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Design for Future Neighbourhoods in Somers Town

Project introduction

Design for Future Neighbourhoods (D4FN) is a multi-phase, multi-stakeholder research initiative
aimed at raising awareness of climate change impacts and mitigation and promoting the principles
of the circular economy. The project is led by the Public Collaboration Lab at Central Saint Martins
(CSM) who support collaboration between CSM staff and students and local organisations. D4FN’s
primary objective is to identify both the barriers and enablers of practices that support circularity
and social action within Somers Town. CSM has worked strategically with Camden Council for
approximately ten years through its Public Collaboration Lab, providing a long-term foundation for
research and community engagement.

The programme unfolds across three projects and three phases, each addressing different aspects
of sustainable and socially responsive neighbourhood design:

Greening Estates (Phase 1): BA Product Design students from CSM collaborated with Global
Generation and partners to co-design practical interventions that promote greener, safer and more
socially active spaces in Somers Town, particularly around housing estates.

Circular Economy Market (Phases 1-3): Developed in response to the decline of Chalton Street
Market and its potential as a platform for circular enterprise, this project progressed from
temporary activations to a sustainable model integrating physical infrastructure, skills training and
digital sales to support local makers and strengthen the market’s social and economic resilience.

Design for Future Neighbourhoods - EPQ (Phases 2-3): This initiative repositions the Extended
Project Qualification as a design-led, community-based learning programme. Delivered as Social
Action Project Development Training, it equips residents with skills to realise their ideas for
addressing local social and environmental challenges while connecting learning recognition with
real-world impact.

Objectives

Through a combination of research, interviews, and community engagement activities, the Central
Saint Martins’ team identified three key factors influencing participation in the circular economy in
Somers Town: local demographics, communication, and skills/language barriers. The findings

highlighted the need to support greater engagement from younger and middle-aged residents and
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for improved communication to raise awareness of circular economy practices and initiatives.
Addressing barriers such as technical skills and language proficiency was also seen as essential to
support active participation.

Building on these insights, the project facilitated workshops that fostered collaboration and
generated a comprehensive overview of the circular economy system in Somers Town. These
activities helped to ’join the dots’ between local initiatives to encourage community participation
but also promote environmental sustainability through collective action.

“What we do is bring design capacity to parts of the community... that can benefit from
having design capacity.” - Adam Thorpe, Programme Lead, Central Saint Martins

The project methodology included desk research, observations, interviews, and hands-on
community engagement, which provided critical observations and data. These insights contributed
to the development of practical prototypes including a street swap event, led by FN2030
programme partner Think and Do, designed to bring circular economy principles into practice.
Further workshops enabled the co-development of circular economy services and infrastructure
with participating stakeholders, ensuring that solutions were both locally relevant and
collaborative.

For example, Think and Do connected their street swap events to the work of Our Little Markets, a
local CIC focused on the rejuvenation of Camden’s markets through the creation of market
infrastructure that supports enterprise opportunities for residents and young people. Donated
goods that were not claimed during swap events were offered for sale on the market, helping Our
Little Markets to:

e Re-activate Chalton Street Market as a neighbourhood anchor

e Support local residents to participate as traders and makers

e Promote local and circular economic activity

e Reduce barriers to market trading through shared infrastructure and support

e Test sustainable, scalable models for community-led market activity

Over time, the project’s scope extended beyond the market to encompass a broader
neighbourhood ecosystem mapping and training initiative. This included a 12-week Extended
Project Qualification (EPQ) course namely ‘Social Action Project Development Training’, designed to
equip residents with skills to:

e Observe and map the local context

e Gather and analyse data
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e Prototype and develop projects that support a greener and fairer Somers Town

Participants were able to apply for funding to realise their initiatives and submit their research,
findings and documentation as project portfolios, ultimately earning a Level 3 qualification. Not all
participants were interested in seeking formal accreditation for their work, however, in its first
iteration, the programme supported eight residents through this learning and development
journey, bridging education, community engagement, and circular economy practices.

Partners and their roles

The project was highly collaborative and centred on participatory design principles, combining the
lived experience, skills and networks of Somers Town residents with expertise from CSM and
partner organisations to create resources that local groups and the community can use to promote
the circular economy. CSM contributed through design-led research, facilitation, and capacity
building. Their role included:

e Co-designing market infrastructure
e Documenting and analysing learning from the project
e Embedding student projects within the local initiatives

e Providing expert advice on circular design principles

Key initiatives supported by CSM and partners include:
Chalton Street Market, Our Little Markets, and Camden Council:

Camden Council, as the local authority and lead for the Future Neighbourhoods 2030 project,
actively engaged with local organisations to deliver workshops and events aimed at raising
awareness of the circular economy. The council seeks to encourage residents to reconsider waste
and recycling practices while supporting the development of a vibrant Chalton Street Market.

“The market is often perceived by residents as an indicator of the health of the
neighbourhood...” - Adam Thorpe, Programme Lead, Central Saint Martins

The initiative aims to revitalise the neighbourhood and establish a low-waste market, achieved
through collaboration with Our Little Markets (OLM), a social enterprise that provides practical
support for local traders. Camden Council offers new traders a three-time trading trial at no cost,
helping them to participate with minimal risk.
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“It became a market of social value as well as economic value.” - Adam Thorpe, Programme
Lead, Central St Martins

Our Little Markets (OLM):
OLM managed market delivery and trader support, which included:

e Licensing and insurance for traders
e Onboarding new traders and supporting day-to-day stall operations

e Providing necessary equipment and assisting with setup and takedown at the market

As a social enterprise, OLM goes beyond supporting local businesses by reducing the environmental
impact of traditional retail. Traders were able to easily book a stall through OLM’s webpage and
take advantage of a three-time trial at no cost or licensing requirement, offering a low-risk
opportunity to test business ideas and sell products sustainably.

“OLM were able to support new traders to turn up and keep turning up.” - Adam Thorpe,
Programme Lead, Central St Martins

Social Action Project Development Training:

Rooted in participatory research and community collaboration, this initiative supports learners,
particularly those underserved by traditional education systems, to develop and deliver
community-led social action projects. Key features include:

e Tailored toolkits and methods to guide research, ideation, project development, and

delivery.

e Pilot courses delivered between 2023 and 2025 by UAL in collaboration with Goldsmiths
University.

e Learning materials informed by preliminary research conducted by UAL’s MA Industrial
Design and MA Service Design students.

e Embedded reflection and evidence-gathering, including participant interviews and facilitator
observations, to iterate learning resources and integrate insights alongside course delivery.

e Collaboration with local voluntary, community, and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations,

strengthening community engagement and support.
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Through this network of partners, the project combined research, practical implementation, and
educational achievement to foster sustainable, community-led circular economy initiatives in

Somers Town.
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Figure 2: Partnership model for The Social Action Project Development Training (Source: Central Saint Martins)

In addition to the market initiatives, the team collaborated with other Future Neighbourhoods 2030

(FN2030) partners and projects, including the Somers Town Community Association at the Living

Centre, MAKE @ Story Garden, Global Generation Story Garden, A Space for Us - People’s Museum
Somers Town and Sharing Spaces by Think & Do Camden. The team also conducted research on the

circular economy ecosystem in Camden, exploring how these various FN2030 workstreams
interconnect and contribute to supporting sustainable practices within the local community.

“We're trying to contribute to legacy...understanding how the partnerships work and how
the collaborations work...because that's key.” - Adam Thorpe, Programme Lead, Central St
Martins

What impact has it had?

Some of the key impacts of the projects are:
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e Market activation and engagement: The project led by Our Little Markets revitalised

Chalton Street Market through events and increased visible activity, attracting around 30
local residents as traders during the early phases.

e Sustainable infrastructure: Reusable, low-cost market equipment was created from

reclaimed materials and plans and guidance created so that others could learn from and
replicate the designs.

e Collective trading models: The development of collaborative initiatives, such as Makers &

Shakers, enabled shared selling both on-site and online, providing flexible opportunities for
local makers and traders. This is yet to be implemented.

e Guides and toolkits: Co-developed resources included the “How to Sell Guide” with Our

Little Markets, offering accessible guidance for both online and offline trading, and “The
Give and Take Toolkit” with Think & Do Camden, providing tools for reducing
environmental impact and costs through community-sharing events. These resources were
designed to nurture local talent, creativity, and entrepreneurial skills.

e Pathways to education and employment: The Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) pilot

supported participants in planning and achieving long-term learning goals. For some, this
involved further courses to continue project development; for others, it provided
accreditation and experience for stronger higher education applications. Participants
reported increased confidence, clarity in learning objectives, and improved accessibility to
higher education. Employment outcomes included, participants gaining relevant work
experience, developing interpersonal skills, and receiving REBEL (Recognition of Experience-
Based Learning) certification, demonstrating practical skills for employment.

e Community action and project development: EPQ participants were supported to connect

with local networks, develop ideas, take action, and make funding applications, embedding
social and environmental impact within their projects.

e Strengthened networks: The project fostered collaboration between local organisations,

increasing awareness of a local circular economy ecosystem and reinforcing community
connections.

e Inclusive economic potential: While direct financial returns were limited, the initiative

demonstrated the viability of inclusive, community-led market models.

What made it work?

Several factors contributed to the project’s success, particularly given the complex and challenging

context.
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A key strength was the design-led, action research approach, which enabled the project to evolve
in response to insights and opportunities rather than remain fixed.

e Integration of physical and service interventions: Practical elements such as market stalls

and reusable equipment were combined with service design, skills development, and

community engagement.

e Continuous documentation: Learning and outcomes were consistently recorded, enabling

insights to be shared, adapted, and reused in future initiatives.

e Adaptive approach: The project demonstrated flexibility, modifying initial models when

evidence indicated they were not viable or effective.

Equally important was the strength of existing relationships. Long-term collaboration between
Central Saint Martins, Our Little Markets, and Camden Council created a foundation of trust, shared

understanding, and a willingness to experiment.

Similarly, collaboration with other stakeholders, including VCSE organisations and community
groups was instrumental. Co-designing initiatives with community partners allowed the project to
benefit from local knowledge and expertise and respond dynamically to local needs, ensuring

activities remained relevant, inclusive, and impactful.

What resources were needed?

The project required a mix of financial, physical, and human resources, carefully combined to
maximise impact.

Key resources included:

e Professional design facilitation funded through the programme
e Makerspace facilities at Make at Story Garden

e Reclaimed materials for stalls, tables, and canopies

e A dedicated Market Hub Facilitator role

e Digital infrastructure for online sales and promotion

e Student project capacity embedded within delivery to extend engagement, support

participation and contribute to idea generation
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Student involvement was particularly important in extending capacity without significantly

increasing costs.

Lessons learned

The project generated several important lessons for neighbourhood-scale circular economy
initiatives.

Firstly, traditional market trading is rarely viable for individual local makers operating at very small
scale. Many participants could not produce enough stock to justify full-day trading.

Secondly, collective and hybrid models are more resilient. Shared stalls, shared selling, and online
platforms reduced pressure on individuals and extended reach beyond market days.

Thirdly, social outcomes matter. While financial sustainability was limited, benefits around
confidence, connection, and visibility were significant. There is also a need for training and capacity
building amongst the community to be able to take on the projects and build confidence, take
collective action and responsibility; and this takes time.

The project also highlighted the importance of:

e Addressing confidence, skills, and administrative barriers
e Allowing low-risk trial periods

e Being realistic about participants’ time, income pressures, and life circumstances

Finally, clearer and more focused evaluation frameworks from the outset would have supported
better measurement of impact in the initial phases.

Further information
e BA Student presentations on greening estates
e Give and Take flyer (Phase 2)
e How To Sell Guide (Phase 3)

e EPQ presentation, case study and resources
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