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Surrey: Free school buses withdrawn

Free school buses are being axed after a cross-country route was judged safe by Surrey County Council. Parents say the letter
outlining the new walkable route explicitly states that the “personal safety issues of children travelling alone” were not
considered. About 81 children from Esher High School are said to be affected. Compounding the problem, the council has stated
that further funding to increase capacity on regular bus services is not available.

The Local Democracy Reporting Service understands parents are appealing the decision and have been in touch with Surrey
Police. This comes just weeks after parents in South Nutfield were told children could walk across open rail tracks and flood-
prone cow fields as the county council looks to make further service cuts.

Children who live more than three miles from their nearest school are eligible for free buses. The new route across the heath
reduces the distance to just under that mark, meaning the children no longer qualify for the service. The council says the move
will save about £180,000 per year and create space on “stretched coach resources to provide travel assistance to those eligible.”

One of the affected parents, Plamena Naydenova, received a letter that included directions on how her children could get to
school, with 30 separate steps to follow. Among the instructions were phrases like “take the alleyway,” “follow the footpaths
through Molesey Heath Nature Reserve,” and “turn right through the squeeze stile.” Later, children are told to “cross the River
Mole Viaduct Sluice.”

Mrs. Naydenova said: “How can you call an 83-minute walk through dark heaths and unlit river paths a safe route? It’s just
honestly outrageous, the whole thing. It isn’t about one child, it’s a principle. It will affect many families, not just my two children.
I walked it with my sister as I was afraid to walk it on my own. It goes through narrow alleyways, fields, mud along the
embankment of the River Mole, with no fencing.”

She added: “The bit that annoys me the most is the word safe—or safe for an accompanied child. Parents must accompany them,
but the council doesn’t see that other parents have other children to drop off or work commitments. I would need to leave the
house at 7 a.m. to get to Esher. How would I get the other children to school, never mind my work commitments? It’s very, very
shocking. We all know it’s about the money and cost-cutting. But be honest and transparent—say ‘we can’t afford to pay
anymore,’ not that there’s a new safe route.”

Since the shock email, parents have banded together. They understand about 81 other students have been impacted. Very few are
expected to take on the route and, if their appeal fails, will instead use the standard bus network—although these services, she
said, are often full, leaving school children at stops.

Mrs. Naydenova said: “It will put a lot of pressure on the existing paid buses. We aren’t going to let them walk across the heath.
We only have one car, so the only other option is cycling, but how safe is that?”

Travel assistance will run until the end of the school year, but from September 2025, children will need to find alternative routes
unless there is a change.

Surrey County Council’s cabinet member for children, families, and lifelong learning, Councillor Clare Curran, said the route to
Esher High School was established following “individual safe walking route assessments” applied in line with national guidelines.
She explained: “It is important to note that the guidelines consider the relationship between pedestrians and traffic, and
assessments are undertaken on the assumption that the child will be accompanied by an appropriate adult if necessary. The
Department for Education’s own school transport guidance also supports this position. It is suggested that suitable footwear and
a torch are used where needed.”

She added: “The council provides contracted coaches to those eligible for travel assistance to Esher High School. By limiting the
services only to those eligible in line with statutory guidance, the council expects a cost saving of approximately £180k per year,
as well as the benefit of utilizing the stretched coach resources to provide travel assistance to those eligible. The national picture
is of increased demand on transport services and therefore council budgets. We spent £64.9m in 2023/24 on home-to-school
travel costs for around 10.7k children and young people.

“We take our responsibilities regarding home-to-school transport very seriously; however, we must balance this with our duty to
ensure we are only using public funds for those who meet statutory guidelines for free transport or who are most in need of
assistance. Amidst a set of challenging financial circumstances, the council is not in a position to continue to pay for transport for
families where they are no longer eligible for assistance due to a safe route being established.”

Related report:

Surrey school kids’ country walk saving money
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Image: Surrey County Council\’'s recommended safe route to Esher High School (Palamena Naydenova)

Examination of a Surrey Borough’s 2nd highest UK
debt

The review into Spelthorne Borough Council’s £1 billion debt and whether it is upholding its duty to provide best value to
residents has been extended. In May, the government wrote to the heavily leveraged local authority, the second most indebted
borough council in the country, over concerns surrounding its debt conditions and financial management arrangements. It has
now written again to say it is extending its deadline until January 31, 2025, with the scope of the inspection remaining
unchanged. The Government first began engaging with Spelthorne Borough Council in May 2022 over its capital risk, and the
review covers concerns over how the council is governed, the strength of its audits, scrutiny and risk arrangements, and in
particular its finances. Its debt is second only to bankrupt Woking among borough councils.

A Spelthorne Borough Council spokesperson said of the delay: “The snap general election earlier this year interrupted the
appointment of the Best Value Inspection team. The delayed appointments have had a knock-on impact on the original timeline,
which has resulted in this extension.” The council’s extremely high levels of debt and borrowing, as of March 2023, stood at £1.1
billion, which is 87.1 times the borough’s core spending power (CSE) and 52.4 times its total service expenditure. By comparison,
the average CSE for councils such as Spelthorne is 5.6. Spelthorne has followed a similar path to other Surrey authorities such as
Woking, Runnymede, and Surrey Heath, borrowing vast amounts to fund regeneration projects in the hope of creating long-term
revenues. Many councils have used this to stave off real-term cuts to their spending power and maintain services residents value.
The problem arises, as in Woking’s case, when local authorities can no longer afford to pay back their loans, or if income from the
investments is too low. While Spelthorne Borough Council has not yet reached that stage, the Government is seeking assurances
that its long-term position is secure.

Between December 2016 and August 2018, Spelthorne Borough Council bought eight investment properties for a cost of about £1
billion. It borrowed largely from the Public Works Loans Board to generate income that supports its revenue budget, enabling it
to maintain a wide range of discretionary services. As of December 31, 2022, the council’s total borrowing stood at some £1.1
billion, with £1.08 billion from the Public Works Loans Board—the same body that lent to Woking Borough Council and numerous
others. The council plans to borrow a further £332 million between 2023 and 2027, with most of this spread across the next two
financial years, and has set its authorised borrowing limit at £1.45 billion for the next four years. The Government has also
highlighted a KPMG Public Interest Report on the council’s 2017/18 accounts, published in November 2022, which raised
concerns about Spelthorne’s investments and stated the auditor’s view that the authority acted unlawfully in borrowing to
purchase three properties in 2017/18.

The vast majority of Spelthorne’s property portfolio, 95 percent, consists of office buildings, with just ten tenants accounting for
75 percent of its lettings income, and one tenant—BP—providing £18 million in rental income annually. About half of its leases
end within 10 years and 94 percent within 15 years, creating pressure to retain key tenants. This reliance was highlighted when
the loss of a previous tenant resulted in a £4 million loss, including £2.4 million linked to a Russian-owned tenant affected by
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. A July 2023 report noted: “Although Spelthorne Borough Council has effective mitigations in place,
this cannot provide complete protection. The loss of a major tenant can impair commercial income.” The council is projected to
face an income shortfall of £10 million over the next two years due to these challenges. Additionally, the devaluation of its assets
adds to its risks. Spelthorne spent £952 million on eight major purchases that collectively were worth £882 million as of 2022,
with only the Sunbury Business Park increasing in value, rising from £384 million to £387 million. However, this gain is
overshadowed by losses, such as the Charter Building in Uxbridge, purchased for £135.98 million but valued at £99 million. These
devaluations mean that if the council needs to sell assets, it could face a significant deficit.

Despite these challenges, the council insists that the rental income from its commercial property portfolio exceeds financing costs
and contributes significantly to discretionary services. “Annually these contribute approximately £10 million net to the council’s
revenue budget, enabling the council to continue delivering services that would otherwise have to be cut, including valued
services such as Meals on Wheels or community centres,” stated a Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy report.
The same report, titled the Spelthorne Borough Council Review of Debt/Investment Risk Profile July 2023, also warned of a
significant budget deficit of £9.306 million projected over the next three financial years. Responding to the original best value
review, a council spokesperson said: “We welcome the independent review and will work with the inspector and her team. This
administration has taken many decisive and positive steps since the May 2023 election, including instigating a full external
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independent review of our commercial property portfolio. Additionally, we have reduced future borrowing requirements by nearly
£200 million and are pursuing alternative ways to deliver more affordable housing. We will continue to work with (the
government) in an open and transparent way and look forward to receiving the findings of the report. The rental income received
from our commercial property portfolio more than covers the financing costs and provides a significant contribution to support
council services, additionally, there is a reserve to cover possible income variation in future years.”

Related Reports:

Spelthorne in financial trouble

Spelthorne’s neediest lose out on housing
Spelthorne’s thorny property problems spelt out

Spelthorne Borough Council offices in Knowle Green, Staines. Credit: Emily Coady-Stemp

Surrey schools not out for so long in summer?

Surrey County Council is looking at possible changes to school holidays.

A consultation has been launched on whether the county council should switch to a two-week half term break in the autumn - and
is asking for families to give their feedback before making a decision.

About one in ten state-funded schools have already made the switch, including some in Surrey.
It has led some families facing added challenges when term times at different schools are not aligned.

If the switch to a two-week autumn half term break goes ahead, the added five days would be clawed back from the summer
break, although the council said it would look to minimise this reduction “where there are opportunities to recover days through
the natural positioning of bank holidays during the Christmas and Easter breaks”.

The consultation letter sent to parents read: “We are seeking to understand the views of all stakeholders in determining our
future approach to term dates and if there is any appetite for change.

“This will enable the council, schools and multi-academy trusts to work in partnership to set term dates with an aim for more
consistency for schools, school staff, and families.

“We acknowledge that there may be strong views on either side of this question, but we feel it is right and responsible to seek
those opinions at a time when we are seeing movement towards a longer October half term by some schools.

“The combined responses from education settings, families and partners will help inform our approach to term dates for the
2026/27 academic year onwards.

“If it is determined that there is significant appetite for change, the council will adopt a two-week autumn half term break from
the 2026/2027 academic year at the earliest.”

The survey runs until the end of the year, and closes at 5pm on Tuesday December 31 2024.

The school year would still be 195 days, including the five inset training days for staff.

Fly-tipping bags and BB gun shots close Bagshot
recycle centre

Bagshot community recycling centre will close in an effort to protect staff from being threatened with violence, Surrey County
Council has said.

The depot has been plagued with issues for years with people “dodging bb bullets”, catapults fired, angle grinders used in break
ins, and staff put in danger by those dumping hazardous waste, senior councillors said.
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The closure would not save the authority money, they said, as alternate sites will have to their hours extended to deal with the
knock on.

Waste contractors Suez has recorded 801 instances of fly tipping across all Surrey recycling sites between January 2019 and
August 2024. Of these, 531 (66 per cent) were at Bagshot.

A nuisance report listed examples of flytipping at the site as well as details of break ins such as when an “angle grinder was taken
to the office shutter” and “oil thrown around site”.

Other times vandals broke in and left fluorescent tubes “smashed over the site”.

Some of the break ins forced the recycling centre to close, while on June 17 “Someone fired a bb gun towards members of the
public” which was later reported to the police.

Campaigners had argued that the centre was valued by the community and rather than give up on Bagshot, money should be
spent on modernising and making it safer.

They argued that closing the Bagshot centre would make it harder, longer, and more expensive for many people to recycle their
waste.

Councillor Natalie Bramhall, cabinet member for property, waste and infrastructure, told the Tuesday, November 26. meeting at
Surrey County Council: “ Suez keeps the site safe, but it has inherent problems which are not present at other community
recycling centres.

“For many many years the site has suffered from overnight vandalism and unlawful ingress.

“Containers, particularly those used for electricals, are regularly forced open and plundered and the site office has been
vandalised.

“The perimeter fence has been driven into and fly tipping left outside the gates and tipped over the fences.

“Prevention measures, whatever we do, things get broken, they use catapults to knock out all the lights, they used angle grinders
to get the fence and into the office and vandalise.

“Suez staff receive threats and have to deal with materials delivered to the site that are hazardous and not allowed on the site but
they have to turn a blind eye to this because they are threatened with violence.”

The report described the Swift Lane site as small, unmodernised and not fit for purpose.

It serves around 7,000 people in the Bagshot area who will be redirected to Camberley. Those who came from further afield, such
as Windsor and Maidenhead, will be directed to the recycling centre in Lyne, Runnymede.

Subject to Surrey Heath Borough Council approval, it is anticipated that Bagshot tip will close immediately prior to the new
tenant moving onto the site. This is likely to take place in December 2024.

Photo: Bagshot Recycling Centre (Image Surrey CC)

Dorking Halls to reopen after upgrade

The official reopening date for Dorking Halls is days away and a special ceremony has been announced to mark the occasion.

Mole Valley District Council was forced to close its veritable old venue in June so it could undergo a £11million facelift, to take
place over two phases, to replace the 1930s plaster ceiling in the grand hall together with much needed mechanical and electrical
work to its stage and internal workings.

Now, the first stage of that work, which has so far cost £4m, is done and Dorking Halls will reopen its doors on Monday,
December 9 with screenings of Paddington in Peru, Wicked and Gladiator 2.

Then, from December 20 the big winter panto Sleeping Beauty takes to the stage, complete with 3D laser projections.

Ahead of the big day the council is also hosting a special reopening celebration the Friday before to show off the upgraded site,
which will also feature newly enlarged toilet provision, and a draft lobby.

Speaking about the soon to be reopened Dorking Halls, leader of the council, Councillor Stephen Cooksey said: “I wanted to
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update you of an ‘early Christmas present’.

“The work to replace the Grand Hall ceiling at Dorking Halls has gone brilliantly well and our entertainment venue will be re-
opening as planned on Monday December 9, with the panto, ‘Sleeping Beauty’ beginning not long after on the 20 December and
running until the end of the month.

“Whilst Dorking Halls has been closed, the opportunity has been taken to upgrade our film projectors meaning that they will not
only present even better-quality visuals, but also run in a greener, more energy efficient, manner.

“So, be prepared for an invigorated cinema experience when the Halls reopens with a comprehensive events screening and film
listing.”

The second phase of the project’s £11m refurbishment will take place in 2025 and will focus on replacing “critical mechanical and
electrical systems” - said to be its heating and cooling plant - that are near the end of their useful lives.

Related reports:
Dorking refurb: “it’s behind you”!
Dorking Halls to get refit

Sorry Surrey Borough for “shameful” past

Woking Borough Council has apologised for the “shameful” behaviour of its past.
The bankrupt council met last night to hear from the authors of the long-awaited review into how the authority went bust.

The council saddled itself with debts of about £2billion - borrowed to fund failed investments and regeneration that has left
residents facing years of huge tax hikes and cuts to services.

The Grant Thornton Report found ‘potentially unlawful’ lending, failures of leadership, borrowing to lend to third parties, a £3m
“opportunities fund” overseen by the former chief executive Ray Morgan, potential scope for conflicts of interest, and poor
decision making such as borrowing £700m to buy an asset now worth approximately £205m.

The council held the extraordinary meeting to consider the report’s findings where, as expected, it accepted the findings and
recommendations in full.

Surrey Police has been contacted by the borough’s chief executive to make clear that any evidence of criminality or misfeasance
in public office will be referred to them for investigation.

Although it is unclear, given the state of record keeping during the period in question, what the outcomes of this may be, the
meeting heard.

A separate legal challenge pursued through the courts could be explored, but would require new instructions from the council.
Not on the original papers, but added during the debate, was the formal apology.
ClIr Leslie Rice (Liberal Democrats; Heathlands) said: “Humility does not belong to the political class generally.

A humble politician is an oxymoron or a paradox I'm not sure which. But I think in this situation...we should be showing collective
humility this evening as Woking Borough Council.

“While we are different members of the council, the council itself is responsible for these legacy problems, these historical
problems.

“We should apologise to the people of Woking. The situation we have is shameful.

“It’s shameful (too) on our government, our historic governments going way back, that we completely lack proper regulation and
oversight of the local government sector.

“We should apologise to the people of Woking.”

The two and a half hour meeting began with leader of the opposition Cllr Amanda Boote (Independent; Byfleet and West Byfleet)
paying tribute to former member John Bond, a long-standing critic of the council’s financial handling, but who died earlier this
year.
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Her words were echoed by many of those who spoke.

Addressing the council, she called the report cathartic, shocking and sad “especially for all of the residents of Woking who we
have collectively let down.

She said: “Residents will continue to feel the impact of this for many many years to come.
“I think the most important thing is we have to learn lessons now, hard lessons so that history can never repeat itself.”
She added: “I want to pay tribute to my predecessor and founder of our independent group the late councillor John Bond.

“Since first becoming a councillor in 2014 and until he retired in 2021 Cllr Bond fought constantly to highlight the wrongdoings of
the previous corporate management group and of the previous administration.

“Highlighting the wholly inadequate governance, poor investment decisions, poor accounting lack of transparency.

“And it’s sad that he was belittled and laughed at. He even resorted to writing many newspaper articles to try to get his voice
heard.

“This is not about political point scoring but I couldn’t let tonight go by without paying tribute to Councillor Bond and all of his
hard work and scrutiny in trying to stop this disaster from ever happening.”

In a statement released after the meeting, Cllr Ann-Marie Barker, leader of Woking Borough Council, said that the Grant
Thornton public interest report confirmed what many residents already felt; that their council had let them down.

She said: “Years of mismanagement, poor governance and a disregard for the risks have left our community burdened with
unsustainable debt. These systemic failings betrayed the trust residents placed in the council and have had far-reaching
consequences.

“On behalf of Woking Borough Council I want to apologise for these unacceptable failings of the past.

She added: “By implementing the auditor’s recommendations, we are taking decisive action to secure a better future for Woking
and the residents we serve.”

Another solar power story - Leatherhead

A four-year fight to install solar panels in a Leatherhead car park has left those behind the green project both “disappointed and
very exited”.

Mole Valley District Council declared a climate emergency in 2019 and has been trying to decrease its carbon emissions ever
since, with the goal of reaching net zero by 2030.

Now, a pilot scheme set to be approved could to be a step in the right direction - but has left some wishing for a “far more
expansive” roll out, after funding was approved to cover just 20 bays in Leatherhead with the new tech, the size of about two
tennis courts.

Bays in the centre’s car park will have new coverings with solar panelling installed on top. Electricity from the panels will be used
to help power Leatherhead Leisure Centre although it will fall well short of delivering its full need.

It is anticipated that the electricity generated annually by the solar panels will be 37,498 kWh or about 2.7 per cent of what the
centre uses - although it would still be enough to reduce the council’s carbon footprint by about 9.7 tonnes a year.

Hope is not lost for those wishing to see greater role out of the panels as the council has said that, should key milestones and
performance targets be hit, “the intention is that further role out of solar carports across other Mole Valley District Council
carparks including Pippbrook Offices and Reigate Road will be implemented”.

Cabinet Member Councillor Claire Malcomson said: “It’s taken four years to get this far.

“I'm disappointed and very excited about this because at long last we’'re going to be doing it, I would love it to be far more
expansive but it is only a pilot therefore hopefully it’s going to open some really good doors for us.”

The £175,000 project is expected to take about 16 years to cover its costs and the levels of energy produced too low to require
battery storage units.
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Regardless, the system will be plugged into the national grid with any spare capacity sold into the network - the most likely
scenario here being on days the centre is closed.

She said: “It would take 16 years to pay itself back and I just hope we will consider it as its a very good step in the right direction
because other councils are taking over but it was actually Mole Valley that initiated this in the first place.”

A similar project is already in place in the Elmbridge Civic Centre car park in Esher.
Cllr Andy Smith (Independent; Ashtead Lanes and Common) said: “This is a very good scheme indeed.

“I share the disappointment that its taken so long to get off the ground but I'm very keen that we seize the opportunities for this
type of solar project rather than using up productive agricultural land with solar arrays.”

Final sign off on the plans are dependent on cabinet approval.

Leatherhead Leisure Centre (Image Google)

Mole Valley Bankruptcy warning

Mole Valley District Council is facing bankruptcy and must make “very difficult decisions” over the future of its services.

The bleak warning came during the Tuesday, November 12 scrutiny committee when the grim outlook was laid bare to
councillors.

Unless the council makes significant savings then “in all scenarios” reserves would fall significantly below minimum levels
required in 2026/27 and be exhausted between 2027 and 2029, officers said.

Councils must balance their budgets and failure to do so can lead to section 114 bankruptcy notices being issued. When this
happens all new spending must stop.

Anything other than drastic cuts would put Mole Valley “at such significant financial risk” that the council’s chief financial officer
would likely be legally bound to consider using statutory powers - with commissioners brought in and the council losing day-to-
day control of how it is run.

Mole Valley District Council’s executive head of service (finance and strategy) Claire Morris said: “Essentially every local
authority is facing very challenging savings targets.

“It is difficult. I think I need to be really honest and quite blunt with councillors, all the low hanging fruit, the easy wins, have
been taken. We are now into making some very difficult decisions potentially. To achieve that savings target you will be asked to
make some very difficult decisions.

“The alternative is equally less palatable. What we see by authorities that got into trouble and issued notices... is that they get
taken over by commissioners and you lose control of your council. “So I can not give you any confidence that we will definitely
achieve those savings targets. “What I can say is that we will all, councillors included, work very very hard to achieve those
savings and identify them.

“We should be honest with our staff and what this might impact on our services. “It’s the honesty we will now have to face up to.”

The most high profile example of a council going effectively bankrupt locally is Woking Borough Council with debts approaching
£2billion, with other Surrey councils also facing their own issues.

Mole Valley District Council must find £1.8m savings this year but has only managed to achieve £493,000 so far and is expected
to fall short by about £1.2million.

Future years look even more challenging with costs expected to increase, and revenues fall.

The council currently makes enough money from its commercial investments to cover the annual interest rates and debt
repayment costs, the meeting heard, but “is facing increased tenancy risks and additional costs as commercial leases are
approaching break points or end dates and tenants are vacating the properties”, council documents said.

The council also expects any new tenancy agreements to be at lower values than at present.

Additionally there is “the risk of the council needing to incur significant capital costs of refurbishing investment properties but
without a commensurate increase in income”.
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Short term cash flows have been hit by a double whammy of the council failing to sell assets, and the being unable to find anyone
willing to rent office space in its civic centre.

Claire Morris, the council’s chief financial officer, said: “A key area was around the letting of vacant office space within this
building

“We have not yet found a tenant. We are still marketing the property, so that is ongoing, but we are continuing to market and
hopeful that we will get a tenant.”

As it stands, the council then must find a further £760,000 of savings or income for the 2026/27 financial year.

“It is also recommended that the council starts to develop plans to deliver at least £1.3million of further transformation savings
for 2027/28 and 2028/29.”

During that time the council is forecasting its return on assets for decrease, while budgets had inflation forecasts at 2 per cent -
adding pressure.

Councillor Gerry Sevenoaks, committee chair, added: “What is in front of us is undoubtedly some very high savings targets.”

Surrey school kids’ country walk saving money

Children have been told they can walk 4.9km through fields and over an unguarded railway line by Surrey County Council
bureaucrats who cancelled their free bus passes.

The decision has left their family feeling “let down” and “frustrated” after the vital service relied upon for years was cut because a
10 kilometre hike was found by county hall officials.

Joe Massey was sent the letter informing him of the council’s decision after a “review” found the route was considered a safe
walking route for children travelling from South Nutfield to Carrington School in Redhill.

The free bus service historically served the area but the so-called discovery of the new route means notice has been served on
those who depended on the county council’s travel assistance.

Normally, free bus access is only provided to those who live more than three miles from their chosen school.

South Nutfield is within that distance but the narrow lanes linking the village to the school are unsafe for young people to walk
along.

Now the council has written to parents telling them that a new 4.95 kilometre route - across muddy fields and unprotected
railway lines is a suitable alternative - but as a precaution children should wear suitable footwear as the farmer’s field is prone to
flooding.

The instructions, seen by the LDRS, on how the children should get to school read: “Follow the public right of way until you reach
Mid Street.

“In places it is narrow, and it can be muddy with surface water, occasionally liable to flooding so appropriate footwear would be
advisable after inclement weather.

“There are two stiles to climb over; these are easily scaled.

“The train track is an open crossing with no gates, barriers, attendant or traffic lights. The sightlines in both directions are long,
straight and clear. It is a rural line, Redhill to Tonbridge, on average there are two trains per hour and occasionally a freight
train making it safe to cross.”

Adding: “The public right of way continues across a farmer’s field which it can be muddy with surface water, occasionally liable to
flooding.”

The decision was taken by the Surrey Travel & Assessment team alongside the Safer Travel team who had reviewed a number of
routes across the county previously been deemed unsafe.

They team wrote: “We understand that this may be disappointing news, however we have undertaken a thorough investigation
into your child’s current eligibility, applying the travel assistance policy robustly, and this is the resulting outcome. “

Joe Massey, said they have two boys who will be impacted, one in year 10 the other in year 7.
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He said: “We qualify for the council’s assisted travel scheme because the nearest school to us is over three miles away but we’'ve
received a letter f saying that as of September next year they’'re going to be cancelling both passes - because they’ve found an
alternative route that’s less than three miles.

“A big chunk of it is cross country through cow fields and rail roads with no bridge. It’s just open tracks.

“It’s a public right of way. We did the walk, there’s a cow field, you're wading through mud.

“The council says it’s fine because its only 2.96 miles but the app says 3.06.”

“Some of the roads are really uncomfortable to walk along and to expect anyone to do it, especially in winter, is just unsuitable.
“And the fields are not lit at all; it’s just plain dangerous.”

Mr Massey said: “I'm extremely frustrated by the situation. Obviously the money is a big thing but it’s the principle.
“It took us an hour to do it, there’s no way in hell you’'d send your child on that route.

“To then expect your child to walk for an hour ,they’re going to be exhausted.

“My wellies were caked in mud - they said in the letter to wear suitable footwear.

“It’s traumatic enough at secondary school but to have to carry muddy wellies around all day....

“We just feel let down and the option they've given us is just unbelievable.

“If any normal human being would have looked at that route, I can’t believe they would have sent the letter.”

Clare Curran, SCC cabinet member for children, families and lifelong learning said: “This route has been established between
South Nutfield and Carrington School following individual Safe Walking Route assessments that were carried out by the council.

“Safety of route assessments are carried out in line with Road Safety GB Guidelines. It is important to note that this is an
assessment of the road safety of a walked route by an accompanied child - national guidance advises that the child should be
“accompanied as necessary”. It is the expectation that the child, and the accompanying adult, will wear appropriate clothing and
footwear for the conditions underfoot.

“The current travel assistance provided by the council is an annual bus pass on a public bus service. This costs the Council £881
per year for each pupil. In line with statutory guidance, these pupils are no longer eligible to receive a free bus pass through the
council. Amidst a set of challenging financial circumstances, the council is not in the position to continue to pay for transport for
families where they are no longer eligible for assistance, due to a safe route being established.

“The council is not prescribing that children should walk to school via the safe route that has been established; the option is still
available to use the bus service. Families will be able to purchase a bus pass directly from the operator to continue to use the bus.
Families can appeal against the decision to withdraw travel assistance via the stage one safety of route appeal form, and a link to
this was included in the initial correspondence with the family.”

Image Joe Massey - on the new school walk

Another Surrey borough’s Local Plan agony

More than 800 homes will be built on Surrey green belt land as part of a 15 year plan for 9,270 new properties in the north of the
county.

It comes after Spelthorne Borough Council agreed, last week, to reinstate 13 green belt sites it had removed from its local plan
in February.

Opponents have said delays to the borough’s planning bible, which sets out where and the types of development that can go
ahead for the next 15 years, has turned Spelthorne into “clarion” to be picked off by “vultures”.

The council said it changed its position in order to get its housing plan approved under lower targets of 618 a year versus
potentially the 700 plus that could come in under national changes to planning law.

Councillor Darren Clarke (Conservative, Laleham and Shepperton Green) spoke out against the hold ups saying residents were
“sold a pup” and councillors unable to stop unwanted development.
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He said: “The lack of a local plan means that we don’t have a five year housing supply.

“This tilts decisions in favour of development, and away from not developing so when we are lobbied by residents to oppose builds
we are told by officers that we have no reasons to object.

“We can reject it as the committee and do because we know what good looks like, however the planners can and do apply those
with the most money know they will win and we need to pay their expensive legal costs as well

“So we not only end up with buildings which we do not want, lived in by people from potentially outside the borough, hindering,
not helping the borough but also a legal bill for us and them, and who pays this, yes the residents.

“We are in a time of planning approval by appeal with developer vultures circling looking at us like carrion.

“What this short sighted administration has done is harm the borough make us look like a laughing stock and cost the residents in
hard pounds.

‘It’s been almost fingers in ears and la la 1a”

His speech was rebutted by borough leader, Cllr Joanne Sexton who said the so called “pathetic excuse” to delay the local plan
had been to protect residents from flooding rather than any quarrels over green belt.

She told the meeting that she was proud and delighted with the work that had gone in to ensure “that now have a statement of
common ground with the Environment Agency, who is a key stakeholder, and knows exactly what it is that they needed from us,
and I am extremely proud today to be here to be able to take this forward.”

Officially the council paused the inspector’s examination of its local plan in December 2023 “to allow for training of newly elected
councillors” and to consider potential changes to national planning policy.

In February 2024, the council asked the inspector to remove all green belt allocations, with the exception of the two sites for
Gypsy, Traveller and Travelling Showpeople.

The council has now decided to return the 13 protected green belt sites back into the plan so they can be used for housing -
before going back to the planning inspector with any proposed changes.

The saga dates back even further with the Secretary of State ordering the council to not pause its plan in September 2023 after
councillors asked for a hiatus in June - just a month after examination hearings had started at the end of May.

In all, there will be 855 new homes built on Spelthorne’s green belt, of which 438 will be affordable.

Spelthorne Borough Council offices in Knowle Green, Staines. Credit: Emily Coady-Stemp
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