Waterloo Action Centre faces potential closure over steep rent hike
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A significant dispute has emerged between the Waterloo Action Centre (WAC) and Lambeth Council regarding an intended rent increase that could drastically impact the future of a vital legal advice service operating in the area. The WAC, a community hub in London that has provided essential services, including the Waterloo Legal Advice Service, since 1973, currently pays a nominal annual rent of £8. This arrangement, however, is now at risk as the council seeks to raise the rent to £45,000 amid the ongoing gentrification of the area.
Rosalind Connor, a solicitor and long-time volunteer at the advice service, expressed grave concerns about the potential consequences of this increase. Speaking to the Law Gazette, she remarked that the shift to market rent could jeopardise the continued operation of the WAC and the legal advice service it provides. Connor noted that the lack of funding support—a recent application for a £6,000 grant for IT maintenance has been paused—compounds the challenges faced by the centre, as further access to public funding hinges upon signing a new lease.
The advice service relies significantly on the backing of law firms, particularly Jones Day, to sustain its operations. Connor stated, "Were it not for the support the advice service currently receives from two law firms, particularly Jones Day, ‘we would not be operating today'." Despite efforts to secure additional backing from more firms, Connor reported, "we have got nowhere".
In her remarks, Connor highlighted the crucial role of in-person support provided by volunteer solicitors, particularly in a time when many clients fall prey to 'legal misinformation' available online. She emphasised the importance of location, asserting that an ideal site for the advice service would be in central London. "If we move to somewhere where the rent is low, advisers won’t come," Connor explained, noting that the service's volunteers often have demanding jobs and rely on accessibility to contribute their time.
The clientele served by the advice service primarily consists of economically disadvantaged individuals, including an unemployed mother who faced difficulties with a faulty cooker. Connor illustrated the importance of the service by recounting how it successfully advocated for the mother after the retailer initially denied her a refund, stating, "These are people often living in housing association or council properties, they mostly live hand-to-mouth."
Highlighting the significant socio-economic challenges faced by those who utilise the legal advice service, Connor shared her observations on the prevailing mindset of clients who frequently feel disenfranchised by the legal system. She remarked, "The things we do are not glamorous but my god it makes a difference to people's lives." 
As the dialogue between the council and WAC continues, the future of this essential community service remains uncertain, with implications for both the legal advice it offers and the vulnerable populations it supports in Lambeth.
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