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Are  Epsom  and  Ewell’s  Interests  Served  by
Postponing Democracy?
9 January 2025

The Conservative-led Surrey County Council’s recent decision to seek a postponement of the May 2025 elections raises
serious questions about the motivations behind this move. This decision, spearheaded by Councillor Tim Oliver, comes
after the Conservative Party’s near-total defeat in the July 2024 General Election and appears to be as much about
retaining control as it is about facilitating local government reorganisation.

The argument put forward by the council’s leadership—that elections would create a “zombie” authority that wastes
public funds—is unconvincing. Elections are a cornerstone of democracy, not a bureaucratic inconvenience. By delaying
them, the current leadership retains power at a time when its mandate to govern Surrey is at best questionable. Surrey’s
residents, many of whom voiced their dissatisfaction with Conservative governance at the ballot box just months ago, now
face the prospect of being governed by a council that is effectively prolonging its tenure without public consent.

One cannot ignore the context of this decision. Central government’s push for local government reform and devolution is
not an altruistic initiative aimed at better serving communities. It is a cost-cutting exercise disguised as modernisation.
The Government’s stipulation that new councils must serve a minimum of 500,000 residents almost guarantees the
dissolution of smaller, locally focused boroughs like Epsom and Ewell.

For Epsom and Ewell, the smallest of Surrey’s 11 boroughs, this means the likely loss of a council that has served its
residents with proximity and understanding for decades. What replaces it  may be a sprawling mega-authority or a
fractured, less accountable unitary structure. Either way, Epsom and Ewell risks losing its unique voice, with decisions
about its future made by those unfamiliar with its needs and aspirations.

Equally troubling is the inclusion of Woking Borough Council’s extraordinary debt—reportedly the largest in UK local
government history—in the negotiations surrounding devolution. This financial calamity, created under Conservative rule,
should be a cautionary tale about the dangers of poor governance, not an issue swept under the rug in the rush to reform.
Why should other Surrey residents shoulder the burden of Woking’s mismanagement? And why has Surrey’s Conservative
leadership not been more transparent about its plans to address this issue?

The proposal to postpone elections also conveniently consolidates power for a party facing an uncertain future. By
delaying  the  democratic  process,  Surrey’s  Conservative  leadership  ensures  it  remains  at  the  table  during  pivotal
discussions about the future shape of local government, even as the electorate has made its dissatisfaction clear.

Epsom and Ewell Borough Council, like others across the county, is being swept into a centralised reorganisation process
with little clarity about what it will mean for its residents. The likely outcome is the erosion of local democracy, with
decisions affecting communities being made further away and by people with less understanding of local needs.

Surrey’s leadership has yet to explain convincingly why postponing the elections is necessary. If their proposals for
reorganisation are sound, why not put them to the test of public approval? Democracy is not an obstacle to progress; it is
the means by which progress is legitimised.

Epsom and Ewell’s residents deserve to have their voices heard in shaping the future of their local government. They
deserve transparency about what reorganisation will mean for their services, their representation, and their community
identity. Most importantly, they deserve the chance to vote on who should lead that process. Anything less is an affront to
democracy and a betrayal of public trust.

The May 2025 elections must go ahead. It is time for Surrey’s leaders to trust the people they serve and stop hiding
behind bureaucratic excuses.
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