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Abstract:  This paper positions the now-redundant Australian Renew Newcastle scheme for 
temporary building occupation as an example of ‘meanwhile use’: the UK term for the sanctioned 
short-term use of vacant urban properties awaiting redevelopment. Renew Newcastle was a direct 
response to the very particular urban conditions of its regional host city, yet its approach reflects the 
increasing normalisation of temporary urban tenure as a technique of urban renewal. From late 2008 
until early 2019, it populated the regional city’s vacant shopfronts and offices with arts and cultural 
activities using 28-day occupation licenses. Renew Newcastle’s successes were widely lauded and 
contributed to the city’s 2011 recognition as one of the world’s top ten global tourist destinations 
(Lonely Planet, 2011). The paper situates Renew Newcastle’s approach within the historical 
continuum of spatial practices extending from the twentieth-century radical grassroots form of UK 
‘licensed squatting’ through to more recent for-profit examples. It also highlights the differential 
impacts and implications of commercial and non-commercialised forms of meanwhile use to reinforce 
their interdependency with wider urban renewal policies processes and conditions — radical or 
otherwise. 
 
Key words: Licensed Squatting; Meanwhile Use; Property Guardianship; DIY Urbanism; Urban 
Renewal. 
 
Introduction to Meanwhile Use in Australia and the UK 
In March 2019, the non-profit Renew Newcastle scheme ceased operation whilst occupying a 
decommissioned railway station owned by the state government and known as ‘The Station’. In the 
decade prior, it successfully activated the urban core of its then-derelict postindustrial regional host 
city by populating its vacant buildings with local artists, start-up businesses and artisan-based retail. 
Former Novocastrian cultural producer, events manager and media personality Marcus Westbury and 
his local collaborators initiated Renew Newcastle in response to the CBD’s high vacancy rates and 
neglected buildings. Self-positioned as a form of “DIY urbanism” (Westbury, 2011), Renew Newcastle 
relied upon two key organisational structures. First, it created a non-profit company supported by arts 
and state government grants and second, it developed a 28-day rolling occupation license that 
enabled local artists and makers to occupy temporarily vacant CBD properties awaiting development. 
Properties included those owned by the council and the major property developer, the GPT group 
(Westbury, 2015, p. 99). Although it began as a grassroots initiative, it became a recognised template 
for temporary urban occupation. Aside from its positive identification as a tourist destination (Lonely 
Planet, 2011), Renew Newcastle’s partnership with the GPT group was awarded two 2010 Australian 
Business Arts Foundation awards, the Toyota Community Partnerships Award and the Overall 
Partnership of the year (Renew Newcastle, 2010). It was also positioned as a high-return template for 
urban revitalisation (Integrated Design Commission South Australia, 2012; Flanagan and Mitchell, 
2016). Some of its offshoots remain in operation at the time of writing and include its umbrella 
organisation, Renew Australia (2019a), Renew Adelaide (2016), Renew Wollongong (Renew 
Australia, 2019b), and Renew Geelong (Renew Australia 2019c).  
 
Despite its’ successes, Renew Newcastle closed at a time when London’s meanwhile use sector was 
thriving. There, it is a named phenomenon that is both policy and fiscally incentivised (Bosetti and 
Colthorpe, 2018, p. 4) and takes the form of both meanwhile housing (also known as ‘property 
guardianship’), non-residential occupations and combinations thereof. Thus, while meanwhile use is a 
discernible part of the urban renewal toolkit both locally and abroad, it does not attract the same 
sector recognition in Australia as it does in the UK — potentially obscuring its interconnection with 
other international examples, benefits and challenges. Importantly, the Renew Newcastle case is 
historically connected to UK meanwhile use. Its’ model was informed by case studies of other extant 
temporary occupation models in the UK (Westbury, 2015, p. 87; RN8, meanwhile space provider in 
Australia, 2018), and in some cases subsequently informed the latter (L10, meanwhile space provider 
in London, 2018). During Renew Newcastle’s inception, Westbury studied the UK tax incentives for 
non-profit schemes temporarily occupying shops (2015, p. 87), even if they were not applied in 
Newcastle (2015, p. 95).  
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To better understand this emergent form of urban tenure the present paper situates Renew Newcastle 
within a larger urban and historical context. It, and the larger research project upon which it is based 
adopts an interdisciplinary qualitative research methodology, using both secondary and primary data 
(Savimäki 2018, p. 3). Secondary sources include archival material about squatting and so-called 
licensed squatting alongside other published discourses about temporary urban occupation, 
meanwhile use and property guardianship. Primary sources include hour-long semi-structured 
interviews conducted by the author with key stakeholders in London and Australia in 2018, here 
anonymised for privacy through an alpha-numerical identifier. The paper begins with a summary of 
the genre of meanwhile use, explicating its historical interconnection with the licensed squatting of 
1970’s London. It then briefly outlines the operational and structural similarities between historical and 
contemporary meanwhile uses in the UK and Australia, focusing on Renew Newcastle as the key 
local prototype for meanwhile use. The paper’s intention is neither to evaluate the success of any 
scheme nor the model in its entirety. Rather, the goal is to globally contextualise Renew’s discourses, 
claims and remit of temporary occupation to enhance our understanding of meanwhile use 
approaches and polices in the Australian context. The present paper also seeks to explicate the 
historical relation between commercialised and non-commercialised forms of temporary occupation to 
reinforce that irrespective of benefit and ideology, the current meanwhile use sector cannot be 
considered in isolation from its earlier non-profit impetus and grassroots socio-political agendas which 
continue to inflect, if not trouble more recent incarnations. 
 
Methods of the Meanwhile 
As an urban phenomenon in the UK and Europe, and to a lesser extent, North America and Australia, 
temporary urban occupation is particularly difficult to theorise and define because of the diversity of 
nomenclature, hybrid occupation typologies, timeframes, legal instruments, property ownership types 
and stakeholders associated with it. Non-residential occupations involving small-scale artists and local 
creative businesses in the UK are variously referred to as “meanwhile use” (Bishop and Williams, 
2012: Meanwhile Innovations, 2019), “meanwhile activities” (Haringey London, 2019), “meanwhile 
lease” (Bishop and Williams, 2012, 38), 72), “meanwhile space” (Milliken, 2013; Ferreri 2015, p. 181; 
Meanwhile Space CIC 2017), and even “Test Project” (Architects 00, 2015). Temporary residential 
and hybrid live-work occupations are referred to as “property guardianship” (Norwood 2010; London 
Assembly Housing Committee, 2018), “anti-squat” or “anti-kraak” — the latter, a reference to its use in 
The Netherlands as a management tool to discourage squatting (Buchholz, 2009, p. 215; Ferreri, 
Dawson and Vasudevan, 2016, p. 251). In the UK, both non-residential and residential meanwhile 
occupations form part of the mainstream urban development toolkit, and are supported by local 
policies, funding and the use of council-owned land or properties for temporary uses (Bosetti and 
Colthorpe, 2018, p. 4). They can occur in private or council-owned properties (Hunter and Meers, 
2018, p. 86) and variations thereof. For example, Renew Newcastle’s most seminal project, The 
Emporium was in a building first owned by the GPT property group and subsequently co-owned by 
with NSW State government (Landcom/ Urban Growth) from 2012 until 2016.  
 
Irrespective of occupation or property ownership type, meanwhile uses respond to the twin urban 
problems of property unaffordability and vacant building stock. Simply put, occupants pay a below-
market rate fee to temporarily use an otherwise vacant building or land for a short and typically 
indefinite period until the property is redeveloped or a more permanent use is installed. Arrangements 
between occupants and property owners are brokered by a third-party agent who in the UK is typically 
a for-profit provider. Non-residential meanwhile uses often include art making, artisanal production, 
creative start-ups and ‘pop-up’ retail (Ferreri, 2015, p. 183: Bishops and Williams 2012, 72). Property 
guardianship may also incorporate hybrid “live-work space” for creatives and business entrepreneurs 
(London Assembly Housing Committee, 2018, p. 14). In the UK, occupation fees may be lower than 
commercial rate rent but can still be high relative to income (particularly when compared to the fees of 
Renew Newcastle’s non-profit scheme). UK property guardians can pay a third of their income on 
guardianship fees (London Assembly Housing Committee, 2018, p. 14); while non-residential 
meanwhile use fees may be up to seventy percent of market-rate rents (L12, architect and meanwhile 
use provider in London, 2018). Most meanwhile arrangements involve a month-to-month license for 
“non-exclusive occupation” (Peaker and Arden, 2017, p. 4). To provide greater certainty around 
occupation timeframes, some providers use short-term leases with flexible break-free clauses for 
business start-ups and creative producers trialing an idea or enterprise (Meanwhile Space CIC, 
2019).  
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Both residential and non-residential forms of UK meanwhile use are seen to be complimentary 
techniques for managing urban regeneration sites (Bosetti and Colthorpe 2018, 4). Quoting from 
Nicolas Bosetti and Tom Colthorpe of the Centre for London think tank: “Property guardianship now 
houses up to 7,000 people in London. Other meanwhile uses range from small community gardens to 
large workspaces … …and meanwhile use offers value to the city, and to developers and 
landowners” (Bosetti and Colthorpe, 2018, p. 4). Similarly, the London Assembly Housing Committee 
notes that property guardianship locational clusters: “may be linked to large scale regeneration 
programmes” (2018, p. 12). 
 
However, due to its simultaneous association with community and commerce, meanwhile use attracts 
both praise and criticism. Supporters highlight its redeployment of otherwise vacant building stock for 
worthy but capital-poor occupants who in doing so, also mitigate the effects of urban blight. Seen in 
this way, it is a “win win” (Westbury in Jameson, 2009: Warren, 2017) for owners and occupants alike. 
Critics, however, argue it precludes the delivery of long-term affordable accommodation and thus 
favours property owners and property uplift under the guise of “austerity urbanism” (Ferreri, 2015, p. 
181). Planning academics Keiken Munzner and Kate Shaw suggest that schemes like Renew 
Newcastle abrogate council responsibility for the provision of: “long-term, secure, affordable space for 
the cultural activities” (2015, p. 17). Their views are echoed by North American planner and academic 
Megan Heim LaFrombois (2017) who accuses “city officials and landowners” of short-term, 
opportunistic thinking (p. 430); whilst Mara Ferreri, Gloria Dawson and Alexander Vasudevan (2016) 
see property guardianship as the expression of, rather than the solution to entrenched socio-
economic problems of insecure and poorly remunerated urban employment (p. 256). And although 
infrequently discussed, meanwhile use is sometimes seen as the offspring of a somewhat 
controversial forebear,“licensed squatting” (Advisory Service for Squatters, 1987, p. 50; British 
Library, 2018) — to which I now turn.  
 
Squatting and Licensed squatting as a Precursor to Meanwhile Use 
The first use of licensing arrangements for temporary residential occupation in 1970’s and 1980’s 
London were colloquially referred to as ‘licensed squatting’. Whilst particular to the political and 
socio-economic climate of this period, it remains an important antecedent for present day meanwhile 
use (Ferreri and Dawson, 2018, p. 437). Licensed squatting involved squatters entering formal 
arrangements with property owners to legitimately stay in their houses for a short period and without 
the longer-term commitment of a lease. Most arrangements were based on a temporary occupation 
license brokered by a non-profit third-party agent (Advisory Service for Squatters, 1987, p. 47). 
Information about both squatting and licensing arrangements was disseminated in squatting 
discourses and how-to guides, such the seminal UK squatting guidebook series, the Squatters 
Handbook, now published by UK’s Freedom Press. Squatting was a necessity for many, but the 
social values and cultures attached to squatting and licensed squatting, and evident in these 
publications, are also important. Unoccupied and neglected buildings were regarded as a 
squandered social resource whilst homelessness remained a coexistent problem (Wates, 1980: 3; 
Williams, 1980: 197). Some licensed squatters were families associated with London’s “Family 
Squatting Movement” and in urgent need of housing (Radford, 1972). It is worthwhile noting that 
present day property guardianship, unlike licenses squatting specifically excludes children (Camelot 
Europe, 2019; Lowe Guardians, 2019; Propsense, 2019; Ad Hoc Property, 2017), and by extension 
families. 
 
Licensing arrangements also enabled local boroughs to retain property control and ownership whilst 
housing those vulnerable constituents who would otherwise be squatting or homeless (Finchett-
Maddock, 2014, pp. 219-220). Scholars of this period nonetheless argue it was introduced to delimit 
and control squatting, not support it, in response to the introduction of the UK’s Criminal Law Act of 
1977 (Corbin, 1980: 131; Platt, 1980: 93; Finchett-Maddock, 2014: 220). This legislation tightened 
the laws relating to building possession which, in turn, became potentially problematic for councils 
whose vacant housing was squatter-occupied. According to law academic Lucy Finches-Maddock, 
licensing arrangements were a more palatable solution than the alternative: the homelessness that 
would ensue following widespread squatter evictions. Thus, as part of a resultant amnesty for 
squatters in 1977: “five thousand squats in London were legalized” (Finchett-Maddock, 2014, p. 219).  
 
The relationship between UK squatting and licensed squatting arguably changed with the former’s 
criminalisation under the 2012 Section 144 of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 
Offenders Act (UK Ministry of Justice, 2012). This change was associated with greater perceived 
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uptake property guardianship to flourish, much to the concern of squatters opposed to the perceived 
commercialisation of vacant buildings (Advisory Service for Squatters, 2016, pp. 11-12).  
 
Licensed squatting, property guardianship and non-residential meanwhile often use similar spatial 
practices (the technique of temporary occupation) and legal instruments (occupation licenses), albeit 
to different ideological ends. Yet aside from a recent scholarly essay connecting property 
guardianship to forms of squatting (Ferreri and Vasudevan, 2019), the nomenclature and discourses 
of UK meanwhile use specifically distance their various operational models. Several of the temporary 
occupants, housing and meanwhile space experts interviewed for this research project nonetheless 
connected historical licensed squatting to contemporary property guardianship (L12, property 
guardian and housing activist in London, 2018; L14, former property guardian in London, 2018; L15, 
property guardian in London, 2018; L30, former squatter and housing activist in London, 2018). 
According to one former squatter and housing activist who I interviewed in 2018, the end-goal of 
property guardianship differs from its 1970’s antecedent. For him, property guardianship may provide 
low-cost accommodation, but it does not confer long-term housing rights to vulnerable occupants 
who nonetheless pay expensive license fees for vacant properties that may have previously been 
squatted or licensed for minimal fees (L30, former squatter and housing activist in London, 2018). He 
notes that the squatter’s movement of 1970’s London and the licensing arrangements in council-
owned buildings that followed led to the subsequent rehousing of some licensees, reducing the 
homelessness that drove Londoners to squat in the first instance. Some licensed squats in council-
owned buildings converted into longer-term housing cooperatives, creating tenant-led affordable 
housing in government owned assets (Williams and Harrison 1982); reinforcing the coexistence of 
licensing arrangements with other tenures and urban systems more broadly, as well as the role of 
the government in transitioning temporary occupants into longer-term accommodation such as 
cooperatives in council-owned buildings. 
 
Extant contemporary discourses on UK property guardianship typically cite the Dutch ‘anti-kraak’ or 
‘anti-squat’ model as the providence of UK property guardianship (Ferreri, Dawson and Vasudevan 
2016, 251; London Assembly Housing Committee 2018, 11). Anti-kraak emerged in the Netherlands 
in the 1990’s to deter squatters and vandals by populating buildings with licensees (Buchholz 2009; 
Ferreri, Dawson and Vasudevan 2016, 251; Priemus, 2018). Dutch companies entered the UK market 
in the early millennium (Ferreri, Dawson and Vasudevan, 2016, p. 1) followed by smaller, London-
specific guardianship agencies with their own branding and approaches, such as Dot Dot Dot (2017) 
and Lowe Guardians (2019). They have become synonymous with London’s nuanced property 
guardianship form which are seen, like non-residential meanwhile uses as forms of purported “social 
enterprise” (Hibbert, 2014; Meanwhile Space CIC, 2017; Khan, 2018, p.1) — claims not dissimilar to 
the earlier licensed squatters. 
 
Non-residential meanwhile use is not usually affiliated with squatting, particularly in its commercial 
and retail forms. However, the squats in late twentieth century London and Europe were occupied by 
creatives and students whose forms thus predate, if not pre-anticipate its contemporary sanctioned 
forms. Moreover, both property guardianship and meanwhile use are collectively viewed as coexistent 
components of urban revitalisation strategies (Hibbert, 2016; Bosetti and Colthorpe, 2018, p. 4); 
further strengthening their urban and genealogical interconnections.  
 
Meanwhile Use: UK and Australia 
In the UK, meanwhile use provider-generated discourses habitually focus on the social and urban 
benefits. Their target demographic includes “key workers and creatives” (Lowe Guardians, 2019) and 
community “volunteers” (Dot Dot Dot, 2019). Some London councils have installed property 
guardians in social housing estates that are being decanted of their long-term tenants for the 
purpose of building upgrades and /or sale (Hibbert, 2016). By placing temporary occupants in their 
otherwise vacant buildings, owners may avoid punitive vacant property taxes and reduce their tax 
liabilities by temporarily converting commercial properties for residential uses (London Assembly 
Housing Committee, 2018, p. 7; Tatton 2018). London’s Haringey council, for example provides 
business rates relief for non-residential “meanwhile activities” that: “help make the area more vibrant 
for residents and contribute to plans to improve local high streets and economic regeneration areas” 
(Haringey London, 2019, p. 2). The London Enterprise Fund (LEF) included funding support for 
meanwhile use projects and research (Greater London Authority, 2019), and the draft New London 
Plan includes ‘Policy H4: Meanwhile Use’, which refers to “meanwhile housing” (Greater London 
Authority, 2017). It encourages boroughs: “to identify opportunities for the meanwhile use of sites for 
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housing to make efficient use of land while it is awaiting longer-term development” (Greater London 
Authority, 2017). These broadscale incentives do not currently exist across Australia although there 
are specific examples of arts-based non-residential meanwhile use that are locally supported for a 
period, including Renew Newcastle.   
 
As a small non-profit charging minimal fees and with minimal overheads, Renew Newcastle differed in 
its operational model to the commercialised providers that now dominate the UK. Renew Newcastle’s 
ambit was low-budget, creativity-led temporary urban revitalisation: “a structure to enable temporary 
activation of underutilised space. It was based around making a city work for people with creativity not 
capital. It was software rather than hardware. It encouraged experimentation not permanent solutions” 
(Renew Newcastle, 2019). It relied upon small annual grants from the state government, arts and 
community sectors which subsequently inflected its locally based artist and artisanal demography 
(Smith, 2018, p. 102); and its property owners were not granted taxation concessions as they can be 
in the UK. Renew Newcastle’s model — like all meanwhile schemes — was premised upon its 
inevitable redundancy: once urban spaces are redeveloped or revitalised its presence is no longer 
required. Using this thinking one could argue that the subsequent rejuvenation of the CBD properties 
it formerly occupied is evidence of its success, however, urban rejuvenation does not always 
guarantee commercial occupancy. Indeed, Renew Newcastle ceased operation during its activation of 
a major urban location, not because the site returned to commercial capacity but rather because of its 
lack of capital. As publicly reported, the cessation of grant monies previously allocated alongside the 
difficulty of raising commercial revenue made the large site’s ongoing activation and by extension, 
Renew Newcastle unviable (Renew Newcastle, 2019; Parris, 2018). Its former manager, Christopher 
Saunders described the problem in a newspaper interview: “Why does a small, under-funded, under-
resourced organisation face this expectation that we will deliver this major project for the city for 
nothing?” (Saunders quoted in Parris, 2018). The site and its “temporary activation” are now managed 
by its state government owner, the Hunter and Central Coast Development Corporation (HCCDC) 
(2019).  
 
Renew Newcastle’s non-profit model largely relied upon support from government entities and annual 
grant allocations rather than commercial income per se; but this also made the scheme affordable. Its 
participation fees were inconsequential compared with commercial leases: as a 2016 participant we 
paid less than AUD one hundred Australian dollars per week to use a public small gallery area, The 
Project space, in the former David Jones department store building (Smith, 2016). Speaking to the 
scheme’s ethos of affordability, community and creativity, co-founder, Westbury notes: “We neither 
wanted nor needed the security of tenure. We wanted to try things […] In exchange for free access to 
empty properties, no one was surprised they wouldn’t be getting all the bells and whistles” (Westbury, 
2015, p. 107). The future of grassroots and arts-driven meanwhile use in Newcastle may be unknown, 
but its positive legacy includes offshoots such as the seemingly thriving non-profit Renew Adelaide 
financially supported by the City of Adelaide and the Government of South Australia (Renew 
Adelaide, 2019). The closure of Renew Newcastle also reminds us that the ongoing success of any 
meanwhile project is interrelated not only with policy environments and the availability of empty 
buildings for temporary use, but the provision of funding to occupy, maintain, and activate them. 
Without such conditions and supports in place, the social missives of any form of temporary urban 
occupation appear unsustainable. 
 
Conclusion: Potential Lessons from London  
Meanwhile use presents us with a conundrum because its apparent benefits often derive from the 
same temporality that is also the source of its criticism. Meanwhile use schemes provide short-term 
accommodation solutions for licensees sometimes with the hope they may transition into mainstream 
accommodation. In practice, this transition can be difficult for those occupants who, despite best 
efforts cannot improve their access to capital and income. For this reason, it is imperative to 
understand the relationship between meanwhile use, urban capital and its flows. Non-profit 
meanwhile use models like Renew Newcastle provide genuinely affordable space contingent upon the 
assistance of in-kind or financial sponsorship. In London, meanwhile use is policy-incentivised and 
occurs within both council and privately-owned properties, but its participation fees remain relatively 
high and involve for-profit third-party brokers: making it less dependent upon grants monies but still 
reliant upon on revenue in some form.  
 
Accordingly, when considering the wider applications of meanwhile use in the Australian setting, it is 
valuable to understand and learn from the UK meanwhile use sector where its histories are explicitly 
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connected to other forms of urban tenure, socio-economic urban conditions and property 
unaffordability. Meanwhile use — particularly in its property guardianship form — remains 
controversial for UK scholars who argue it not only normalises urban precarity but institutes it. To 
critically unpack such debates, it becomes important to differentiate between the remit, functionality 
and outcomes of commercial and non-commercialised forms of meanwhile use, historical and current. 
Putting aside their respective ideologies, non-profit meanwhile use models seem to recall the 
community ethos and priorities of its radical twentieth century forebears which, in the case of 
London’s licensed squatting, sometimes led to more permanent tenures. Thus, when advocating for 
the social benefits of current temporary occupation models, it is worthwhile remembering the 
outcomes of its relatively recent and radical histories.   
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