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Got a property that's been taken over

y drug dealers? The usual

security guards too expensive? Try Ambika, whose rugby players
soon send the petty criminals packing. Lucy Barnard reports

Crack dens cracked

Paul Cooke, managing director of Ambiks
Security, stands shiftily oumide 4 dark
doorway in Holborn and eaps his foor on the
glass-panclied cellar haich three dmes. In the
ghoom below there is 2 slight echio,

*This was one of the crack dens,” he
mmtiers, “Pumerss would map a code here
before they were allowed in. For everyone
else, this was preery much 2 no-go amea.”

He |eads the way into a courtyard
strounded by blocks of Vietorian flars. "On
a bad night, there was s quene of a dozen
people here. Cars were parked in the lane
behind the esrate, with people waiting m
jump out. According to the police, who mided
the worst crack den — in unis 2AA and B—a
deal was poing on there every three minures.”

But timis have changed for Gray's [nn
Buildingz, a small cstate of 132 Vicrorian flais
in & nin-down part of Holborn, aperated by
Community Housing Associarion.

Cooke leads the way up a graffin-covered
srairwell, which smells of damp and weed, to
one of the Hars. "You just couldn’get into
these,” he adds. “The smell was sickening,
There was efffucnt everywhere: Just before
we stared working here, 4 man was chrown
dewn the stairs and killed.”

It is quite eerie loaking around ar the
words and pictures daubed on the walls.
Thete are years of names, song hyrics, drug-
fuelled paintings and obscenities. So, inside,
the difference could not be more sexrding.

Sim-foor-all Trent, a 26-year-old elecmmcian
from New Zealand is listening to 2 CD in his
Hat. He has just hung out his washing and is
making a cup of coffec. His flat is dlean, ady
and freshly painted although his half-full
ruckuick sits in a comer. The fat smacks of
a crost between student digs and a
backpackers hostel in Thailand.

I'F].'l:ru |'|.;|'|.'|: [ =1 wondered how all che bars
in central London happen to be sraffed by
Antipodean visttors who could not afford
cenmral London renrs, this is the answer,

Rather than providing a costly 24-hous
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The couwrtynnd of Gray's Inn Bulkdings —wheare

queues of junkles used o lorm al night

seciirity system, involving one or two guards
parrolling a building and monitoring it on
CCTV, Ambika uses the faes like a select
youth hostel, allowing athletic young men w
live rene-free in recurn for providing securiny.
Caretakers occupy 24-30 of the 8o flars for
which the firm has responsibility, with the
remainder secured. The rest of the flas have
tenants, but the whole estate bs patrolled.

Ambika Security’s
celeb connections

Thee firrm has sttracted some unusesl rames (o i
properties, Jason Elliott, sulor of fhe bestsaar,
Ar Uineghectad Light, has been staying anan
fyribika house on and of for sseen yean

S oocups-of ihe comgany’s chenis’ piopeniies
nillde ssen Paimer tha chiel pinsintherspist for
Fuiham 7T, Abl Aok and Vaughan Chiringion,
who play for the Londan Brenoos fuglly isegue g,
awi finally, Te Rarghy Netana, 1= tation ansl who
Seaignad he malil an pop star Robbis Wilisms' back

Cooke sct up the company in 1998 when
he was working as a part-time artist and
living in a Crown Estate property. His
onginal plan was to provide professional
caretakers for Crewn Esrate houses

Today, the firm has around 7o cients,
with 160 caretakers spread across jo-60 sites
in London and the Home Counties. Last
vear, it had 2 murnover of £400,000, 2 17%
intrease on the previous vear. T objective is
o achieve double-digit growth each year, an
objecrive it has so far managed to achieve.

Taken on by Camden council

Ambika iv now trying o ger more work from
the soefal secror. Tt has recently been mken
an by Camden council vo lool afeer Levita
House, Chalton Street, a similar property to
Geray's [an althowgh not o problemaric.

Coake adds: "1 just think it's something
thar has to be done. Crime, drugs and
prostitution are problems across the counery
and this is an effective and insxpensive way
of dealing with them. | don't care if it’s us o
somebody elee, bur ir really ought m be done.”

As a condition of their sccommodation,
the carctakers have to patrol the estate rwice
i day and stay on site for at least 12 hours a
day. They must srend a meeting every
Monday to discuss secutity issues, compose a
weekly incident report, and lizise between
tenants and the landlord; for example,
collecring the key when someone moves out
ofa far. Fach guard must also undergo a
one-day training course before starting.

The men make an odd sight, walking past
the former brothels in their black Ambiks
T-shires and jackers as if they were on their
way to play inrer-collegiare rugby.

As Ambika puards, they can vacare the
building &t a moment'’s notice should the
lansdlard want them to do so. And, becaus
they are not being paid, the firm can charge
as little as £40 & week per puard-occupied
fat. Axthe top end af the wale, Ambiks
charges £650 3 week for 24-hour cover.



The landlord, Community Housing
Association, has had eonsent o redevelop
the flacs for years but was unable to enver the
estate of to evice the squatters. Mow, thanks
1o Ambika, the project i on. * Benovation
wotk ks now due to sturt this Anapcial year,”
says devel opmient muhaget Jason Willkiams.

SCHA has been unng Ambila 2z Geay's
Inn Buildings since 1001, afrer we became
concerned that comventional methods of
securing propertics weee not warking, The
safety concerns of the rermaning (Enin
WRILIME TO MOVE WElE Tl I'HTI.IIE Frees.

“With redevelopment shbour 1o happen
here, renants are moving out and leaving
Aars vacant. It means there is a real danger
that the esmmoe will artracr unlawfl sctivicy

“The style of securicy Ambila ks providing
means there 52 exrra Eyes atvd ean’ on the
estate, The resilt speaks foe ftself — we bave
h[“'trllf-lil-l.'.r-ll few break-ins and chere's been a
dramaric reduction in unlewiul actvities

"W now tee Ambiles on other wchemey
and PrnFrr:iﬂ. Securipy of this namiee is mo
s cheap oprion bur compared 1.u||.'n the cosi
af vandaligm, the legal costs af riggaining

Fighting crime

The writing is on the wall for petty criminsls on this
estate; Ambika geard Jo, who s now the full-time
caretaket, phchired n Gray's Inn Bulfdings

pomemion of lost Hats and the cost of worker
rime, Ambika offers & competinve service,
and we're very happy with ie®

Ower the past six months, Ambilka has
muanaged 1o dear most of the estare of drug
dealers and their associated crime, although
patrols often wen up collections of used
neoedles, condoms and odher insalubrios
irems. Howeyer, Ambika claims thar thess
ure ustially the refuse from potenrial
spuarrers visiting the exate, lookdng fo
vacant property, who take i ook and realise
chere i no chance for them.

Facing down hostility

Cooke says thar chis success was not achizved
ervernight. “Towas ough for the first chree
months The boys Beed o tremendous
amount of hostlicy and had to cope with &
lot of intimudation. We starsed them off
parrolling the ool in Eroups of six 1o 10 jun
o clear the loiterens swwy. By simply
physically taking over the property and
showing people we weore there po stay, things
got o lorbetter. Ar the worst point, we had
about 4o boys smying on the estare,” he sayy.
The scheme s & massive change for

Ambilca, which is also in charpge of sscurity

¢ on some of the most upmarker homes in the
1 country, In the past, Ambika guards have

[ived in the hame of the Eard and Countess

| of Wesiex, Bapshot Park, Royal Lodge in

Windsor and a number of properties on the
Regents Park and Kensingron Exanes

Thie opportunities for the security guards
e u|_h':i|::|u;5, ju, r i S:Ihlrl:li:l h‘!:rr u.-urlu. it
Giray's Inn Buildings' full-ime paid caretaker,
adds: “Initially; | was & caretaker like the
ather boys but with some training | m now
gAining some Management expericnce.”

Dhavey; 2 26-year-old New Zealander, sap
it is the mix of business and plessure thar
makes his participation worthwhile. " This
gives me the chance 1o live in ceniral
Loandon cent free and I'm among triends,
We even have an Ambila rughby team.”
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