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Another Epsom and Ewell Borough Council cover-
up of criticism?
16 January 2026

Following closely behind the storm over the secrecy around the apparent failure of Epsom and Ewell Borough Council to
maintain over 20 years an adequate landlord’s oversight of The Rainbow Leisure Centre [see Epsom and Ewell Times and
the BBC’s LDRS report: Cllr Dallen accused of £1/2 m Epsom & Ewell Council cover-up], Independent Councillor for
Ruxley Ward (former RA representative) Mr. Alex Coley has written to the Epsom and Ewell Times about the non-
disclosure of a report concerning another Council asset: Bourne Hall in Ewell Village.

His letter is published here: A Decision Not Fully Bourne Out?

In view of the technicalities and jargon involved Epsom and Ewell Times provides this explainer:

When Epsom & Ewell Borough Council’s Community & Wellbeing Committee met on 13th January, it voted unanimously
for greater investment (“Option 2”) for the future of Bourne Hall Museum. On the surface, this appeared to be a clear
decision to invest in the museum rather than let it drift or close it. See Epsom and Ewell Times report here: Ewell’s “UFO”
shaped Bourne Hall to take off anew

However, Cllr Coley explains in his letter to the Epsom & Ewell Times, the decision sits on top of a missing report, an
unresolved funding question, and wider concerns about transparency in the decision-making process.

The three options – in plain English

The committee report presented councillors with three choices for the museum.

Option 1 was to do nothing. This would mean keeping the museum running as it is, within existing budgets, with no major
changes or new investment. Officers warned that this approach would slowly reduce visitor numbers, weaken the wider
Bourne Hall business plan, and leave the museum vulnerable as local government is reorganised.

Option 2, which the committee chose, was to invest in improvement. This would involve spending money in the short term
to modernise displays, improve accessibility, strengthen community engagement, collect better visitor data, and develop a
long-term plan. The report presents this option as a stepping stone towards a future where the museum could eventually
move to a trust or community-based model.

Option 3 was to close the museum. This would involve shutting it to the public and beginning the lengthy and costly
process of disposing of or transferring the collection, a process expected to take many years and carry significant
reputational risk.

What “Option 2” actually commits the council to

This is where the language becomes technical, and where misunderstanding can easily arise.

By choosing Option 2, the committee did not approve spending the money. Instead, it agreed that officers should submit a
funding request to the Strategy & Resources Committee in March 2026.

The report estimates that Option 2 would cost around £359,000 per year in the first two years, compared with around
£236,000 for simply carrying on as now. The difference reflects a proposed investment phase intended to “turn the
museum around”.

Crucially, the committee resolution includes a fallback position. If Strategy & Resources does not approve the funding, the
council will revert to doing nothing and carry on with business as usual.

In other words, the January vote was not the final decision. The key financial decision still lies ahead.

Why Cllr Coley says the process matters

Cllr Coley’s concern is not about whether the museum should improve, but about how the decision was framed and what
information councillors and the public were not shown.

He refers to an LGA Cultural Peer Challenge carried out in August 2025. This is a standard Local Government Association
review process intended to provide independent scrutiny and learning, and such reports are normally published in full.
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In this case, the full peer challenge report was not included in the committee papers. Instead, only a high-level executive
summary was incorporated into the options report.

Cllr Coley says he repeatedly asked when the full report would be published and was told it would appear with the
January committee papers. It did not. After the committee vote, he was informed that a decision had been taken to rely on
a summary instead.

At the meeting itself, the committee chair accepted that, in hindsight, the full report should have been included after this
was challenged by opposition councillors. As of now, it has still not been published.

What the missing report is said to contain

Cllr Coley states that, internally, the peer challenge report is understood to contain findings that are critical of the
council’s handling of the museum. These are said to include confusion and mixed messaging about the museum’s closure,
the exclusion of stewardship and governance questions from scope, failure to act on recommendations made in a 2023
review, recharge costs that may not reflect the true cost of running the museum, difficulty accessing detailed financial
information, and fragmented staffing structures affecting communication and opportunity.

These issues matter because Option 2 is explicitly justified as being based on the service review and peer challenge
findings. Without access to the full peer challenge report, councillors and the public cannot independently assess whether
the proposed investment properly addresses those criticisms.

Why this matters before March

The Strategy & Resources Committee will be asked in March to approve, or refuse, the additional funding required for
Option 2.

Cllr Coley’s central question is whether councillors should be asked to commit hundreds of thousands of pounds without
having seen the full independent review that underpins the case for spending it. That is why he has submitted a Freedom
of Information request and is pressing for the report’s publication before the funding decision is taken.

In short

The January vote did not approve spending. It authorised a future funding request. A key independent report cited as
evidence has not been published. One councillor argues this undermines informed decision-making. The decisive moment
will come in March, when councillors decide whether to fund the plan, potentially without seeing the full peer challenge
findings unless they are released.

Sam Jones – Reporter
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