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1. BACKGROUND 

In July 2012 Aberdeen lost its last radical political space with the closure of the Aberdeen 
Trades Union Council Social Club. The Club was a valuable resource for the city where 
campaign groups could hold meetings, social events and be part of a wider network of 
support.  

Recently, mainly through the actions of local campaign group Aberdeen Against Austerity 
(AAA), the club was actually being utilised more than it has been for a number of years. AAA 
staged a programme of very successful events in the Club, hosting meetings, talks, film 
showings, benefits and skill-shares. With the Club’s imminent closure on the horizon, AAA 
and other local campaign groups came together to discuss organising support for a new 
social centre for the city. This Project Document is the tangible result of these discussions. 

2. WHAT ARE SOCIAL CENTRES? 

Social centres come from a requirement for physical spaces for political debate and action, 
safe meeting rooms, mutual support amongst fellow campaign groups, skills sharing, 
resource sharing and network building. Centres have been established by activists and 
campaign groups as they strive to make a space empowering to its users, to show that 
individuals can take control of their own lives and exercise their rights of active citizenship 
to deliver positive social change. 
 
Current social centres come in many different forms: small information shops/resource 
centres, arts spaces, music venues, film spaces, meeting spaces and space for specialist 
advice groups and trading co-operatives. In most cases though, centres have elements of all 
of these forms. It is perhaps also helpful to define what these centres are not: they are not 
independent cafes, working men’s clubs, trades union social clubs or community centres.  

Social centres are the hub for campaign groups and they are where the public interact with 
these groups and important issues facing the city. Centres are friendly and inviting, open to 
everyone and have the aim of educating, engaging and providing services to the wider 
public. Social centres have a wider remit in addressing wider political, social and economic 
issues and to that end many provide targeted services such as in Edinburgh where the group 
Edinburgh Claimants in collaboration with Edinburgh Coalition Against Poverty, operate 
drop-in days for people on welfare, to provide advice and active support.  

There has been a growth across the UK (and internationally) of a network of social centres. 
In Scotland there are examples in Edinburgh and Glasgow (see Edinburgh case study in 
Section 12). 

3. RATIONALE OF A SOCIAL CENTRE 

The north-east has seen a renaissance in community activism that has sprung up across the 
city and shire. The recent high profile local campaigns against the re-development of Union 
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Terrace Gardens and the Trump International Golf Course have seen large groups of the 
public banding together to form community activist groups. Also, in answer to national 
campaigns such as UK Uncut, local groups such as AAA have been formed to provide a local 
dimension to national issues. There are an increasing number of activist groups now 
operating and although some have a degree of cross-over in the individuals involved, many 
more operate independently with no support from other groups. 

The time is ripe for the creation of a new space in the city where this myriad of groups can 
create a base for their operations, build capacity to their individual campaigns, make 
connections with other like-minded individuals and share resources/skills. 

The aim of the centre would be to help grow, support and sustain a flourishing community 
activist scene. The centre would provide longer term stability and solidity to campaigns 
which by their very nature evolve over time and suffer from fluctuating energies and 
successes/failures.  

There is a requirement for a public space that is benefit to the citizens of the north-east, in 
providing them with information, advice and active support on issues that are important to 
them.  

There is also a requirement for a space that can facilitate the provision of community 
services, via affiliated specialist advice groups. These groups will be able to freely use the 
space and provide a benefit to the general public. 

4. FACILITIES AND SERVICES TO BE PROVIDED 

The aim of the centre is: 

“To create a safe and healthy space, open to all members of the community, that will 
operate as a hub for a variety of community and social groups in Aberdeen and its environs. 
The role of the centre is to support people with action and facilitate this through the 
provision of a programme of facilities and services. Working on principles of mutual aid, 
solidarity and co-operation, we will strive to provide a space which promotes and educates 
around issues of political, economic, environmental and social justice.'' 

To achieve this aim the centre could provide many facilities and services such as: 

• An info-shop of activist literature (local, national and international) freely available 
to the general public to take-away  

• Activist material to be sold such as magazines, pamphlets, t-shirts etc. from 
distribution outlets such as Freedom, Active Distribution, AK Press and from any local 
individuals who may wish to use this outlet 

• A reference library of radical literature such as books, magazines, pamphlets and 
audio-visual material 
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• A space for campaign groups to host talks, events, benefits, socials and skill-shares 
events/workshops 

• A base for campaign groups to use the space for meetings and events, plan actions, 
disseminate their literature and reach out to the public 

• Support for campaign groups such as information on where to go for advice on direct 
action, funding, legal and freedom of information issues etc. 

• A space for community education 
• A base for radical media groups  
• A display space for political artwork from local artists 
• Activist film showings 
• Cultural events 
• A weekly printed/digital news-sheet with updates from the Centre and all its 

membership campaign groups and affiliated bodies 
• A digital presence (website and blog) to promote the Centre and programme of 

events. www.aberdeensocialcentre.co.uk 
• A digital resource charting the history of protest in Aberdeen with associated 

educational resources  

(also see Section 13: Case example of activities organised by Aberdeen Against Austerity in 
2012). 

5. BENEFITS TO CAMPAIGN GROUPS AND AFFILIATED BODIES  

In addition to the facilities and services noted above, groups who are members of the centre 
and have paid their annual subscription fee will be afforded numerous advantages in being 
part of the social centre and its wider network. Groups will be entitled to free use of the 
space(s) for meetings and events, will be able to use the centre as a central postal address, 
will have unlimited access to advice and support from the centre, will have access to the 
computers/internet and printing, can store campaign material and sell material produced by 
them as part of their campaign. 

Groups will also be entitled to attend the AGM and cast votes regarding the future shape 
and direction of the centre. 

6. BENEFITS PROVIDED TO THE PUBLIC 

The centre is not just for the campaign groups and affiliated bodies, but will also be freely 
open and inviting to the public. The centre will be the portal through which the public can 
access the literature from various campaign groups and be directly involved in active 
citizenship.  
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There will be a programme of events delivered for the public including talks, events: all life-
long learning education. The centre could also deliver targeted services to groups such as 
welfare claimants etc.  

7. BRIEF ON THE REQUIREMENTS OF A PHYSICAL SPACE 

It is probable that the space would be rented and possibly a Council rental site would be 
suitable. The centre would be best centrally located in order that it can be accessed by as 
many campaign groups and members of the public as possible. 

The centre would require: 

• meeting space(s) 
• kitchen/toilet(s) 
• phone and internet points 
• adequate power points 
• adequate storage space 
• disabled access 
• burglar alarm  
• lockable units for campaign groups to store material 

The space would need to be openly available for campaign groups for their meetings/events 
and for accessing their campaign material. 

The space would be open to members of the public for a period of time a week and the 
usual pattern at the weekend.  

8. GROUP MEMBERSHIP AND AFFILIATED BODIES 

Campaign Groups that operate in Aberdeen and could be approached for support to this 
project and future membership of the Social Centre -  

Aberdeen Against Austerity 
Aberdeen Anarchists 
Aberdeen Anti-Fascist Alliance 
Aberdeen Humanists 
Aberdeen Feminists 
Amnesty (Aberdeen Branch) 
Campaign Against Nuclear Disarmament (Aberdeen branch) 
Common Good Aberdeen 
Friends of Union Terrace Gardens 
Grampian Animal Rights Association 
Radical Independence Campaign Aberdeen 
Scottish Palestinian Solidarity Campaign (Aberdeen Branch) 

5 
 



Shared Planet Society (University of Aberdeen students) 
Socialists Workers Party 
Tripping Up Trump 
 
Affiliated Bodies that could be approached for support –  

Trade Unions 

The Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS) 
Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) 
Offshore Industrial Liaison Committee (RMT) 
University and College Union (UCU) 
UNISON 
UNITE 
 
Media 

Aberdeen Voice 
Schmu (Station House Media Unit) 
 
Service Providers  

Scottish Unemployed Workers Network 
Workers Educational Association 
 

9. LEGAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL 

The space would be set up as a charity and advice has already been sought from the 
Aberdeen Council of Voluntary Organisations regards the exact type of charity to opt for. As 
part of this advice as well, an initial constitution has been drawn up.  

Under the constitution the Objects of the centre would be: 

The advancement of citizenship and community development and the promotion of equality 
and diversity and in furtherance of these by; 

i) The provision of an accessible social space for the purpose of self-development and 
organisation for persons who normally have no access to such facilities. 

ii) The provision of educational opportunities in the space mentioned above. 
iii) Working in partnership with other bodies to achieve the purposes.   

 
The centre would have to apply to become a charity and would have to complete that 
process. This would then have certain responsibilities such as the annual submission of 
accounts. The centre would at this point be able to receive rates rebates and would have 
access to grants. 
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10. MANAGEMENT OF THE SOCIAL CENTRE 

The centre would operate on active membership by local campaign groups and affiliation by 
local trade unions and other interested bodies.  

Under the charity status rules and constitution there will be required to be a Committee, 
with two designated officers. The two officers will be a Secretary and a Treasurer. There 
would be a Chair as well but that would be revolving and decisions would be consensus 
based. 

All users of the centre though will be urged to contribute to shaping the future of the space. 
To this end there will be an AGM held where members can freely share views on the 
running of the space and also stand for a role in the Committee. 

11. FUNDING AND INCOME PLAN 

The projected funding for the centre could come from various sources: 

• Individual, campaign group and affiliated group annual membership subscriptions 
• Grants (i.e. possibly from Aberdeen Common Good Fund, Scottish Community 

Foundation (now Foundation Scotland), Co-operative Community Fund, Workers 
Educational Association (Scotland) and LUSH Charity Pot) 

• Individual donations 

There are also a number of other funding bodies which may be applicable after year one 
set-up when the centre can be developed. If a programme of facilities/services/events are 
to be developed, there will be a requirement to apply for specific funding.  

For example the Amiel and Melburn Trust may specifically fund radical educational activity, 
research and support for a radical reference library. 

Some granting bodies identified are: 

Barry Amiel and Norman Melburn Trust - www.amielandmelburn.org.uk/ 

The Andrew Wainright Memorial Trust - http://www.wainwrighttrusts.org.uk/awrt.html 

The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust -  www.jrct.org.uk/ 

The Network for Social Change - http://thenetworkforsocialchange.org.uk/ 

Polden-Puckham Charitable Foundation - www.polden-puckham.org.uk/ 

12. CASE EXAMPLE OF A SOCIAL CENTRE 

Autonomous Centre Edinburgh (ACE) 
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The Autonomous Centre Edinburgh is based in the centre of Edinburgh, just of Leith Walk. It 
has been in existence for a number of years and in a number of guises. Originally some 
members of the ACE collective were involved in running the Unemployed Workers' Centre 
on Broughton Street as a campaigning and social space.  In February 1997, ACE opened at its 
current site. 

It is a self-managed social resource centre and exists to support and encourage people to 
take more control of their lives. Their vision is: ‘We share a vision of a world without bosses 
and so try to work together non-hierarchically in a spirit of respect and friendship. By 
sharing experiences, skills and knowledge, we hope to help each other improve our homes, 
communities, workplaces and lives. We try to contribute to the struggles going on around 
the world that aim to transform our society for the better’. 

It is open to the public at periods during the week and at the weekend and is heavily used 
by local campaign groups such as Anarchist Federation, Black Triangle, Edinburgh 
Anarchafeminist Kollective, Edinburgh Chiapas Solidarity Group, Edinburgh Coalition Against 
Poverty and Edinburgh Claimants, Edinburgh Support Workers Action Network, Industrial 
Workers of the World Edinburgh, Leith Whole-Foods Co-Op, Lothians Socialist Discussion 
Group and Scottish Radical Library. 

ACE offers a number of resources: 

*Attractive meeting space open to a wide range of groups 
* Child-friendly space 
* Leith Wholefood Co-op 
* Computers with printer, scanner and broadband internet access 
* Infoshop with fascinating book, magazine and CD collection 
* Lending library of books and pamphlets (donations welcome) 
* Screenprinting Facilities 
* Women's Health reference library 
* Books, magazines and pamphlets for sale 
* Film projector 
* Cheap photocopying 
* Laminator 
* A selection of coffee and handicrafts from the autonomous regions in Chiapas, Mexico for 
sale 

ACE has a constitution and is registered as a charity with the object aim of ‘The objects of 
the Group are to relieve the poverty, suffering and distress, to further the health and to 
advance the education of unemployed persons and or other residents of the Edinburgh area 
who are in conditions of need, hardship or distress’. 
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ACE has been successfully self-sufficient but in the last few years been awarded various 
grants to undertake specific projects (notably from Scottish Community Foundation (now 
Foundation Scotland). 

http://www.autonomous.org.uk/ 

13. CASE EXAMPLE OF ACTIVITIES ORGANISED BY ABERDEEN AGAINST AUSTERITY IN 
2012 

Below is the 2012 report submitted for inclusion in the Aberdeen Trades Union Council 
Annual Report –  

“2012 has been a great year for Aberdeen Against Austerity - stepping up 
our level of activity across Aberdeen, plus forming new and close working 
relationships with other campaign groups in the city. 
 
Perhaps one of our biggest and most high profile campaigns of 2012 was the 
important contribution we made to the save Union Terrace Gardens campaign. 
When a public referendum was announced, AAA submitted a 300 word statement 
briefly outlining our main objections to the proposed City Garden Project. 
This statement was included with the official ballot papers and sent out 
to every household in the city. We also set about preparing our own eight 
page campaign leaflet, and with a little financial help produced 5000, 
delivering them by hand to homes right across Aberdeen. Despite all the 
odds, and with everything stacked in the opposition's favour, we feel that 
we played at least some small part in influencing people's votes. 
 
In April, Aberdeen's National Front (NF) declared its intention to hold a march 
on Adolf Hitler's birthday. While the city council rejected the NF's 
application, the fascists made plans to nevertheless assemble in the city 
to mark the event. Aberdeen Against Austerity played its part in standing 
up to the NF, arranging an anti-fascist night at Aberdeen's Trades Union 
Council social club, as well as vowing to support any efforts to put a 
stop to the fascists plans. The NF didn't make good its threats, and as 
anyone who attended will agree, it was a great night with local performers 
delighting everyone there with a mix of poetry and music. 
 
Afterwards, Aberdeen Against Austerity were also instrumental in the 
setting up of Aberdeen Anti-Fascist Alliance. 
 
Around this same period we launched a series of skill share events, 
kicking off first with one in Aberdeen Trades Union Council social club 
where invited speakers talked about freedom of information requests and 
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press releases, and finishing things off with a direct action workshop. 
Its success would inspire us to arrange two more - at Aberdeen TUC club 
and St. Fittock's Community Centre in Torry, sharing a wide variety of 
skills from digital media to recycling clothes. In Dundee, we attended 
"Beyond Hierarchies: A Free University Dayschool" looking at protest and 
power. 
 
One thing I think we're all particularly proud of is the success of our 
Summer and Winter series of talks looking at radical ideas, lifestyles, 
and histories. Throughout the summer we hosted talks on animal rights, 
biofuels, and feminism, as well as looking at the history of protest in 
Aberdeen, and finishing off with one looking at Israeli apartheid. Over 
the last few months we've hosted talks on permaculture, the IWW 
(Industrial Workers of the World), food sovereignty, and the Zapatistas. 
 
As well as supporting the annual May Day march in Aberdeen, we travelled 
to Dundee to support their march, as we did to support the anti-racist 
carnival in Dundee when the SDL planned to mobilise in the city, and 
standing firm when they did. We also travelled to Glasgow in October to 
support the STUC nationwide anti-cuts march and rally. 
 
Two important initiatives still in the early stages of planning are 
securing a building for a social centre - we've been talking about how 
this can be achieved and what this would involve, and supporting and 
working within communities. 
 
We finished off the year joining the country-wide call out by UK Uncut 
against American coffee giant Starbucks, giving out literature and serving 
free teas and coffees outside one store”. 

14. RELEVANT LINKS FOR MORE INFORMATION 
 

• 'How to Set Up A Social Centre' booklet from Radical Routes - 

http://www.radicalroutes.org.uk/publicdownloads/social%20centres%20A5%20screen%20v
ersion%20for%20web.pdf 

• Other Social Centres in Britain – 

Edinburgh 

http://www.autonomous.org.uk/ 
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Glasgow 

http://glasgowsocialcentre.blogspot.co.uk/ 

Cowley Club, Brighton 

http://www.cowleyclub.org.uk/ 

56A Infoshop Social Centre, London 

http://www.56a.org.uk/ 

• Social Centres network - 

http://socialcentrestories.wordpress.com/ 

http://socialcentresnetwork.wordpress.com/ 

• Aberdeen Council of Voluntary Organisations 

http://www.acvo.org.uk/index.html 
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