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Affordable  housing  scheme  approved  on
Leatherhead green belt
9 March 2026

Greenbelt land in north Leatherhead will be built on after a 100 per cent affordable housing estate was granted planning
permission.

Mole Valley District Council’s development committee approved the proposals despite fears it could open the door to
others  looking  to  pick  off  valued  sites.  The  47  homes  by  developer  Carmen Corp  will  be  built  in  Oxshott  Road,
Leatherhead, next to the Tesco store after officers said the need for affordable housing outweighed damage done to green
belt.

The site lies on rundown land near the M25 and its condition raised concerns with those opposed to development who
argued it could encourage others to let greenbelt land fall into disuse to ease planning. Those in favour suggested the 47
affordable homes was too good to pass up – particularly as it was surrounded on three sides by development and currently
looked like “no-man’s land”.

The plans were passed by seven votes in favour to four against.

Claire Malcomson (Liberal Democrat: Holmwoods and Beare Green) said: “Just because it’s degraded land is not a reason.
We welcome affordable houses, we really don’t want people to think we don’t.

“This piece of land has been used badly for flytipping, and yes it would be wonderful if it hadn’t been. But I am concerned
about this and I do feel that developers might be sort of almost trying to twist our arms just because it’s affordable.”

Others argued the site, derelict and surrounded on three sides, was exactly what was meant as grey belt. Its location next
to a large Tesco store, as well as the affordable housing offer, meant the majority backed the plans.

The developer told the March 4 meeting the site suffered from historic misuse, flytipping and ecological decline – and
highlighted the housing shortage in the borough. He also addressed questions on affordable housing, saying extra houses
could only be occupied if they were made available at below market rates – such was the basis of Homes England funding.

Cllr Monica Weller (Liberal Democrats: Bookham West) said: “We need to be honest about what this site actually is now.
Is this pristine, untouchable countryside or is it more, I hate to say, a wasteland?

“I felt that I was going into no-man’s land. Let’s not joke or kid ourselves that this is special, this is rough. And affordable
housing is one of the biggest issues facing families.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Plans for Oxshott Road near Leatherhead (image MVDC)

Surrey could have had elections last year after all
9 March 2026

The Government’s u-turn on reinstating elections across 30 local authorities shows just how “rash and reckless” last
year’s decision was to cancel polls in Surrey, opposition councillors said. In 2025, residents were told elections in Surrey
should  be axed because councils  needed time to  focus  on merging into  two mega authorities.  Now however,  the
Government has written to the High Court to set out its position that 30 councils, including 21 going through their own
mergers, should proceed ‘in the light of recent legal advice’ – a year too late for Surrey. It comes after a legal challenge
was brought against the decision to delay polls by Reform UK leader Nigel Farage. It means all local elections in May
2026 will now go ahead, leaving some in Surrey wondering what has changed and whether they needed to cancel their
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own polls.

In  a  letter  to  the  affected  chief  executives,  Steve  Reed,  Secretary  of  State  for  Housing,  Communities  and  Local
Government, wrote: “I recognise that many of the local councils undergoing reorganisation voiced genuine concerns
about the pressure they are under as we seek to deliver the most ambitious reforms of local government in a generation. I
am therefore announcing today that we will provide up to £63m in additional capacity funding to the 21 local areas
undergoing reorganisation across the whole programme, building on the £7.6m provided for developing proposals last
year. I will shortly set out further detail about how that funding will be allocated.”

Councillor Paul Follows, leader of the Liberal Democrat group at Surrey County Council, opposed the postponement in
2025 saying it robbed people of their democratic right and left in place dozens of unmandated councillors. Speaking after
the Government’s announcement, he said: “I am sure those areas will welcome the chance to have their democratic rights
restored and to have their say on the various proposals for local government reorganisation in those areas. Surrey of
course will not be one of them, due to the rash and reckless actions of Conservative-led Surrey County Council. They have
jumped into the unknown, exposed most of the county to significant debt and discord in the process with barely a plan of
their own – joined at the hip on this subject to a Labour government that seemingly are abandoning their own plans on a
daily basis.”

Epsom and Ewell Times adds: Why the Government’s U-turn does not change anything in Surrey

Despite the Government’s decision to reinstate elections in 30 other council areas, it does not alter the position in Surrey.
Surrey County Council’s  May 2025 elections were already formally postponed as part of  the Government-approved
programme to abolish the existing county and district councils and replace them with two new unitary authorities. The
Government has confirmed that Surrey’s postponed elections are being replaced by elections to the new unitary councils
instead, expected in May 2026. This means Surrey residents will not vote again for the current county council, and its
existing councillors will remain in office until the new authorities take over, whereas voters in some other reorganising
areas will now go to the polls as originally planned.

Surrey County Council wrote to the Government in January last year to take up the offer of delaying its own elections,
arguing this would give officers time to focus on merging with its boroughs and districts. They added that spending
millions on an election only to then dissolve the entire council within a year or two would be a waste of time and money.
Asked what has changed since then and whether its decision in Surrey was still correct, the ministry gave a stock reply
declining to answer the questions put to it. It said that, in the case of Surrey, last year’s elections to the county council
and six of the district councils are being replaced by elections to the two new unitary councils and that the decision
relating to the postponement of 30 local council elections is separate from the decision which impacts Surrey. The
ministry declined to add anything further.

Tim Oliver, Leader of Surrey County Council, said: “In Surrey we remain focussed on delivering a smooth transition for
devolution and local government reorganisation and we are gearing up for local elections in May as planned. Last year,
we were confirmed on the Government’s accelerated programme and elections were postponed for one year so that the
necessary preparatory work could take place at pace.” The council also pointed out that some of the reinstated council
elections this year had already been postponed once and would have given their elected officials six-year terms.

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Related reports:

Surrey County Council election delay stirring up a storm

Surrey elections: Democracy delayed, democracy denied?

Elections Delayed as Surrey Faces Uncertain Future of Local Government Shake-Up

Parliament motion to reinstate Surrey County May elections

Political furies over Surrey election postponement

Surrey County elections must go ahead clamour

Government comes to Surrey’s SEND rescue
9 March 2026

The Government is ‘finally recognising the heavy pressure placed on local budgets to support children’ after agreeing to
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wipe out 90 per cent of the debt councils has accrued in Special Education Need and Disabilities spending.

Surrey has 46,000 children with Additional Needs and Disabilities (AND) with 16,870 children and young people with a
statutory Education Health and Care (EHC) plan. This is more than double the number in 2018 and puts it at the third
highest in the country.

Councils must, by law, have to identify and support children with special educational needs but the surge in numbers has
seen spending far outstrip what they receive from Government. Surrey County Council has spent millions since 2018 as
part of its recovery plan for the service – which it has said is yielding results, but has pressed for changes to the wider
system, additional funding and reform.

MP Greg Stafford also told the Commons that the High Needs Block deficit in Surrey was forecast to run to £165m by
2027. It leaves councils having to find huge sums every year – with historically poor support from the Government. The
news that £5billion will be spent to eliminate almost all historic debt in Englands, they hope, signals a major change in
direction.

Helyn Clack, Surrey County Councl’s deputy cabinet member for children, families and lifelong learning said: “Surrey
County Council welcomes the announcement on SEND deficits. It shows that central government finally recognises the
heavy pressure placed on local budgets to support children with special educational needs, costs that should have been
fully funded through the Government’s Dedicated Schools Grant.

“We are mindful that this SEND deficit funding covers overspends we have already incurred. We now await more detail on
the expected ongoing costs of the SEND system and the long-promised reforms needed to make it sustainable in the
future. In the meantime, we are reviewing the details of the announcement to understand what it means for the Council.”

The announcement follows Local Government Association (LGA) warnings that as many as eight in 10 English councils
would be facing bankruptcy if forced pay back their SEND deficits in full.

Cllr Amanda Hopgood, chair of the Local Government Association’s children, young people and families committee, said:
“Councils want every child and young person to get the support they need. But under the current failing system, the rise
in need has left many councils buckling under the strain.

“We were pleased that government announced it will tackle 90 per cent of councils’ historic high needs deficits, following
our call to address the deficits, which removes the immediate threat of insolvency for many councils. Fully writing off
historic and future high needs deficits remains critical.

“The challenges within the SEND system are not just financial. The Schools White Paper must deliver brave and bold
reform where more children can get the support they need in a mainstream school, without needing a statutory plan.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

New Surrey County Council HQ, Woodhatch Place on Cockshot Hill, Reigate. Credit Surrey County Council

Related reports:

Surrey SEND place surge – is it enough?

Epsom and Ewell MP calls for SEND action

Surrey MPs slam SEND profiteers

£4.9 million not enough to solve Surrey’s SEND problems?

SENDing Pupils to Epsom’s Mainstream Schools?
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Mole  Valley  backs  maximum council  tax  rise  as
deficit  looms
9 March 2026
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Council tax in Mole Valley is expected to rise by the highest possible amount – and still leave the district in financial
deficit and relying on reserves to cover the gap. The decision was recommended at the Tuesday, February 3, meeting of
the Mole Valley District Council’s executive committee ahead of its expected rubber stamping later this month, and the
increase will go hand in hand with the 4.99 per cent hike imposed by Surrey County Council.

This is the final full year for many public bodies in Surrey before they are merged into two mega authorities, and Mole
Valley’s budget comes amid warnings it could be among a number of councils to pass on a deficit to the newly merged
East Surrey next year.

This year’s budget shortfall, projected to be about £1.5m, is to be covered by existing reserves and will allow the council
to continue funding projects close to its heart including free summer activities for children, the Mole Valley Employment
Hub, and a grant to Citizens Advice. The biggest loss in projected revenue is expected to come from the enforced closure
of Dorking Halls during its costly multi-million pound refurbishment.

Councillor Andrew Matthews, portfolio holder for finance, said: “This budget is unlike previous years. Instead of setting a
medium term plan, with local government reorganisation taking effect in April 2027, we are presenting a single year
budget alongside indicative figures for the two years beyond to support planning for the new East Surrey Council. The
council is forecasting that it will cost £14.3m to fund services next year with £12.8m income. The shortfall will be covered
by using £1.5m of reserves.”

Part of the shortfall, he said, was due to the revenue drop off caused by the long closure of Dorking Halls while it
undergoes refurbishment.

The 2.99 per cent increase in council tax will now be put before full council for formal approval and would see Mole
Valley’s share for band D properties rise from about £211 to £217 a year. Mole Valley’s take is about 9 per cent of a
person’s annual council tax bill, with Surrey County Council accounting for 75 per cent. The rest is distributed between
Surrey Police at 14 per cent and any parish council. Currently band D homeowners in non-parished areas pay £2,395.20 –
this will now go up.

Car parking within the council-owned sites will continue to be free on evenings and Sundays.

Looking forward, Cllr Andrew Matthews said: “The financial environment remains uncertain. Inflationary pressures, rising
costs, and the transition to a new unitary authority means that the medium term projections for 2027 and 2028 show that
the new East Surrey Council will inherit a predicted budget deficit from Mole Valley.” He said this was in part due to
changes in central government funding that gave areas less able to raise money – those with fewer high council tax band
homes – a larger share than those with larger tax bases. He expected other councils would be in a similar boat and could
have financial implications for the new council going forward.

He told the meeting: “This is not unique. Other councils forming a new East Surrey Council are also predicting a potential
budget deficit in their projections. This is a key risk for sustainability of services under the new Surrey Council.”

Cllr Paula Keay said the employment hub played a vital role in the community and was important to fund. She said: “I’m
delighted that this one off  revenue spend has gone through. It  will  ensure the long-term sustainability of  such an
important facility. We know there is no job centre anywhere in Mole Valley and it provides a valuable service to both
employers and local people seeking work and skills.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Mole Valley District Council offices in Dorking. (Credit: Google Street View)

Council didn’t stand up Dorking Wanderers
9 March 2026

A new spectator stand that will “support the continued success” of Dorking Wanderers Football Club can stay after the
club secured planning permission.

The Mole Valley club had already erected the four-row seating section in the northern corner of its Meadowbank Ground
in Dorking, and it has been used since April 2025, giving spectators a better view of games. The planning application was
submitted retrospectively and was granted at the February Development Management Committee meeting of Mole Valley
District Council.

The tiered 100-seater stand will not increase the club’s overall capacity of 4,121, but will instead upgrade facilities for
supporters who had previously been required to stand pitch-side. Objectors raised concerns about the potential for
increased noise and disturbance, but planning officers said an October 2025 site visit found that existing sound-damping
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fencing and newly planted trees would mitigate such issues, and that the stand would not affect maximum attendances.

Mole Valley’s environmental health team said the stand would result in a negligible increase and no material change in
terms of noise impacts on match days. Officers told the meeting that the new stand, which can be folded away as
required, “would not increase spectator numbers, though the arrangements for spectators would differ to the current
arrangement, with the three-tier seating area instead of ground-level standing.”

She added that the stand would enhance facilities at the established community ground and support the continued
success of Dorking Wanderers. The application was approved without opposition after councillors were told the stand was
already in place and that all objections raised had been addressed.

The approval follows a number of upgrades to the ground in recent years, including a new part-covered terrace at the
western end approved in 2022, alongside LED floodlighting, additional turnstiles, TV facilities and an expanded fan zone.
The  western  terrace  was  constructed  after  the  club’s  promotion  to  the  National  League  in  order  to  meet  entry
requirements.

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Epsom and Ewell Times puts local clubs in the context of the hierarchy of English football:

Level League Club example

1 Premier League Arsenal, Man City

2 EFL Championship Norwich City, Watford

3 EFL League One Portsmouth, Ipswich Town

4 EFL League Two Sutton United (recently until 2024)

5 National League Sutton United (now)

6 National League South Dorking Wanderers

7-8 Isthmian League etc. Kingstonian, Leatherhead

9-10 Combined Counties Epsom and Ewell

Photo: Meadowbank Stadium, the home ground of Dorking Wanderers Football Club, with the spire of St Martin’s Church
in the background (May 2021, looking south). Credit: Mertbiol. Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain
Dedication.

Old trains rolled back into service
9 March 2026

Old style 1980s rolling stock that had been taken out of service to much fanfare, including a huge ticket-only retirement
party, are still being used to cover shortages across South Western Railways services.

The train operator made a big song and dance about the retirement of its old iconic Class 455 trains,  even charging £45 a
ticket for its supposed last ever journey – with the money going to charity.

The LDRS understands old rolling stock is still being used to cover shortfall when the new trains are unable to get off the
blocks, notably on the Hampton Court to Waterloo route.

In December last year some 9,000 enthusiasts tried to buy tickets for the 400 spaces on the celebrated final service from
Waterloo. Demand was so high a second train was put on. The day was supposed to mark the last rides of the Class 455 as
they were finally phased out and replaced with modern Class 701 Arterio – the ones with the odd half table ledges.

Thousands gathered to say their goodbyes to the ‘iconic’ SWR trains that have, and continue, to serve Surrey for decades.
The ceremony for the ‘red train’ involved a nine-hour round trip from Waterloo across the SWR network.

South Western Railways celebrated with a story titled ‘Train enthusiasts bid farewell to iconic red trains after almost 43
years of service’ – except they are still in service. Among the passengers was social media train fan Francis Bourgeois.

South Western trains said the December ‘farewell’ event was to celebrate the life of the Class 455, first introduced in the
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1980s ahead of their removal from timetabled services and that it was always planned to keep some of them back as a
contingency.

A spokesperson for SWR said: “The Class 455 fleet of trains was withdrawn from our timetable at the end of 2025. A small
number were retained for resilience purposes, to cover any eventuality that may affect the trains we use on our suburban
network.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

The 17.54 from Hampton Court to London Waterloo on Thursday January 29 was the old retired train brought back into
service (LDRS)

Red rag at Bull Hill as residents rage over high-rise
plans
9 March 2026

Huge high rises including hundreds of homes near a small Leatherhead park will kill the town and plunge precious
playspace into shadow, say campaigners fighting the plans.

Mole Valley District Council has formed a partnership with Kier Property to “transform Leatherhead” by delivering new
housing and upgrading the dated 1980s Swan Centre shopping precinct.

The original plan split housing between Bull Hill open space next to the railway station and the Swan Centre. However,
engineers later advised that the shopping centre could not support housing, prompting a late change that would place all
480 homes, offices and a multi-storey car park on the Bull Hill site.

Campaigners say the height of the buildings would cast much of the remaining open space and children’s playground into
shade and turn a designated safe walking route for school pupils into an access road for construction workers. They say
the proposals would dwarf the existing three-storey blocks near the park.

Residents say they are not opposed to housing and understand the need for town-centre development to protect the wider
green belt, but argue that the scale and intensity of the proposals are too much for Leatherhead to absorb. Speaking to
the Local Democracy Reporting Service, they said the project alone would increase the town’s population by almost 10
per cent and permanently alter its character.

The council argues the homes will help meet housing targets, fund the regeneration of the Swan Centre and protect
valued green space outside urban areas. It also says the project would create jobs, increase footfall for shops and include
a new three-screen cinema as part of a £12m refurbishment of the centre — a figure residents compare with the £14m
agreed to refurbish Dorking Halls without building on open space.

Campaigners’ concerns

Steve Preston, Susan Hood and Bev Emms have led opposition to the proposals,  organising resident meetings and
encouraging people to submit views to the council, whether in support or against, to ensure Bull Hill is developed in the
best possible way.

They say the scheme is far too intense for one of the last open spaces in the town centre and that instead of a welcoming
park for people arriving by train, residents would be met by tiers of car parking, office blocks and towers up to 12 storeys
high.

They said the plans would “absolutely kill Leatherhead”, adding that Bull Hill is a vital green space and that “it’s now or
never”. While not opposing development in principle, they said any scheme must be right for the town. They pointed out
that currently people leave the station and walk straight into a park,  whereas under the proposals they would be
confronted by an eight-storey car park with “Leatherhead” written on the side and a 12-storey tower in the corner. They
questioned what would be more attractive — a park or a concrete car park.

Campaigners said the original proposals were for 150 homes at the Swan Centre and 300 at Bull Hill, but when the Swan
Centre proved unworkable all housing was moved to the park to fund shopping centre upgrades. They argued the original
Bull Hill buildings were much lower and warned that towers of up to 12 storeys would overshadow the playground and
green space, leaving it in shade for much of the year.

Flooding is also a concern, with residents pointing to visible signs of sewage overflow near storm drains. Although the
formal consultation deadline has passed, the council has said it will consider submissions received ahead of its final
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decision. Campaigners have urged residents to make their views known, whether in favour or opposed.

Car parking is another issue, with 300 spaces proposed for around 480 homes housing roughly 1,000 people. With the
town’s population at around 11,000, residents fear overstretched services, gridlocked roads and irreversible change.

They said Bull Hill currently feels like an oasis and warned that if the scheme is approved Leatherhead would be changed
forever, with no opportunity to reverse the decision.

Council and developer response

The council’s plan includes 81 affordable homes across two blocks and describes the application as a key milestone in its
Transform Leatherhead regeneration. It also expects around £9m in developer contributions.

The Leret Partnership is a joint venture between Mole Valley District Council and Kier Property, combining public land
ownership with private investment to regenerate the Swan Centre and Bull Hill. The council owns the land, while Kier
Property is funding most planning and development costs and the majority of build costs. If planning permission is
granted, some land will transfer to the partnership, while some will remain in council ownership. The council will also
retain ownership and control of the Swan Centre.

Leigh Thomas, group managing director of Kier Property, said the project would boost the town and reverse recent
declines in shops and footfall. He said Bull Hill was Leatherhead’s most sustainable brownfield site, next to the station,
buses and the High Street, and that building homes there would reduce car commuting while supporting the town centre.

He  said  the  scheme  would  generate  around  870  construction  jobs  and  around  1,300  permanent  jobs,  alongside
approximately £9m in contributions over the lifetime of the development. He added that height had been carefully tested,
with taller buildings placed next to the railway and lower buildings stepping down towards existing neighbourhoods,
arguing that reducing height would also reduce affordable housing, public space and funding for the Swan Centre.

Mr Thomas said early designs had been significantly reworked following community feedback, with buildings moved,
heights reduced in sensitive areas and the layout changed. He said residents could continue submitting comments via the
council’s planning portal.

Councillor Keira Vyvyan-Robinson, Mole Valley District Council’s cabinet member for commercial assets and property,
said the partnership’s gross development value ran into hundreds of millions of pounds, far exceeding the £12m planned
for the Swan Centre upgrade. She said the investment would bring long-term regeneration benefits, increased footfall,
support for local businesses, new jobs and much-needed housing.

She said the £14m allocated to Dorking Halls related to essential safety and maintenance works to keep the historic venue
operational and that without the investment the building would face significant risks to its future.

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Related reports:

Blockbuster cinema and 480 homes plan for Leatherhead town centre

Leatherhead to get new cinema and bowling alley?

River Mole to attract visitors to Leatherhead?

Plans for Bull Hill Leatherhead (image Leret Group)
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Redhill developers make a towering mistake
9 March 2026
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Two major landmark towers that would have dominated a Surrey town have been dismissed with campaigners claiming a
major victory in their long-running battle. Developers Solum Regeneration had been hoping to build high-rises of 14 and
15 stories next to Redhill station, but were refused planning permission by Reigate and Banstead Borough Council in
2024.  Undeterred,  they  dug in  and challenged the decision through the courts  forcing a  long drawn-out  process.
Residents, however, galvanised to challenge the process.

Now, they are celebrating after the planning inspectorate threw out the bid to create Redhill’s tallest buildings saying it
would forever harm the town’s character, blot out existing views of wooded hills outside Redhill, and create pedestrian
safety risks. Redhill Residents Action Group (RRAG), formed to represent hundreds of residents and rail users.

The appeal, brought by Solum Development, a partnership between Network Rail and Keir, was opposed on planning
grounds relating to design quality, impact on heritage and town character and the effect on access to a vital transport
hub.

Jan Sharman, Campaign lead for RRAG said: “We have always believed this was the wrong development for such an
important site. Redhill station should be embracing the future, with integrated rail, bus and active travel.
“Developers need to think with vision and create places that genuinely work for communities.”

Solum had insisted the development was needed for the town and would deliver 255 much needed housing to the area –
particularly as the council is missing its targets. The scheme would have also revamped the railway station, and increased
footfall to town centre.

The taxi rank would have been relocated to the back of the station, with most drivers and cyclists directed to the steep
Redstone Hill entrance. Disability campaigners said this would shut those mobility issues out. The inspector however
decided the sheer size of the scheme was just too much.

Jan added: “We fully recognise the need for more homes, particularly for younger people. But homes must be genuinely
affordable, well designed and properly integrated into their surroundings. Building housing that people cannot afford, in
the wrong place, helps no one.”

The inquiry was held over September 2 to 5 and continued between November 24 to 28 last year. Planning inspector
Joanna Gilbert issued her decision on January 19, 2026. She said: “The proposal would provide the benefit of 255 housing
units that carries substantial weight. There would be other benefits to which I have afforded significant, moderate and
limited weight. However, I have afforded very substantial weight to the adverse effects on the character and appearance
of the area.”

“There are moderate, limited and very limited levels of less than substantial harms to designated heritage assets and a
moderate indirect adverse effect on a non-designated heritage asset. There would also be significant weight to the harm
in respect of highway and pedestrian safety, including parking. Additionally, there would be moderate weight to the harm
to living conditions for some occupiers of Quadrant House.”

She added: “For the reasons set out above, the appeal is dismissed.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Redhill Train Station development 15-storey tower block distance CGI (Credit Solum planning documents)

Heathrow 3rd runway green-light by 2029?
9 March 2026

Heathrow Airport has begun working on its third runway planning application with the aim of getting the green light by
2029.

Last November, the Government indicated that the West London hub’s plan, which  involves re-routing and tunnelling the
M25,  would be the preferred basis for expansion.

A second, less disruptive, option that featured a smaller runway put forward by Arora was rejected.

Now, Heathrow has announced it will begin getting its blueprints in order –  in what it has called a significant step
forward for the UK’s most important growth project.

The Government will still need to push through regulatory and policy decisions this year  that will determine whether the
£33billion  3,500m long runway project can proceed.

If built, it would increase the number of flights at Heathrow to 756,000 a year, with  150million people expected to use
the airport.  In 2024, the airport handled 83.9 million passengers while operating at 99 per cent of its annual flight
capacity of 480,000.
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Heathrow CEO Thomas  Woldbye  said:  “Expansion  is  taking  another  significant  step  forward  today  as  our  board
greenlights starting work on the planning application.

“This decision means we are on track to secure planning permission by 2029 and reflects Ministers’ renewed commitment
to expansion and progress made to speed up delivery of the project to boost UK economic growth.

“Heathrow expansion is a critical national project and a central part of our journey to make Heathrow an extraordinary
airport, fit for the future. Maintaining momentum will mean the CAA and Ministers remain focussed on securing the
benefits of the project by meeting vital milestones in 2026 that are essential to enabling the next phase of delivery.”

Heathrow argues expansion  would drive  long-term economic growth and see billions invested into the UK while
strengthening  airline networks and enhancing the UK’s global trading links.

Critics slam the plans for the devastating impact it would have on the environment and challenge the financial benefits
saying they are both overstated – and with many of extra passengers being transit, the benefits would be felt elsewhere.

Others believe the airport is already too close to London and Surrey and the added noise would blight millions of lives.

The Government believes the project can be delivered while meeting national environmental targets.

The timetable for the complex project has the runway coming into operation by 2039.

Key dates to look out for before then include Spring 2026 when the Civil Aviation Authority is expected to provide
clarity on early stage project costs.

In the summer the Department for Transport is scheduled to publish its draft Airports National Policy Statement.

In the autumn, Parliament will decide on the project’s planning framework.

Chris Caulfield LDRS

3rd Runway Plans (image Heathrow)

Related reports:

Tunnel vision for Heathrow’s 3rd runway?

Conditional nod to southern rail link to Heathrow

Heathrow expansion – what it may mean for Epsom

Heathrow expansion reaction

Surrey  Police’s  AI  powered  face  recognition
cameras in the spotlight
9 March 2026

Surrey Police will continue to use AI-powered surveillance vans to scan thousands of people’s faces in public locations
despite fears over ethnic bias, said councillors calling for their use to be put on hold.

The Home Office is funding the use of new artificial intelligence powered cameras in Surrey to scan the faces of anybody
who crosses their path.

On November 26 last year, the police brought the technology to Woking and recorded 7,686 people over a five-hour
recording period – to cross reference them against known suspects.

The force has said the system was safe following a 2023 study that found previous bias in the system had been coded out –
but more recent testing by the National Physical Laboratory suggests false positives are still happening too frequently
among ethnic minorities.

The report read: “At the operational setting used by police, the testing identified that in a limited set of circumstances the
algorithm is more likely to incorrectly include some demographic groups in its search results.”

The Home Office has said will act on the findings and that a “new algorithm has been procured and independently tested,
which can be used at settings with no significant demographic variation in performance.

The new algorithm is due to be operationally tested early next year and will be subject to evaluation.”

It has led to calls from Woking Borough Councillors for the system to be mothballed until it has been thoroughly tested –
something which Surrey Police has so far refused to do.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/chris-caulfield
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/tunnel-vision-for-heathrows-3rd-runway
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/conditional-nod-to-southern-rail-link-to-heathrow
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/athrow-expansion-what-it-may-mean-for-epsom
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/heathrow-expansion-reaction
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surrey-polices-ai-powered-face-recognition-cameras-in-the-spotlight
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surrey-polices-ai-powered-face-recognition-cameras-in-the-spotlight


Current

© 2021-2026. No content may be copied without the permission of Epsom and Ewell Times Ltd.
Registered office: Upper Chambers, 7 Waterloo Road, Epsom KT19 8AY

10

Speaking at a Tuesday, December 20, meeting of the borough’s communities and housing scrutiny committee, Surrey
Police Chief Inspector Andy Hill described the system as having the support of the Home Office and said it was a valuable
tool “to keep Surrey safe.”

He said: “It’s a safe place but if we’ve got the opportunity to use the latest technology then we want to make sure that we
are doing that.” Early versions of the software created false alerts at a disproportionate rate among ethnic groups.

In London the Met Police is facing a High Court challenge after an anti-knife crime activist said he was misidentified and
threatened with arrest.  Surrey Police said it  was confident in the system and that people are only arrested under
suspicion, it does not mean guilt.

The technology is used in high footfall areas and is said to have a chilling effect on crime with notable falls in the
following weeks after its deployment.

Any images that do not match those on its wanted list are instantly deleted. Matched faces are deleted at the end of the
day. If the system thinks it has found a face on the police’s wanted database officers at the scene are notified and it is up
to them how to proceed.

Committee chair Cllr Tom Bonsundy-O’Bryan said: “I have very serious concerns about the proportionality of this. Are the
pros, which feels pretty limited in one of the safest town centres in the UK, worth the cost of 7,000 free citizens having
their faces scanned by this technology?

“This doesn’t feel like targeted policing, it doesn’t feel like proportionate policing. It starts to feel like something more
Orwellian in a kind of mass surveillance. With everything that you’ve said, all the facts about data not being stored, data
not being used to train models

“It  still  feels like an overreach into people’s privacy,  people’s rights fundamentally.  Is  there a point when it’s  not
proportionate, how many faces should we scan? To me it already feels vastly disproportionate.”

Chief Insp Hill said: “We are in the view that it is proportionate and it is appropriate and it is technology available to us.
We don’t feel like we are reaching into a technology space. The van is funded by the Home Office, it’s why we want to
continue using it but also keep it under review.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Related reports:

Woking up to Surrey face recognition cameras

Live facial recognition policing comes to Surrey

Ashtead Tennis Club gets set to expand
9 March 2026

Sport in Mole Valley is set to get a boost after plans for a new clubhouse, that will allow Ashtead Tennis Club to offer
more to the community, was approved. The new larger facility will replace the existing block and will include  accessible
toilets, changing facilities and a larger social area.

The club plans to build its new Ashtead Recreation Ground headquarters with matching materials as its current block.

Officers at Mole Valley District Council’s January 7 development committee said it would not harm the or overly impact
the neighbourhood. The plans were widely praised as being good for Ashtead with the only real objections being three
windows that faced a neighbouring property. The committee, however, heard these would be masked by fencing and trees

Councillor Chris Hunt: (Independent: Ashtead Lanes & Common ) said: “ The tennis club have obviously put an awful lot
of work into this application. This is positive.” He added: “Use of this new proposed clubhouse is an improvement to their
current structure and most people will be looking towards the tennis courts rather than to the fence.

Cllr Phil Hammond (Liberal Democrat: Fetcham) said “Ashtead is a lovely place…so I’m sure the neighbours can resolve
their issues. We give a lot of support to football, bowls, cricket and tennis clubs. We do a lot through our neighbourhood
CIL. Updating their facilities is a challenge, getting accessible toilets and changing. 

“The demographic of sports, the involvement of young people, women’s sport; It’s always changing and evolving and I
think it’s good that this council can support that. It’s a good place, it’s a busy place and I’ve seen what they do in terms of
developing the sport but they also extend the sport with things like pickleball or easier forms of tennis. It’s the sort of
thing we need in our community.”
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Chris Caulfield LDRS

Ashtead Tennis Club (image Googe)

Mole Valley leaders look to their final year legacy
9 March 2026

We are entering the final full year for councils in Surrey before they are dissolved and merged into mega authorities – and
the leaders know time is running out if they wish to fulfil any lasting ambitions. In October this year, the government
announced that Surrey would change forever. From the ashes will rise two mega authorities that split the map effectively
in two. People living in Waverley, Guildford, Woking, Surrey Heath, Spelthorne and Runnymede will soon be calling West
Surrey home, while East Surrey will cover Epsom and Ewell, Elmbridge, Tandridge, Reigate and Banstead, and Mole
Valley. West Surrey will be the larger of the two authorities, but will also have its share of financial challenges given the
debt issues in Woking, Surrey Heath and Spelthorne.

Next year voters will go to the polls to elect their new representatives to sit in a shadow council before taking over in
2027. It means 2026 will be the last full year for councils to achieve any remaining goals. The Local Democracy Service
asked council leaders what they hoped to achieve before this seismic shift in how services are delivered in Surrey.

Councillor Bridget Kendrick, leader of Mole Valley District Council, said: “I can’t believe how quickly the past year has
gone and how much we’ve achieved in line with our vision for a fairer, greener Mole Valley that provides opportunities for
all.” She said highlights included delivering their best-ever programme of holiday activities for over 1,500 children,
signing a Poverty Pledge that recognises and builds on their support for vulnerable people across Mole Valley, and
progressing the development of much-needed small business units and housing on the Foundry site in the centre of
Dorking. Other milestones included submitting a planning application for the regeneration of the Swan Centre and Bull
Hill. The leader also singled out the council’s action on homelessness, which she said prevented 233 households from
becoming homeless, delivered 36 emergency housing units and 72 new affordable homes.

She added: “It’s with a sense of nostalgia that I recognise next year’s annual plan as the final one from Mole Valley
District Council as we know it. From April 2027, the new East Surrey authority will take over, but until then we’ll continue
delivering for our residents and have a very busy schedule ahead. Our plans to refurbish playgrounds in Ashtead,
Bookham, Dorking and Leatherhead are progressing, with a destination playground planned for Riverside Park. We also
have a very ambitious action plan for increasing biodiversity in Mole Valley, including rewilding, planting additional
species and introducing additional ponds. The second phase of works for Dorking Halls is scheduled for this spring to
ensure the venue is accessible and ready to welcome future visitors. Pippbrook House, our Grade II listed building, is
growing in strength as a cultural hub with a packed list of events planned for the coming months and unique rooms
available for community hire.

“We’re also pleased to confirm that funding has been obtained to continue the work of our incredible MV Employment
Hub, delivering job advice and support to hundreds of residents. We’re planning another successful year of summer
holiday activities, and our bursary scheme financially supporting children to access sports clubs’ membership is open for
applications. Mole Valley Life team continues to support the most vulnerable in the district, providing lifeline alarms and
support services via our Fairfield Community Centre. On a more practical side, parking improvements are planned for
next year and we’re procuring a new waste contract to commence from June 2027 too. As we head into what I know will
be a busy and productive final year for Mole Valley District Council, I’d like to take this moment to wish everyone a very
Merry Christmas and a peaceful New Year.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Image: New Mole Valley District Council cabinet ,including leader Cllr Bridget Kendrick (front left) and deputy leader Cllr
Claire Malcomson (image MVDV)

East Surrey gets new Police Station
9 March 2026
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Surrey Police’s near two-year hunt for a replacement to its shut, dangerous, crumbly concrete riddled Reigate station is
over – with people only needing to walk travel miles to the new one. The new base for the Reigate and Banstead area will
give the force a permanent presence and front counter for the public, the Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) said after
securing a building at Perrywood Business Park in Honeycrock Lane in Salfords. It comes after the 2023 closure of its
Reigate Station that left officers and staff stationed in Mole Valley and Caterham Police Station.

Commissioner Lisa Townsend hailed the purchase as great for policing presence in East Surrey and follows what she
described as an extensive search in the Reigate and Banstead area. The new building was considered to be the only
suitable site in the area and will be funded by selling Reigate Police Station. This station will run alongside the force’s
new eastern division headquarters in Leatherhead, which was granted planning permission earlier this year. The PCC and
senior officers wanted to find a secondary site in the Reigate and Banstead area specifically for a police station and front
counter service for residents.

Surrey Police maintain a counter service during office hours in the Town Hall, The Parade. Epsom.

The Perrywood Business Park keeps the trend of police sites in industrial sites and will be just a three minute drive from
the Surrey Custody Centre in Salbrook Road. Lisa Townsend said: “I know how much residents value their local policing
presence so this is really fantastic news for our communities in the area. The discovery of RAAC and subsequent closure
of Reigate Police Station has meant it has been a disruptive time for our hard-working teams in East Surrey. I want to pay
tribute to their continued patience, professionalism and resilience in challenging circumstances. The search for a site in
the Reigate and Banstead area has been extensive and Perrywood was the only building which met our needs so I am
delighted that we have been able to secure the purchase. I believe that together with the progress being made on our new
Eastern Division HQ in Leatherhead, this heralds a bright future for policing in East Surrey.”

Deputy Chief Constable of Surrey Police Mark McEwan said: “We believe this new building will provide sufficient space
and facilities for our teams, be fit for purpose and enable us to continue delivering the high levels of service our residents
expect. Whilst we are still at the very early stages, considerations continue into where individual teams across the Eastern
division will be based in the future and we will provide updates as and when we have them. The safety of our communities
remains our priority and there will be no change to officers.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Reigate Police Station (Image Google)

Related reports:

Surrey police station futures

Reigate Police Station closes with a concrete problem

New Surrey police division HQ plans

Surrey police to move to Epsom and Ewell constituency

Blockbuster  cinema  and  480  homes  plan  for
Leatherhead town centre
9 March 2026

Hundreds of new homes in blocks of up to 12 storeys high, as well as a three-screen cinema, could be coming to
Leatherhead town centre if newly submitted plans are approved. The Leret Partnership, a joint venture between Mole
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Valley District Council and Kier Property, has submitted its formal application to regenerate the Swan Centre and Bull Hill
in Leatherhead. They want to build up to 480 new homes with 81 of those, spread between two blocks, classed as
affordable. The site, already set aside for development as part of the council’s local plan, would also get a cinema.

The plan has been submitted as a single build but is split across two distinct sites: Bull Hill and the Swan Centre. Detailed
plans show Bull Hill will be converted into six blocks of 276 homes, 133 of which will be one-bed flats, with a further 133
two-bed apartments and 10 three-bed homes. The 81 affordable homes will be housed in blocks E and F. The private
blocks will be six storeys high while block E will stand five storeys tall and block F rising to nine storeys. There are also
further outline plans to go up to 12 storeys at the site to provide an additional 203 homes, office space and potentially a
nursery.

The second part of the application covers The Swan Centre, which has served as Leatherhead’s shopping hub since it was
constructed in the 1980s. The plans want to demolish Leret House to open the space and create a new public square with
a three-screen 239-seat cinema. “The Applicant has been in discussion with leisure agents and cinema operators and the
building has been designed to accommodate other leisure uses (competitive socialising) should the occupier change in the
future”, planning documents read.

There are also plans to build a new multi-storey car park, office space, as well as a potential GP surgery, shops, and cafes
and restaurants. The council described the submission of the planning application as a key milestone in its Transform
Leatherhead regeneration and that, when built, it will bring more people into the town centre. It also expects to receive
about £9m in developer contributions, which can then be used on infrastructure and community improvements elsewhere
in the borough. Residents are able to submit their views to the council before its planning committee votes on the
proposals.

Cllr  Keira  Vyvyan-Robinson,  cabinet  member  for  property  and  projects,  Mole  Valley  District  Council,  said:  “The
submission is a significant milestone in the delivery of the Transform Leatherhead programme and a real step forward in
boosting Leatherhead’s unique position as the gateway to the Surrey Hills. The proposals will breathe new life into
Leatherhead’s town centre, rejuvenate the Swan Centre and deliver much-needed homes for the district, providing jobs
and securing sustainable investment for the local community.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Image: Jv Planning Submission

Woking up to Surrey face recognition cameras
9 March 2026

Formal protests have been lodged against Surrey Police’s use of facial recognition technology that scans the faces of
every adult and child in a bid to identify known suspects. Surrey Police was given two live facial recognition vans from the
Home Office in November and has since put them to use in Redhill and Woking. The surveillance cameras record the
images of everyone who walks across their paths to see if they are a match for people on their watchlist. The force says it
deletes anybody who does not match to “minimise the impact on their human rights”, with watchlist images deleted within
24 hours. The police said there were known issues in the past with facial recognition technology, including potential
gender and ethnic bias, but that developments and new AI-driven algorithms have reduced this.

Now, a group of 25 cross-party Woking Borough Councillors have written to the force demanding the cameras are
mothballed until  meaningful  consultation with residents and their elected representatives takes place over how, or
whether, they are used. The letter says that fundamental questions of governance and human rights should have been
resolved before any decision was made – including accountability for wrongful stops or arrests from misidentification,
whether cameras record continuously or selectively, and how and when data is processed, shared, stored and deleted. A
resolution has also been passed by Woking Borough Council’s Communities and Housing Scrutiny Committee calling on
Surrey Police and the Crime Commissioner to join its January 20 meeting to answer questions about the use of live facial
recognition cameras in Woking. In the meantime, councillors want the cameras’ usage suspended immediately, pending
full consultation with residents, with a focus on young people and those from ethnic minority backgrounds and community
groups, as well as a full independently led equality and human rights impact assessment.

Chairing the Tuesday, December 2 committee was Councillor Tom Bonsundy-O’Bryan. He said: “They were deployed in
Woking on November 26 and in Redhill on November 13. They scanned the faces of more than 8,000 members of public;
99.9 per cent of those scanned were not arrested. Of the individuals explicitly flagged as alerts by the technology in
Redhill, 60 per cent were ultimately not arrested; only two arrests were made. There are serious questions about the
proportionality of this. Imagine the police standing down the road, and asking to see everyone’s passport, checking their
ID, just in case they are a criminal. It would be a ludicrous thing, we wouldn’t stand for it, it would be outrageous, and
that is effectively what this technology is doing. It scans the face of anyone, child or adult, walking down the street and
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compares it to a watch list. Everyone wants the police to stop criminals, to find and arrest the people responsible for
crime, but is this technology really proportionate in being deployed here in Woking?”

A spokesperson for Surrey Police said: “The introduction of live facial recognition technology, which is already being used
successfully by other forces in the UK, is a vital tool to help us investigate crime thoroughly and relentlessly pursue
criminals. We meticulously planned the rollout of the technology to ensure our use is appropriate, proportionate, and that
we are operating with transparency. As part of this, we appropriately engaged with a wide variety of stakeholders and
have ensured all information, documentation and policies are publicly available on our website. Since the launch on
November 13, we have successfully completed a deployment in Redhill where officers arrested a 69-year-old man for
breaching his sexual risk order and conducted condition checks for a sexual harm prevention order and a stalking
protection order. On a further deployment in Woking, a 29-year-old man was arrested on suspicion of rape and shoplifting
and two women were issued community resolutions for shoplifting.”

Police added that the technology has been extensively tested by the National Physical Laboratory and that the algorithm
used “shows no statistical bias towards gender or ethnicity (as tested nationally)”. They said officers are briefed before
each deployment regarding any potential disparity relating to race, age and gender, and that “extra corroboration” is
required before any action is taken. “It is our responsibility to use every tactic and innovation available to us to keep the
public safe, deter criminal behaviour, protect people from harm, and locate the most serious of offenders – and the live
facial recognition technology has helped us to do exactly that.”

Police and Crime Commissioner Lisa Townsend said: “I want to make sure our communities are as safe as possible for
Surrey residents which is why our police officers must have every tool at their disposal to track down criminals operating
in our midst. I do understand that people may have concerns which is why it is important that the debate on policing
technology reflects the facts, the safeguards in place and the clear benefits to public safety. These vans will be used
proportionately and it is important to stress that law-abiding members of the Surrey public going about their daily
business have nothing to fear by their use. The cameras will help our policing teams identify and detain those on a pre-
determined watchlist such as violent criminals and sex offenders.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Related reports:

Live facial recognition policing comes to Surrey

Surrey to get new recycling centre
9 March 2026

Bin lorries rumbling through Wentworth, Virginia Water and Chertsey could become a much more common occurrence
after plans for a massive recycling plant on former green belt land just south of the Surrey towns was approved. The
Kitsmead Lane site in Longcross will be capable of processing up to 100,000 tonnes of recycling each year – with 164
rubbish vehicle ‘movements’ every day. Most would be the bin lorries carrying recycling to and from the plant with the
rest articulated lorries transporting the sorted waste off site.

Once built it would take recycling from the north and west of Surrey. Currently this gets shipped out to Kent, with a small
amount dealt with in Leatherhead. The new facility will therefore mean fewer long journeys out of the county, but an
intensification in lorries around the site. To minimise the impact, Surrey County Council’s planning committee has called
for a transport plan to be drawn up, but admitted it would be difficult to actually enforce it. Officers told the Wednesday,
November 26, meeting: “Understandably, there still  have been concerns about the potential for this to add further
vehicles through some of the more sensitive locations. To that end we are also recommending, as part of the travel-plan
condition, more details on the exact routes that will be used and what measures are in place to minimise movements
through sensitive places.”

Sight lines leading out of the plant are also poor, the meeting heard, so the speed limit along Kitsmead Lane would be
reduced to 30mph. It’s the first new waste recycling plant application approved by Surrey in the last quarter century, due
in part to its long-term relationship with Suez. Kitsmead will sort and separate co-mingled recycling collected from
residents’ household bins and become the county’s second recycling plant – with Leatherhead being the other.

In  2026,  Surrey County Council  and the 11 boroughs and districts  will  be dissolved and reformed into two huge
authorities for the entire region. The new site is expected to take waste from across the two new councils, East and West
Surrey, although this has not been formally agreed. The plans were voted through unanimously after hearing the former
green belt site was now classified as grey field – and had been designated in the Surrey Waste Plan. Runnymede Borough
Council raised concerns over the size of the building and the impact on nearby residents. Its views were echoed in the 21
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letters of objection from residents who were worried about the increased traffic, both in volume and scale.

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Former landfill site in Trumps Farm, Kitsmead Lane, Longcross (image Google)
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