for residential and community 
uses. The space hosts an independent radio station, cultural events 
and political meetings about the changes to the area and the begin-
ning of the Olympics.
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WHAT COULD HAVE HAPPENED:
Lower case with number.

The two musicians negotiated a low-rent temporary lease to run 
the space, which becomes rapidly a very well-known music and 
performance venue.  Hackney Wick and Fish Island sees a renewal 
of its dwindling night-life. The venue is so popular that a campaign 
is created to transform the site from a temporary to a permanent 
venue for the performing arts. Through crowd-funding, the cam-
paign raises half the value of the property and makes an offer to the 
owner to buy the site and the owner accepts. The place becomes 
a community-owned social enterprise on the model of Portland 
Works in Sheffield.

f1

The space becomes a low-cost performance art venue and work-
shop space, catering for the needs of local artisans. The individuals 
involved in using the workshop begin to organise and self-manage as 
a group, arguing to the owner against the need for an intermediary. 

g1

The HIVE-Swan Wharf managers recognise the value of ]PS[ as the 
only space entirely dedicated to performance and live art in England, 
and confirms the exclusivity of use of the first floor. In May 2014 ]PS[ 
run a very successful Arts Council-sponsored programme of live art 
events. Fish Island begins to be noticed by the contemporary per-
formance art and live art community as a centre for experimental 
practice and exhibition, thanks also to the presence of the nearby 
Live Art Development Agency, in the White Building (Hackney Wick). 
Membership of ]PS[ increases five-fold over a year, and the partner-
ship with the HIVE is strengthened: both organisations work togeth-
er to make the case for the building not to be redeveloped and to 
remain as a more permanent art and performance venue.

h1

The application is rejected on the grounds that it does not provide 
any affordable housing. The LLDC argues that the ‘heritage-led’ ap-
proach and the provision of affordable workspace are not sufficient 
to justify no affordable housing provision. Pressured by local and 
London-wide housing campaigns, negotiations begin to rethink the 
plans for the site to include much needed social housing provision.

i1

The site becomes a successful VIP 
nightlife venue during the Olympics 
and carries on as an upmarket events 
venue.

The site is rented out commercially at full market rent on short term 
lease for two years or less.

Part of the site is demolished and the ‘stable block’ is converted into 
offices. 

The application is approved. Part of Swan Wharf is demolished and 
the remainder is transformed into office units. The development is a 
perfect fit for the other section of Old Ford Works site, redeveloped 
into Ironworks, a residential gated community fronting the Lee Navi-
gation Canal (PA 2003).
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WHAT WAS SUPPOSED TO HAPPEN: 
Lower case.

The plan is approved shortly after, the raised stables at Swan Wharf 
are demolished and a series of residential buildings are built.

e

The revised application is approved straight away. Fish Island Labs is 
asked to leave earlier than the agreed ten-months, and most build-
ings are demolished to make space for residential and commercial 
developments.

i

g ]Performance Space[ artists continue to use the first floor as low-
cost open plan studio and performance space and soon other art 
and craft-based groups negotiate similar agreements, including some 
local resident groups.

November 2014: pending 
application, proposal

Swan Wharf application 
first iteration

‘The Fringe’ private 
members club


