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Through an open call, launched in December 2017, TEH invited upcoming initiatives to 
apply from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia & Turkey.

1. The TEH Startup Support 
Programme: why and how  

Trans Europe Halles is a network of more 
than 100 cultural centres – initiated by 
citizens and artists who have revitalised 
post-industrial buildings for arts, culture and 
activism across Europe. We started our work 
in 1983 in Western Europe and we’re now 
supporting creative and cultural spaces in 
the Balkans, Eastern Partnership (Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, 
Ukraine) and Southern Mediterranean 
countries too. That’s why we’ve kickstarted 
the Startup Support Programme – offering 
access to all the knowledge, the experience 
and the skills that we’ve gained in Europe 
over the past 36 years.
 
Why now? From 2017-2021, we’re running a 
wide range of activities under the strapline 
Factories of Imagination: Investing in 
Cultural Changemakers. This project is 
motivated by an urgent concern: In many 
European countries, non-governmental 
cultural centres are under-resourced and 
don’t have the funds in place to support 
the professional development of their staff. 
These issues are preventing them from fully 
achieving their potential. This is especially 
true in regions and countries where neither 

civil society nor critical artistic production 
is encouraged – and indeed is sometimes 
actively discouraged – by public authorities. 

This is particularly true in the Balkans, 
which is the focus of the first year of our 
Startup Support Programme. It’s a region 
of faltering economies, hostile leaders, high 
unemployment rates and massive brain-
drains – but it’s also a place of upcoming 
communities of defiant young artists and 
activists who are determined to reclaim 
the vacant buildings and neglected public 
spaces in their cities. 

Their ambitions dovetail with TEH’s core 
values: to revitalise spaces that have 
the potential to become exciting social 
and artistic hubs. They are drawing 
on the energy of civil society in places 
where unsympathetic public authorities, 
irresponsible capitalism and social 
conservatism are conspiring to create an 
atmosphere of stagnation. At the same 
time, they have a strong understanding of 
their responsibility to mobilise the power 
of arts and culture for the public good and 
conscious urban transformation.
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Trans Europe Halles is a network of cultural 
centres initiated by citizens and artists. Our 
mission is to strengthen the sustainable 
development of non-governmental 
cultural centres and encourage new 
initiatives by connecting, supporting and 
promoting them. We facilitate international 
cooperation, provide opportunities for 
learning and sharing, and promote the 
practice, impact and value of arts and 
culture.

Read more at www.teh.net
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December 2017
APPLICATIONS open 

September 2018
TEH Camp Meeting

February 2018 
Selection 

COMMITTEE selects

April 2018
Study Visits to 
other centres

March 2019
Publication

August 2018 
Manifesto written

March 2018
Scoping Visit

January 2018 
Applications closed

May 2018 
TEH Conference

July 2018
Workshop in Communitism

The economic, political, social and cultural 
context is very different from one Balkan 
country to the other. But in general, some 
of the vital ingredients that make it possible 
for civil society initiatives in Western Europe 
to energise post-industrial buildings are 
missing in the Balkans. These include:

• a clear status of the ownership of the 
venue;

• a cultural policy that makes funding 
accessible to new initiatives; 

• an interest among (younger) audiences  
and media in upcoming artists and their 
work; 

• a minimum of financial security for artists 
and activists; 

• a certain understanding among municipal 
authorities of the potential contribution of 
new arts initiatives to the economy (and 
gentrification) of their cities; 

• a tradition going back several decades of 
reclaiming vacant buildings for the  
common good; 

• and a sense among younger citizens that 
they have the right, even the entitlement, to 
create new collective  spaces where those 

do not yet exist. The latter is also triggered 
by people’s motivation to stay in their cities 
and improve them, instead of planning to 
move away at the first opportunity.

Even when these elements are all in place, 
it is never easy to create and maintain new 
spaces in old buildings. Across Western 
Europe, financial constraints, an overdose 
of regulation and a populist suspicion of 
the arts are conspiring to produce in an 
environment of ongoing precarity, causing 
many new initiatives to falter and disappear. 
But the lack of even the most basic factors 
in the Balkan region make it even more 
difficult to make a success of initiatives like 
these.

All three of the startups we worked with 
in the Balkans over the past few months 
looked promising and inspirational at first 
sight. Getting to know them better – through 
our scoping visits, online conversations and 
local workshops – we discovered how wide 
the gap is between their current situation 
and the realisation of their dreams. 

The challenges are daunting. But we 
firmly believe that highlighting how these 
three initiatives are missing some of the 
vital ingredients for success might help to 
illustrate the insecure environment that is 
preventing them from thriving. 

The Startup Support Programme 2018 
aimed to reach out to these kinds of 
initiatives across the Balkans. Through 
a process that included an initial open 
call, a selection committee, scoping visits, 
conference participation, online coaching, 
organisational workshops and written 

reports, we are very pleased to now 
welcome three of these initiatives into the 
TEH network: 
• Communitism in Athens, Greece
• Cinema ARTA in Cluj-Napoca, Romania
• Anibar/Kino Jusuf Gërvalla in Peja, Kosovo.

3. Case study: 
Communitism, Athens

2. Challenges of creating 
cultural spaces in the 

Balkans: region & context

Metaxourgio is a pleasantly ramshackle 
neighbourhood in the heart of Athens. 
Jostling for space are cosy street corner 
restaurants, Chinese wholesale shops, 
refugee centres that were once hotels, small 

brothels in former family homes, junkies 
shooting up behind parked cars. And at 
Keramikou 28, one of the many neglected 
early-20th century buildings in the city, the 
door opens to a beautiful edifice: two halves 
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Communitism, 
founded in 

March 2017 in 
Athens, Greece, 

participated in TEH 
Startup Support 

Programme 2018.
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This is the first time 
that we feel we have 

real common grounds 
with a network’s 

peers and philosophy. 
We feel we are now 
connected to like-
minded people who 

have had similar 
experiences to ours. 

Natassa Dourida, 
Communitism

‘‘
‘‘

mirroring each other, with two storefronts, 
a courtyard, five workshops, a spacious 
first floor and a rooftop terrace. Over 2,000 
m2 of neglect and potential: welcome to 
Communitism.

Communitism relies on a growing team of 
volunteers to do their daily work, connect 
with the local community and organise 
public activities. Right now, this team 
includes 21 people: approximately one-
third locals, one-third expats and one-third 
refugees. Through their public events, new 
members will continue to join the team, 
while the number of partners is growing as 
well.

From the very beginning of Communitism 
(March 2017), the founders believed that 
this revitalisation of abandoned buildings 
should mainly create spaces for the young 
people of Athens who have creative 
ambitions but nowhere to realise them. 
These ambitions, they say, are constantly 
being repressed. Communitism aims to 
prove that, through spaces like these, 
aspiring artists can realise their dreams.

Throughout the year, Communitism hosts 
regular parties, presentations, workshops 
and screenings. But the real highlight has 
been three main events, one held every 
year. The guiding principle is extraordinary: 
these events don’t just aim to present work 
and attract visitors. They are in themselves 
galvanising moments for the whole 
organisation to move to the next level. 
Each event triggers improvements in the 
interior and infrastructure of the building, 
encourages the team to hone their skills 
in all aspects of participatory organising, 
expands the community, connects local to 
international artists and activists and, last 
but not least, proves to the outside world – 
from neighbours to city officials to property 
owners to artists from all over Europe – that 
buildings like these deserve a future.

So how does it all work in practice?

Communitism is formally registered as 
an Association, with 21 members. In May 
2018, the first board of seven members was 
elected. The board has made a 12-month 
commitment to take care of administration, 
fundraising, planning and finance. The 
board has also translated the experience 
of this past year into a manifesto, including 
principles that all new members are 
expected to sign up to.

This participatory governance model is still 
a work in progress. It will need to be refined, 
now that the organisation has reached the 
next level beyond the pioneering phase.

Since they moved into Keramikou 28, 
Communitism has been granted an 
informal free-of-charge use of the building. 
The complex is the shared property of 
three owners: the couple Julia and Lazaros 
Tsaligopoulos and real estate developer 
Iasson Tsakonas, owner of the Oliaros 
company, who bought dozens of buildings 
in the area 10 years ago and has had trouble 
selling them. So far, the owners have allowed 
Communitism to bring the building back 
to life. The organisers pay no rent but have 
to pay for electricity, water and heating. 
Formalising this agreement will be the 
next challenge. The future is anything but 
secure.

It is a minor miracle that so much has 
already been achieved at Keramikou 28. 
For a building complex of this size, it is 
astonishing how many activities can be 
organised, how many improvements the 
building has seen, thanks to the volunteers’ 
handiwork – and all with hardly any financial 
means. Now is the time for fundraising and 
sponsorships, in order to provide a more 
secure structural basis to the work and the 
ideas of Communitism. 

One thing is certain: Natassa Dourida, 
the structural engineer who initiated 
Communitism, is dedicated to revitalising 
the countless abandoned buildings across 
Athens. She has found a natural partner 
in Monumenta – a volunteer organisation 
that has listed 10,000 abandoned buildings 
from 1830-1940 across the city. Only 3% are 
government-owned, so it is very hard to 
preserve these buildings. But once they are 
listed as part of the city’s cultural heritage 
– like the building at Keramikou 28 – they 
cannot just be turned into boutique hotels 
etc, but can be saved for social functions 
like schools or family housing. 

Irini Gratsia, co-founder of Monumenta, 
told us: ‘Greece sees heritage as a problem. 
Communitism makes heritage sexy again.’ 
She believes it is an important step for 
Communitism to join Trans Europe Halles, 
because the cultural centres involved in 
the TEH network have a track record of 
proving the economic and social benefit 
of initiatives like these, both on a local and 
national level, and a wealth of expertise to 
share. 

After joining the TEH conference in 
Bilbao in May 2018, Communitism made 
arrangements for Gabriella Riccio (resident 
choreographer and active member of 
l’Asilo, an independent centre in Naples 
for artistic, social and cultural production 
where new models of collective governance 
being applied) to come and moderate a 
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Starting up a new arts space relies on the 
energy and imagination of a few dedicated 
pioneers. They understand how the space 
should develop among themselves. But 
from day one, they will have to explain their 
vision – to involve other volunteers, to build 
up a community of visitors and participants, 
and to negotiate with property owners and 
sponsors. 

The original vision will have to be put into 
words and translated into a short list of clear 
principles and ground rules. More often 
than not, the pioneers forget about this or 
postpone doing it until an imaginary time 

when everything will be clear and settled. 
In the meantime, all kinds of complications 
can arise due to the lack of a clear, written 
vision.

A new arts space is like a blank canvas. The 
empty building invites you to come up with 
ideas to fill its rooms and halls. The first 
focus will be to repair and adapt its physical 
circumstances (power, water, heating, 
lighting, furniture, paint, equipment etc.). 
But in the meantime the images of what 
could happen here in the future are racing 
ahead. This is the time when it is mandatory 
to be clear about the founding principles: 
both for the future programme and the 
organisational structure that will support it.   

This vision will need to be clear, energetic, 
welcoming, inspirational, idealistic and 
practical, as well as strict where necessary. 
It will lay out the motivation for why the 
arts space is here and the ambitions for 
the future. It will define the ground rules 
for the internal organisation and decision-
making processes. It will make clear how 
daily practice and long-term vision will 
dovetail and feed into each other. For 
anyone interested in joining, visiting or 
supporting the centre, it leaves no room 
for misunderstanding. It will be the first 
thing new volunteers (or later, paid team 
members) will read upon arrival. It will be 
available, both online and in print, to anyone 
who is interested in checking out the story 
behind this new place. And it will serve as 
the basic document underpinning future 
programme schedules, organisational 
structures, funding applications and 
promotional materials. 

Creating a manifesto cannot just be the 
work of one individual. It has to discussed 
and designed by the collective involved in 
building the centre. The more its creation  
has been shared among the collective, 
the more strength it will have to carry the 
centre once it starts growing and attracting 
more people and partners. 

Go to teh.net/resources for Communitism’s 
manifesto and visit reports.

4. The value of 
creating a manifesto

‘‘ Communitism 
revives abandoned 
or under-utilized 
cultural heritage 
buildings, 
transitioning 
them into 
cultural commons 
entrusted and 
operated by active 
communities…
An excerpt from COMMUNITISM MANIFESTO

‘‘

5. Conclusions and 
recommendations

Two international experts worked closely with the TEH staff to make it 
all happen. Irena Boljunčić Gracin was the managing director of Rojc 

Association’s Alliance, Community Centre Rojc in Pula, Croatia and currently 
serves on TEH’s executive committee. Chris Keulemans, a travelling writer and 
moderator, was the founder and artistic director of Tolhuistuin cultural centre 

in Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

The next step for new centres like 
Communitism is to build consistency 
in their public events, even if this has to 
happen on a small scale in the startup 
phase. By opening their doors on a 
regular basis and presenting a coherent 
programme, they can build up an 
audience from like-minded communities 
and share the responsibility for offering 
art and activism to the city.

To introduce new team members, 
volunteers, communities and partner 
organisations to the vision and mission 
of these centres, a one-page manifesto 
pointing out the ambitions and the 
organisational codes can be most helpful.

None of these centres in the Balkans has 
much experience of running a good bar 
(possibly including food), although this 
is vital to the atmosphere, the number 
of visitors – and, if done well, creates an 
independent source of income. Among 
the TEH members, there is a lot of 
experience of business models for the 
combination of hospitality, content, food 
and drinks. This might well be a specific 
topic for the next phase of supporting 
these new initiatives in the Balkans.

The three centres share the sense of 
responsibility of improving public space 
and real estate development in their 

cities. But they struggle to be recognised 
as such by their local authorities. To 
strengthen their influence, which should 
also lead to a transparent local cultural 
policy in the long term, we encourage 
these centres to take the initiative for 
setting up a reciprocal, outspoken 
network of local cultural initiatives. This 
can help to resolve legal, bureaucratic 
and formal challenges as well as to 
establish long-term cooperation 
between municipal bodies on the one 
hand and civil society organisations and 
communities on the other.

The new TEH Balkan Hub is a good 
initiative for linking similar centres 
across the region, helping them to share 
knowledge and apply collectively for 
international funding, in order to create a 
shared basis of continuity.

International funding (through 
embassies, foundations and EU grants) 
is often earmarked to satisfy the donor’s 
agenda, which is often more social than 
artistic, and varies from one donor to the 
next. By achieving such international 
funding, the centres run the risk of 
becoming distracted from their own 
goals, as they have to comply with the 
donor’s agenda. It is up to the centres 
themselves, but also wider networks like 
TEH, to point out pitfalls like these.

workshop about collective governance 
models. Their manifesto was created during 
a three-day workshop, guided by Gabriella 
and facilitated by the TEH Startup Support 
Programme. The result is an exemplary 

3-page document, which you can find an 
excerpt of in this publication. We hope it 
will provide a source of inspiration for other 
startups, now and in the future. 
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