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Surrey Borough running ahead on bio-fuel
15 March 2024

The first Surrey council to switch its entire vehicle fleet from diesel to waste fats and cooking oil said the move could cut
emissions  by  about  90  per  cent.  Runnymede Borough Council  said  the  decision,  unanimously  approved  by  its
environment and sustainability committee last week, will stop about 650 tonnes of C02 from being released into the air
each year.

The shift to Hydrotreated Vegetable Oil (HVO) is expected to take place over the coming months as about 80 of the
council’s refuse trucks, minibuses, vans, street sweepers and other vehicles make the switch.

It makes Runnymede Borough Council the first in Surrey to go all in on HVO with the change expected to make greater
inroads into reducing the council’s operational carbon emissions than any other initiative explored to date.

Details on how much it will cost have been kept private and confidential but the day-to-day operating costs of moving over
to HVO are expected to be higher than with diesel, the council confirmed, but said it had set aside an additional £100,000
to cover fuel costs.

A statement issued by the council said it demonstrated the desire “across all parties to make an effective and lasting
positive impact on Runnymede’s climate and environment”.

Committee chair Councillor David Coen, said: “It is great to know that in the coming months our fleet, from our bin
lorries to our road sweepers, will  continue to provide the same high level of service whilst producing less harmful
pollution into the environment and people’s lungs.

“We’ve committed that by 2030 all our council operations will be carbon net zero. Switching over to HVO has the
potential of hugely reducing the council’s overall carbon emission.”

HVO can be used with the council’s existing fleet without the need for  engine modifications or new machinery.

Cllr Don Whyte,  leader of the Liberal Democrat group and member of the environment and sustainability committee
added: “It’s a positive move. Runnymede is very late coming to the climate crisis declaration. This is a small step, but it’s
an important thing.”

Soni of Stagecoach Epsom lands lead role
15 March 2024

Vishal Soni student of Stagecoach Performing Arts in Epsom landed the lead role in the National Theatre’s musical
production of Roald Dahl’s The Witches.

Vishal fought off strong competition in auditions to land the role of Luke in a rip-roaring musical version of Roald Dahl’s
timeless tale. In the original the boy at the centre of the story is unnamed. “Luke” follows the 1990 film version which
gave the boy the name.

Performing on stage at the National Theatre for the 11-week production, Vishal shone in his remarkable portrayal of the
courageous young protagonist.

The Witches is a rip-roaring musical version of Roald Dahl’s timeless tale, filled with wit, daring and heart. The Witches
have come up with their most evil plan yet, and the only thing standing in their way is Luke and his Gran. 

Vishal has been a student of Stagecoach Performing Arts in Epsom for nine years and has an impressive resume under his
belt, including standout performances in The Sound of Music at Chichester, a UK tour of Les Misérables, and The Prince
of Egypt in London’s West End. 

His  upcoming role  in  the 2024 film adaptation of  musical,  Wicked,  is  a  testament to  his  unwavering passion and
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undeniable talent.

Commenting Rachel Crouch, Principal of Stagecoach Epsom, said: “I’ve always been immensely proud of Vishal. Not only
has he gone from job to job, but he has done so with such a professional and humble attitude.  He’s an absolute star and
we couldn’t be prouder.  Thank you also to HF Management, his fabulous agents.”

The Witches run at the National Theatre has now closed. Wicked is due to be released later this year.
Vishal in the production at the National Theatre. Photo credit: Marc Brenner

It’s not a fair cop? Cllr. Coley on police funding
15 March 2024

Did you know that Surrey is the only police area in the country where local residents pay more towards policing than
central government? The share of the burden is 55% Council Tax precept, versus 45% government funding.

The average Council Tax precept contribution in England and Wales is 34% and is growing faster than any other funding
area. Government capital funding and funding for national priorities like serious violence is decreasing. From March 2016
to March 2024 the Council Tax precept nationally has increased by a total percentage of 71%. While government funding
from March 2016 to March 2024 has only increased by 29%.

We are approaching a point where other police areas will join Surrey and cross the line where the Council Tax precept
provides the majority of funding. Within three years a third of police areas may cross that point, in five years it could be
half. Not only are residents being taxed twice for policing, many will soon face being directly taxed for the majority of
police funding contributions where they live, just like in Surrey.

A quiet and gradual funding shift by stealth. We may find ourselves experiencing American style policing, where your
local police are exclusively bought as a service paid for with a property tax. You only have to look at what happened in
some US towns and cities when wealthy people moved out and funding collapsed. Criminal gangs move in sensing
weakness and create a cycle of deprivation and self-reinforcing criminality driven by ever decreasing budgets that deter
investment and prosperity. I am determined we don’t end up like that and the government provides fairer funding.

At a meeting of the Surrey Police & Crime Panel we were asked to vote on the Police & Crime Commissioner’s maximum
increase to the precept. I asked her to consider other funding sources because of the impact of yet another maximum
increase on residents suffering from the cost-of-living crisis after years of austerity. She had her staff answer for her:
“What do you want us to do, pass a hat around?”

The Police & Crime Commissioner has £43m in treasury management, she underspent by £8.7m last year and is forecast
to underspend again this year. Your Council tax is going into her reserves, while police officers are taken off the streets to
cover desk jobs for staff vacancies. Little wonder that the recent inspection report assessed Surrey Police as ‘Inadequate’
at responding to the public.

I am petitioning parliament to change the police funding allocation formula so council taxpayers don’t contribute more to
their police force than government.

Please sign the petition here: alexcoley.uk/petition

“Bonkers but essential” job to cut back jobs?
15 March 2024

‘Bonkers but essential’ is how a new £75,000 job, running bankrupt Woking Borough Council’s decimated leisure and
communities services is being described.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/its-not-a-fair-cop-cllr-coley-on-police-funding
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/656243
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/bonkers-but-essential-job-to-cut-back-jobs
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Last month, the council cut more than £8million from its budget; slashing spending on daycare centres, Citizens Advice
Woking, and telling Pool in the Park to become self-sustaining or risk closure.

Now, it is advertising a new Head of Leisure and Communities to oversee the service and, on top a basic salary of between
£65,624 and £76,439 a year, includes a £3,255 ‘flexible benefits allowance”.

The advert, which runs until March 24, is seeking somebody to lead on the “commissioning, oversight and delivery of a
range  of  leisure  and  community  services,  ensuring  the  facilities  are  operated  in  the  most  efficient,  effective  and
sustainable way.”

The successful candidate will be in charge of leisure contracts, sports and leisure services, arts and culture, community
centres, and community safety.

A spokesperson for Woking Borough Council described the role as “a permanent position” adding that it was “essential to
ensuring these services  can move to  a  self-financing position through strong and effective  partnerships,  including
managing the Council’s leisure contract.”

The outgoing postholder played a key role in making it possible for the  borough to retain as many of the services it has, in
the face of the necessary swinging cuts needed to balance its books. Leader of the opposition, Councillor Kevin Davies
said: “Ultimately you can argue that it s a non-statutory service, but the residents of Woking have made it extremely clear
that they see it differently.

“On the face of it, the high value of the role is galling particularly as people have been made redundant but the (post
holder) will be responsible for a lot of services that people hold dear.

“Will the council come across as tone deaf? Of course, but the residents want these services as at the end of the day.

“It looks bonkers, but it’s to protect something that people see as absolutely valuable. We need a really good person and
the incumbent has done a really good job in protecting as many of the services we could – without him we’d have lost Pool
in the Park.”

He added that the service would soon become a “shadow of its former self” with the council delivering the minimum is
could get away with, for the maximum tax. He said: “Before it was trying to do the opposite, the real answer should be
somewhere in the middle.

Among the role’s duties will be working with both public and private sector partners to develop a “healthy, inclusive and
engaged  community”  and  to  drive  new  initiatives  that  support  residents  as  well  as  commissioning  and  contract
management.

Related reports:

Woking’s whopping bail out and tax rise

Woking’s debt crisis explained

Surrey County Council workers to strike?
15 March 2024

Staff at Surrey County Council could walk out after a “record number” of people backed strike action –  unless the
authority makes a significantly improved pay offer, unions have said.

For the last two years the workers at the council have been offered less than the National Joint Council (NJC)  pay award
and less than most other neighbouring councils, according to Unison.

Those working in local government and schools have their pay and other conditions are negotiated by the NJC. The Local
Democracy Reporting Service understands that those offers were rejected.

Last year, turnout for a full-strike ballot fell 40 votes short of the threshold required for legal industrial action, and the
pay settlement imposed without agreement.

This year, a consultative ballot of members, covering core Surrey County Council workers and support staff in Surrey
maintained schools, concluded on Friday, March 1, and achieved enough votes with a 53 per cent turnout – with 87 per
cent of members rejecting the 4 per cent average pay offer, and 91 per cent of those voting for strike action,  record in
Surrey.

Union representatives are due to meet next week and have said that unless staff receive a “significantly improved offer”

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/wokings-whopping-bail-out-and-tax-rise
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/wokings-debt-crisis-explained
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they will “be recommending a vote for a full legal industrial action ballot over the next few weeks”.

Paul Couchman, branch secretary of Surrey Unison, said: “Our members are more frustrated and more angry than they
have ever been. Voting over 90 per cent for potential strike action is unprecedented in Surrey. We hope the council will
see the strength of feeling of their staff and reconsider their offer. 

“If there is no significantly improved offer from the council in the next few days we will have no choice other than to go to
a formal ballot for strike action, where we are confident our members will once again respond positively to a call for
action.”

It comes as the county council’s new £30 million payroll system was reported to have left staff “wiping tears of frustration
and helplessness” over missed payments.

The council brought in a new Enterprise Resource Planning system last June and said it had “experienced some issues
relating to payroll” and that it had been working to improve the system but given its complexity, needed an ongoing
programme of software upgrades and fixes to address issues that have arisen.

Mr Couchman added: “No doubt the anger and frustration over the payroll issues has added to the general cost of living
crisis, making Surrey County Council employees vote in unprecedentedly high numbers for strike action.”

A spokesperson for Surrey said: “We are still in talks with the Trade Unions regarding the 2024/25 pay offer therefore it
would be inappropriate to comment while these discussions are still ongoing.”

Related reports:

Computer lets down County Council workers

Civic awards at civic reception
15 March 2024

The Epsom and Ewell Mayor’s civic reception took place at Bourne Hall, Ewell on Friday 8th March. The “great and the
good” of the Borough, including Member of Parliament Chris Grayling,  gathered at this special annual event that
witnessed the conferment of the title of Alderman of Epsom and Ewell to three long-serving local councillors.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/computer-lets-down-county-council-workers
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/civic-awards-at-civic-reception
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The ceremonies began with the Mayor’s  Active Citizen Award.  The Mayor,  Cllr  Rob Geleit  (Labour Court  Ward),
presented this year’s award to Barbara Lewis, praising her selfless dedication to the community: “Barbara, born in
Kingston, was instilled with a strong sense of altruism by her late mother. After attending Tiffin Girls Grammar School
and serving in the civil service, Barbara settled in Ewell with her husband Martin, celebrating their upcoming Golden
Wedding Anniversary. Barbara’s commitment to her local area, Station Avenue, has been unwavering. Notably, she
spearheaded efforts  to  provide scrubs,  masks,  and other essentials  to  frontline workers during the pandemic,  and
organized a heartwarming visit from Santa for children in her neighborhood. Barbara’s involvement extends to various
charitable endeavors, including Epsom Twinning Society and Epsom Rotary Club, and she even finds time to teach a
Spanish class for the University of Third Age (U3A). Additionally, Barbara has dedicated herself to fundraising, notably
supporting the Mayor’s Charity Committee. Her generosity knows no bounds, always willing to help and support her
community.”
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Cllr Hannah Dalton (RA Stoneleigh), spoke up for Chris Frost, and welcomed him as an Honorary Alderman of Epsom
and Ewell,  recognizing his positive impact on local politics: “Chris’s journey in politics began in his youth, and his
dedication led to his election to the Epsom and Ewell Borough Council and later the Surrey County Council. Known for his
community spirit, Chris spearheaded initiatives like the Interfaith Forum and the Epsom and Ewell Community Fund.”

Ms Dalton commended Chris’s wife, Cllr Liz Frost (RA Woodcote and Langley), for her unwavering support and thanked
his family for their presence. She expressed gratitude to all  who supported Chris over the years, including council
officers.

Eber Kington signs the book with Mayor and EEBC CEO Jackie King looking on.

Cllr Peter O’Donovan (RA Ewell Court) reflected on Eber Kington‘s remarkable career, celebrating his induction as an
Honorary Alderman: “Born in Battersea, Eber’s journey into local politics began in the 80s when he joined the Woodcote
Residents’ Association, eventually becoming a respected councillor. Eber’s tenure was marked by his commitment to his
constituents, often being the first point of contact for residents’ concerns. Despite his aversion to planning matters, Eber’s
dedication  to  his  community  was  unwavering.  His  tenure  as  Mayor  in  1999  was  memorable,  highlighted  by  his
unconventional but effective leadership style. Eber’s dedication to community service extends beyond politics, evident in
his charity work and love for Chelsea Football Club.” Mr O’Donovan praised Eber’s integrity, noting his willingness to
listen and support fellow councillors.
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Finally, Cllr Jan Mason (RA Ruxley) spoke emotionally in praise of the late Mr Clive Smitheram who was awarded the
Honour of Alderman of the Borough of Epsom and Ewell posthumously. Clive was a central figure in West Ewell having
lived there for over 30 years with his wife Gill and family and although a proud Cornishman, Clive was someone who knew
everyone locally and if he didn’t know someone, he knew someone who did! Clive was a former police officer, having
served 31 years in the service and was a retired community safety officer. As an active resident, it led to Clive being
elected as a Resident Association Councillor for West Ewell serving for over 20 years, Clive was a former Mayor of Epsom
and Ewell in 2010- 2011.

Mrs Smitheram receives the honour on behalf of the late Clive Smitheram.

All photos below heading courtesy Steven McCormick Photography

Related reports:

Long serving Councillor Clive Smitheram dies at 76

Alderman awards for Epsom and Ewell trio

Local Council stalwarts up for local honour

https://www.stevenmccormickphotography.com/
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/long-serving-councillor-clive-smitheram-dies-at-76
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/alderman-awards-for-epsom-and-ewell-trio
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/local-council-stalwarts-up-for-local-honour
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Local Government monopoly board at play?
15 March 2024

Surrey County Council has added another building to its property portfolio after buying the Victoria Gate site from
Woking Borough Council in a deal that will net the bankrupt authority more than £30 million.

The county has said it will not disclose how much it paid for the former Mclaren site in Victoria Way, Woking, but the
Epsom and Ewell Times understands the overall package will bring in about £32,250,000 – although the split between
McLaren’s early surrender of the premises and how much the county paid remains unclear.

It comes two months after Surrey County Council said it expected to add a further billion pounds of debt to its books as
part of its capital programme, from £1.3 billion to £2.4bn by 2028/29.

Announcing  the  deal,  the  Surrey  County  Council  said  the  purchase  “underpins”  its  commitment  to  “efficiency,
sustainability, and improved services” with the new site serving as its corporate office hub in north-west Surrey.

It now plans to put its old Quadrant Court site in Guildford Road up for sale in an effort to recoup some of its costs.

The deal is being seen as good news for Woking Borough Council as it nets more than £30m from the site, hopes to bring
more people into the heart of the town centre, and potentially allow it to sell off its civic centre as it tries to pay back part
of its own multibillion pound debt.

The county council expects staff to relocate to its latest acquisition later this year.

Councillor Natalie Bramhall, cabinet member for property, waste and infrastructure said, “This strategic move reaffirms
Surrey  County  Council’s  commitment  to  creating  a  conducive  work  environment  while  aligning  with  our  broader
objectives of sustainability and improved service delivery.”

Surrey said the decision is part of its overall vision to “provide services from a contemporary, agile environment that
caters to the needs of both residents and employees” and that the Woking town centre location was optimal for both staff
and residents due to its excellent access to public transport and car parking facilities.

Surrey County Council moved its headquarters from Kingston to  Woodhatch Place in Reigate after acquiring the site for
£50m. Other hubs across include Dakota in Brooklands Weybridge, and Fairmount House in Leatherhead. 

The Leader of Woking Borough Council, Cllr Ann-Marie Barker, said: “Asset rationalisation is a key part of the Council’s
Improvement and Recovery Plan agreed with Government.

“The sale of Victoria Gate delivers best value both in terms of return to the public purse and benefit to the community.”

Related reports:

Woking’s whopping bail out and tax rise

Surrey’s debts match Woking’s but its position is secure?

Woking’s debt crisis explained

The knives are out in Woking

Boats on the canal “your time is up”?
15 March 2024

Basingstoke Canal could stop leisure activities like boat hire and camping because they’re not financially viable.

The 32-mile-long Basingstoke Canal was jointly acquired by Hampshire and Surrey County Councils in the 1970s to
manage risks, protect the canal, and provide public recreation.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/local-government-monopoly-board-at-play
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/wokings-whopping-bail-out-and-tax-rise
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surreys-debts-match-wokings-but-its-position-is-secure
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/wokings-debt-crisis-explained
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/the-knives-are-out-in-woking
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/boats-on-the-canal-your-time-is-up
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It is a site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and due to its hydrological biodiversity and effective management of its
ecosystem, it is home to numerous nationally scarce species of flora and fauna.

The Basingstoke Canal Partnership was established to fund the canal operation following restoration in the late 1980s.
The partnership includes a  number of  “riparian” partners  like district,  borough and town councils  that  contribute
financially to the running of the canal.

In 1990, county councils for Hampshire and Surrey, as landowning authorities, created the Basingstoke Canal Authority.
Under the arrangement, Hampshire employs the staff, provides IT and finance support to the authority, and Surrey
manages the visitor centre at Mytchett.

However, according to the report, the current arrangement is not financially sustainable. In 2023/24, the cost of the canal
required a draw of £192,000 on existing reserves to cover a shortfall in income.

The canal is funded by the landowning authorities and the riparian funding partners; however, some have indicated the
reduction or withdrawal of their contributions, like Woking and Rushmoor Borough Council, which confirmed it was
pulling all funding in 2023/24.

Due to the withdrawal of some funding, the two landowner authorities commissioned an external company to review
management and recommend a sustainable operating model.

From the five alternatives,  the chosen one indicated that  the Basingstoke Canal  Authority  will  continue to deliver
statutory requirements and leisure navigation.

However, under this option, the authority will no longer deliver activities such as boat hire, camping, running the visitor
centre, and events.

The proposal will be debated at the universal select committee (March 11), and the executive member for countryside and
regulatory services, Cllr Russell Oppenheimer, will take a decision later that day.

Natalia Forero
Image credit: Basingstoke Canal Authority

Mixed reaction to Hunt’s budget in Surrey
15 March 2024

In a significant development outlined in today’s Spring Budget, Surrey MP and Chancellor Jeremy Hunt confirmed the
Surrey County Deal agreement, heralding a new era of devolution for Surrey County Council. This agreement, initially
hinted at during last year’s Autumn Statement, has been the focus of collaborative efforts between Surrey County Council
officials and the Department of Levelling Up, Housing and Communities.

Outlined within this agreement are several key provisions aimed at empowering local governance within Surrey:

Devolution of the Adult Education Budget and funding for Free Courses for Jobs.

Integration of Local Enterprise Partnership functions.

Transfer of new land assembly and compulsory purchase power to the Council.

Strategic oversight for the delivery of future rounds of UKSPF.

Furthermore, the agreement signifies an intent for further devolution from central government to Surrey, allowing for the
deepening of devolution arrangements over time, subject to Government agreement. Notably, this agreement does not
mandate any structural reform of local government or unitarisation, preserving the sovereignty of the 12 Councils,
including 11 District and Borough Councils alongside the County Council.

“Local  government and our local  communities are best  placed to deliver what Surrey needs.  I’m pleased that the
government is recognising that, with hopefully further devolved powers to local government in due course,” said Tim
Oliver, (Conservative) Leader of Surrey County Council, expressing optimism regarding the devolution deal.

“This is a positive step to enable ambitious plans for Surrey’s residents by devolving control to Local government and our
local communities, that are best placed to deliver what Surrey needs. Working with our Partners we can maximise
opportunities  across  a  wide spectrum of  residents’  priorities,”  said  Surrey  County  and Epsom and Ewell  Borough
Councillor Bernie Muir (Conservative – Horton)).

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/mixed-reaction-to-hunts-budget-in-surrey
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Dr. Jonathan Carr-West, Chief Executive of the Local Government Information Unit (LGIU), offered insights into the
broader context of today’s Budget announcements. “Our latest research found half of councils believe they could face
bankruptcy within the next parliament. Council taxpayers are paying ever higher rates for fewer services…The Chancellor
recognised market failures in children’s residential care and SEND support but councils will not feel that this is enough to
counteract the cost increases they have faced in those areas,” Dr. Carr-West remarked, urging for a productive debate on
potential solutions to the funding crisis.

Paul Lavercombe, tax partner at BDO in the South East, provided a business perspective on the Budget, noting the
limited measures for businesses but highlighting certain provisions that may benefit taxpayers and stimulate investment,
particularly in regional growth businesses. He said ““The Chancellor was under pressure to deliver tax cuts and while this
wasn’t forthcoming for businesses with some hoping there would be a reduction to corporation tax signposted, taxpayers
will welcome the national insurance cuts announced. Despite being pitched as a Budget for long-term growth, there was
very little for business. The only obvious winner being the creative industries.”

Related reports:

Surrey County chief talks to the BBC

Epsom’s leader welcomes more power for Surrey County Council

Woking’s whopping bail out and tax rise
15 March 2024

Woking Borough Council has raised its share of tax by 10 per cent.  It comes as the bankrupt council was offered an
“exceptional” £785 million Government bail out

The major bailout package aims to offset its debt and was signed off last night during a full council meeting. The offer was
dependent on the council increasing its share of council tax by 10 per cent and comes on top of the previously agreed
£8.4m in spending cuts.

Deputy leader of the council Will Forster said the total package of £785m was “the largest ever set of measures required
for a council in intervention” He added: “Just let that sink in. Not the largest ever in Surrey, the largest ever in the
country, not this year, ever.”

Coupled with the rises announced by Surrey County Council and the police, B and D Council Tax homes will now pay
£2,371.60 a year, up from £2,248.77. Had councillors failed to agree on the package, the local authority would “grind to a
halt and be acting unlawfully” the meeting heard. Staff would go unpaid and services stop.

Leader  of  the  council,  Councillor  Ann-Marie  Barker,  said  a  vote  against  the  tax  rise  was  to  vote  against  the
government’s offer. She said: “A vote against the tax rise is to turn down the offer. I wanted a better offer but it’s the offer
we’ve got.”

The council also announced that there would be £100,000 in hardship money to help ease some of the pain caused by the
massive spending cuts, price hikes and tax rises.

Groups such as the bustler transport service, Citizens Advice Woking and the Lightbox have been forced to find new
funding if they wish to continue. Some have approached the national lottery.

Woking Council has said the money would be for those most impacted by the added cost or loss of so many services.  It
includes £25k for a Council Tax hardship fund, £50k for Citizen Advice Woking  and  £25k for grants that replicate the
Government’s Household Support Fund.

Speaking after the meeting, Cllr Barker said: “Despite the council’s complex financial situation, I am pleased that we have
overcome this important hurdle and set a robust budget for the forthcoming financial year. I welcome the significant and
unprecedented support package offered by Government which gives us flexibility to deal with money that should have
been put aside for borrowing and allows us to capitalise our debt over the long-term.

“The conditions set out by Government align with work already being undertaken on asset rationalisation, debt reduction
and improved commercial governance as part of our Improvement and recovery plan. I know residents will find any
increase in council tax difficult which is why we are putting in place support for those who find it hard to meet the cost of
rising bills.

“These critical decisions are ones I did not want to make. However, they are necessary if we are to continue to provide
essential services, set a balanced budget in future years and begin to return Woking to long-term financial sustainability.
The future remains difficult and challenging. I am determined that Woking will recover to become a better council focused

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surrey-county-chief-talks-to-the-bbc
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsoms-leader-welcomes-more-power-for-surrey-county-council
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/wokings-whopping-bail-out-and-tax-rise
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on delivering essential services to local people.”

Surrey takes over enterprise partnerships
15 March 2024

Businesses will be at the heart of Surrey’s economic growth as they are set to benefit from a single strategic vision and
leadership for the Surrey economy as part of the transfer of formal powers to Surrey County Council. 

From April, the Council will take up the key functions currently held by the county’s two Local Enterprise Partnerships
(LEPs), Enterprise M3 and Coast to Capital. 

The change will see the council lead on an enhanced oversight and delivery role in driving sustainable economic growth
across the county. It will absorb formal responsibilities to deliver business support through the new Surrey-wide Growth
Hub and deliver government funded programmes focused on skills.

The areas covered by Coast to Capital on the left and Enterprise M3 on the right:

 

Matt  Furniss,  Cabinet  Member  for  Transport,  Infrastructure  and  Growth  at  Surrey  County  Council
said: “Surrey has a great economic story to tell. We’re the UK’s leading regional economy, with more than 100,000
businesses which generate more than £50 billion a year to the UK economy.

“We know there is huge potential to grow this further – through targeted support to key sectors, and through working

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surrey-takes-over-enterprise-partnerships
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with employers, training providers and local residents to create a high-quality skilled workforce for the future. 

“I very much welcome the transfer of these powers into Surrey County Council.  

“It will mean for the first time we will have one organisation who, together with a strong independent business voice, will
provide a clear, coherent and comprehensive approach to developing a strong sustainable economy. This is positive for
business and for residents. 

“I want to thank the government for hearing our case and also to our partners in the LEPs for working with us to ensure
there is a seamless transfer of service at the start of April.” 

Surrey has historically been divided across two LEP boundaries – Enterprise M3 operating in the west of the county and
Coast to Capital in the east – which has presented challenges in terms of strategic coherence and created confusion for
local businesses.  

In March 2023, the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s Budget statement announced the intention to integrate LEP functions
into upper tier local authorities. 

Aware of the positive impacts that could have for Surrey, the County Council took steps to engage early with partners to
ensure it was ready to absorb and deliver these functions from the point of transfer. 

A report discussed and agreed by the Council’s Cabinet on 27th February acknowledged the move could have a
range of positive benefits for local businesses and residents including: 

Setting a single economic vision for the county, ensuring Surrey-wide solutions are developed to support local
economic growth. 

The development of a new Surrey business brand and website to make it easier for businesses to know where to
access the right information, advice and guidance.    

The creation of a Surrey Growth Hub service to provide universal signposting support for business, as well as
targeted interventions to help eligible local businesses in their journey to becoming high-growth. 

The creation of a Surrey Careers Hub (launched in September 2023), which delivers a range of activities focused
on ensuring schools and colleges can help young people take their next best step. 

Improved join-up and efficiencies with existing council services and teams. 

Greater democratic accountability for decision-making related to local economic growth, that will be informed by
a strong, independent, and diverse private sector voice. 

Future government funding to support local growth will now be focused on the whole of Surrey, instead of it
being spread across larger regional areas.     

Further announcements will be made in the coming months regarding the launch of the new Surrey business brand,
website, and Surrey Growth Hub. 

Computer lets down County Council workers
15 March 2024

Surrey County Council’s new £30 million payroll system has left staff “wiping tears of frustration and helplessness” over
missed payments, it its claimed. 

It is claimed that the payroll system is paying employees the wrong wages,  with reports that some are missing mortgage
and rent payments, almost a year after it was introduced, unions have said.  Workers on payroll and experiencing issues
include teachers and firefighters. 

The council brought in a new  Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system last June and said it had “experienced some
issues relating to payroll”.

The council has said it was working continuously to improve the system but given its  complexity,  needed an ongoing
programme of software upgrades and fixes to address issues that have arisen. 

A permanent fix is not expected until early summer,  Surrey County Council Trade Unions (SCCTU) has said.

The ERP was introduced last summer after the council was notified its previous payroll system, which was  close to 20

https://mycouncil.surreycc.gov.uk/documents/s95805/FINAL%20-%20LEP%20Integration%20Cabinet%20Report%20-%20February%202024.pdf
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years old, would no longer be supported with updates.

According to SCCTU, which is made up of 12 recognised bodies including Unison, NEU and Nasuwt: “All the trade unions
in Surrey County Council have been helping distraught staff deal with pay errors month-on-month since June 2023. 

“These errors include large overpayments and underpayments,  which have had dire reverberations for the staff  in
question.

“This includes employees being unable to make payments on their mortgage, rent, cars, and utilities. 

“For single parents, lower paid staff, and staff who have their wages topped up by Universal Credit, the fallout from these
mistakes have had a catastrophic effect on the mental health of staff and their families.”

They said in one extreme case a staff member confessed she and her children had to stay with her mother because they
didn’t have money to buy electricity or food.

The council said it does not have figures available for how many have been affected but say that the vast majority of cases
have had minimal impact.

To make up the shortfall, the council has been making emergency payments with staff pleading the cases to their line
managers, the union said.

Surrey UNISON estimates at least £100,000 has been paid in fees alone for emergency payments.

Overpayments can be equally problematic for low-paid staff who receive in-work benefits as they find themselves with too
much money in their accounts and their top ups switched off – only to be out of pocket with the overpayment is clawed
back, the unions said.

As such, the unions are now in dispute with the council over its implementation and said they have no confidence in this
new payroll system. 

A spokesperson for Surrey County Council said: “Following the installation of a new Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP)
system last summer, we have experienced some issues relating to payroll. 

“We have put in place a number of workarounds and extra resource to try to minimise the impact on staff and schools, and
a dedicated technical team is working to resolve underlying issues. 

“The recovery plan is  making good progress,  with the number of  errors reducing significantly over time including
updating leavers’ processes and the school financial reporting system, and a programme of engagement clinics has also
been coordinated to provide individual schools/settings with focused support.

“We are still working through some of the issues and we are grateful to our staff and schools for both their efforts and
patience as we continue to do this.

“Some level of disruption was expected throughout such a fundamental transition to a new system, but we are sorry for
any inconvenience to employees and schools adversely affected; our primary focus has always been the welfare of our
staff as we resolve any errors, and we will continue to work with them throughout this process.”
Image: Mike Lawrence License details

More Surrey children in care to be cared for  in
Surrey
15 March 2024

In a move to bolster support for children in care, Surrey County Council has announced the inauguration of three state-
of-the-art children’s homes, marking a significant stride in their commitment to enhancing residential capacity within the
county. Situated in Epsom and Walton-on-Thames, these purpose-built facilities aim to provide a nurturing environment
for Surrey children in need.

The council’s investment of £34 million in improving sufficiency for children in care, coupled with £2.4 million allocated
for workforce development, underscores their dedication to addressing the pressing needs of vulnerable children within
the county. This comprehensive capital programme encompasses the creation of new facilities as well as the renovation
and expansion of existing ones, resulting in the addition of over 30 individual bedrooms, thus affording more children the
opportunity to remain within their communities.

Presently, approximately 70% of Surrey children in residential care are placed outside the county due to a scarcity of
available homes. The council’s strategic investment aims to reverse this trend by bolstering in-county provision. The
newly inaugurated homes in Epsom and Walton-on-Thames, accommodating a total of ten children each, prioritize the

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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placement of children currently residing outside the county, fostering a sense of belonging and stability.

The completion of these homes has been met with enthusiasm by Clare Curran, Cabinet Member for Children, Families,
and Lifelong Learning, who expressed her delight at the prospect of offering more Surrey children a supportive home
environment. Similarly, Natalie Bramhall, Cabinet Member for Property, Waste, and Infrastructure, commended the
meticulous planning and design considerations that have gone into creating these homes, emphasizing their accessibility,
homeliness, and integration with local amenities.

The construction of these homes has paved the way for new career opportunities in residential care, aligning with the
council’s commitment to workforce development. As the council moves closer to its sufficiency targets, with an additional
home currently underway in Dorking, Surrey may emerge as a leading provider of children’s home places nationwide by
2027.

Two Surrey children’s homes have already receiving ‘Good’ and ‘Outstanding’ ratings from Ofsted this year. As Surrey
County Council continues to expand its residential care capacity, the welfare of vulnerable children within the county is
set to receive a substantial boost.

For more information, visit Surrey County Council’s website and YouTube channel for insights into their Sufficiency
Strategies and a video tour of one of the newly inaugurated children’s homes, featuring commentary from key council
members. Additionally, individuals interested in pursuing a career in residential care in Surrey are encouraged to explore
current opportunities on the Surrey County Council job pages.

Primary school blighted by drive-by fly-tipper
15 March 2024

A “horrible, antisocial” pile of rubble was fly tipped outside a popular Surrey primary school by a lorry in a drive-by dump
and run.

Neighbours heard a truck driving down Vine Road in East Molesey at about 11pm on Monday, February 26 but say they
were unable to spot the culprit, a witness said. A video shows the swathes of rubble lining the residential street. 

The huge mess was still there the following morning resulting in the road’s closure during the busy school run drop-off.
The nearby school, St Lawrence Church of England Primary, wrote to parents warning of the shut street and knock-on
impact.

A witness said: “I heard it thunder down into the road, but it was such a fast drive by that when we went out it was gone. I
think one of the parked cars was damaged. Several neighbours came out and we tried to secure the scene from accidents
with cones and bins. The police came about an hour later and then the highways lorry came with official road closure
signs.”

On February 27, environmental officers from Elmbrdge Borough Council had moved the waste to the side of the road and
installed barriers to keep traffic away.

“The police said it was unusual for flytipping to be right in the middle of a residential road rather than in a corner or
wasteland.  It is a horrible antisocial crime. People who need waste removing really should check that they are using a
licensed disposal contractor and not just go for the cheapest. I don’t think people realise that they are responsible for
their waste being disposed of  legally and responsibly.”

Another parent said: “How can you do this and feel ok about yourself?”

A spokesperson for Elmbridge Borough Council said its enforcement team is visiting the site and will be  making enquiries
in the neighbourhood. A call for witnesses will also be put out on its  social media channels. 

The said: “The fly-tip has been reported to our contractors for clearance and will be dealt with within 24 hours. We take
fly-tipping incidents very seriously and will investigate every occurrence.  If there is enough evidence, we will prosecute
the person responsible.

 “We will shortly launch an anti-litter campaign for this spring/summer and reiterate a strong message that littering and
fly-tipping are not acceptable and will not be tolerated. We will be working with community groups towards a cleaner and
greener Elmbridge so that everybody can take pride in the borough. We have a beautiful borough, and we will do all we
can to make sure it is being protected.”

A spokesperson for Surrey Police said: “We were called at around 11.30pm last night (26 February) to a report of a large
amount of rubble strewn across Vine Road in East Molesey. We briefly attended to help clear the road and the incident

https://www.surreycc.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/departments/children-families-lifelong-learning-and-culture/childrens-commissioning-service/sufficiency-strategy
https://youtu.be/ovzMw_RIKlA
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was then passed over to National Highways.”

A Green Group that won’t belt up
15 March 2024

In a comprehensive critique of Epsom and Ewell Borough Council‘s handling of the Local Plan, a local environmental
advocacy group, known as Epsom Green Belt, argues there are shortcomings in the council’s approach.

In a response to the council’s Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) (reported by the Epsom and Ewell Times HERE) they
assert that the council’s failure to provide clear and timely information about changes resulting from public consultation
leaves residents in the dark about crucial decisions that will shape the borough’s future.

One of the group’s key contentions centres around the council’s delay in analyzing consultation responses. Despite
assurances of ongoing analysis, no outcomes have been made public, leaving residents to speculate about the fate of their
feedback. This lack of transparency, the group argues, undermines the democratic process and erodes trust in local
governance.

Furthermore,  the  Group criticizes  the  council’s  handling  of  the  Licensing  and Planning  Policy  Committee  (LPPC),
highlighting concerns about the committee’s apparent exclusion from significant decision-making processes. By sidelining
the LPPC, the council risks bypassing important checks and balances, raising questions about the integrity of the Local
Plan’s development.

A central focus of the group’s critique is the contentious issue of Green Belt development. They accuse the council of
disregarding public opinion and pressing ahead with plans to build on protected Green Belt land without adequately
demonstrating the exceptional circumstances required by National Planning Policies. This, they argue, not only threatens
valuable green spaces but also reflects a disregard for community sentiment.

In addition to these overarching concerns, the Group points to specific discrepancies in the council’s representation of
housing needs and affordability. They highlight the council’s reliance on inflated housing figures and failure to explore
alternative solutions, such as maximizing brownfield sites. This, they argue, calls into question the accuracy and integrity
of the data informing the Local Plan.

Epsom Green Belt calls for immediate action from elected councillors to address these concerns and restore public
confidence in the Local Plan process. They emphasize the need for transparency, accountability, and evidence-based
decision-making to ensure that the interests of residents and the environment are adequately represented.

The full case being argued by Epsom Green Belt can be accessed HERE.

Related reports:

Here we go again on the Local Plan?

Minister gets heavy on a Local Plan delay

Mystery Local Plan critic revealed

Local Plan costs eat into Council reserves

Local Plan to move forward after passionate debate

and many many more. Search “local plan”.

Police probe abuse of public funds
15 March 2024
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Suspected fraud and alleged breaches of procedure in Guildford Borough Council’s housing maintenance team have
snowballed, culminating in a police investigation. 

Last year, the council instigated a staff investigation following what was described as  “an issue” within the housing
maintenance department of Guildford and Waverley Borough Councils. They share services as part of a cost-cutting drive. 

The Local Democracy Reporting Service understood at the time that staff had been suspended, contracts terminated and
possible fraud examined.  Surrey Police  previously confirmed it had escalated its fraud investigation to a regional
organised crime unit.

This week, the two councils announced they had received a report following a review of its housing maintenance team. It
found ‘serious areas of concern’ which they said needed further investigation to determine whether correct governance
processes were followed in the letting and management of housing maintenance contracts.

The councils have also announced that two strategic directors, Annie Righton and Ian Doyle, responsible for the relevant
service area at the time contracts were let, have both agreed to step back on a temporary basis from their roles “to
protect the integrity of the investigation”.

However the councils said they were “unable to provide a copy of the confidential report”  as it’s “essential that the
integrity of any investigatory process is upheld.”

Leader of Guildford Borough Council, Councillor Julia McShane and Cllr Paul Follows, leader of Waverley Borough
Council issued a joint statement. It read: “Public bodies need to be absolutely resolute in their commitment to openness,
transparency and accountability for public money. We are determined to identify exactly what has happened in order to
safeguard both councils and continue to deliver on our commitment to best value and service delivery possible for all our
residents and businesses.”

The councils joint chief executive, Pedro Wrobel,  said: “When it comes to public money, nothing is more important than
propriety and value. All monies should be used to deliver the best possible services for our residents and businesses. I will
be working with officers, councillors, external investigators and auditors to get to the bottom of these issues and account
for every penny. I will ensure the organisation has the right systems in place to safeguard the public’s money, and will
take robust action where necessary.”

Related report:

Good money goes after bad

Surrey’s hotline for mental health
15 March 2024

Ahead of Helpline Awareness Day (Friday, 23 February), Surrey and Borders Partnership NHS Foundation Trust and
Surrey County Council are highlighting a local 24-hour NHS mental health crisis helpline that supports almost 50,000
people each year.  

The Mental Health Crisis Helpline, run by Surrey and Borders Partnership, is open 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Since
it started in 2010 it has helped around 600,000 people.  

It  is staffed by trained professionals who are ready to listen and offer advice, support and signpost to a range of
community services. 

A mental health crisis is when you feel at breaking point, and you need urgent help. You might be: 

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/good-money-goes-after-bad
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Feeling extremely anxious and having panic attacks or flashbacks 

Feeling suicidal, or self-harming 

Having an episode of hypomania or mania, (feeling very high) or psychosis (maybe hearing voices, or feeling very
paranoid) 

Other behaviour that feels out of control and is likely to endanger yourself or others

As well as the Mental Health Crisis Helpline, Surrey and Borders Partnership also provides five Safe Havens across
Surrey which provide out-of-hours help and support to adults who are experiencing a mental health crisis or emotional
distress. 

These Safe Havens are in Aldershot, Epsom, Guildford, Redhill and Woking and are open evenings, weekends and bank
holidays. Each one is staffed by a mental health practitioner from Surrey and Borders Partnership and two trained Safe
Haven workers.  

Mark Nuti, Surrey County Council’s Cabinet Member for Health said: “We are committed to breaking the silence
surrounding mental health and providing a safe, confidential and non-judgmental way for people in Surrey to seek help. 

“We believe that mental health support should be available to everyone. No one should have to suffer in silence – the
Mental Health Crisis Helpline is here for anyone who needs it.

“There is help out there, whether it’s through the Mental Health Crisis Helpline or one of the Safe Havens. Let’s break the
silence and start the journey towards better mental health together.” 

Emily Hackett, Mental Health Crisis Line Service Manager said: “If you are experiencing a mental health crisis or
emotional distress or if you have concerns regarding someone that you care for, please call us. Our dedicated crisis call
handlers are on hand to support you 24 hours a day 7 days a week.” 

If you or someone you know is struggling with their mental health, don’t hesitate to call the Mental Health Crisis Helpline
on 0800 915 4644.  
Image – illustration only – Carl von Essen CC BY-SA 4.0

Here we go again on the Local Plan?
15 March 2024

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council has launched a dedicated FAQ section on its website to inform residents about the
ongoing development of the borough’s Local Plan. According to the Council this initiative aims to provide transparency
and dispel any misinformation circulating regarding the plan’s objectives and progress.

The Local Plan holds significant importance in shaping the future of the borough, covering various aspects such as job
creation, environmental conservation, leisure facilities,  housing sites,  and infrastructure enhancements.  The Council
states that no final decisions have been made regarding policy formulations or site selections. Currently, the council is in
the process  of  reviewing feedback received during the initial  public  consultation on the draft  plan and gathering
additional evidence to inform its development.

Councillor  Steven McCormick,  Chair  of  the Licensing & Planning Policy  Committee,  (RA Woodcote and Langley)
emphasized the complexity and necessity of the Local Plan’s development, stating:

“The development of our Local Plan is as complex as it is vital. We want to make sure that all those who live in, work in
and visit the borough have access to the latest information about the Local Plan, to ensure that they are informed and to
dispel rumours and myths about the Plan. We encourage everyone to take a look at the FAQs, either on our website or by
coming in to the Town Hall and asking for a copy at reception.”

On the key areas of most interest to residents the Council’s position is stated and Epsom and Ewell Times summarises:

Local Plan Decisions Still Pending

Epsom and Ewell Borough Council (EEBC) has yet to finalize decisions regarding policy formulation and site allocations
for the upcoming edition of the Local Plan. Despite ongoing efforts to adhere to the government’s planning framework and

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Carl_von_Essen&action=edit&redlink=1
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reviewing feedback from the Draft Local Plan consultation, no definitive choices have been made at this juncture. The
council is actively engaged in compiling a comprehensive evidence base essential for the development of the Proposed
Submission Local Plan, also known as the Regulation 19 Local Plan.

Spatial Strategy Uncertain

Concerns loom over the confirmation of a Spatial Strategy crucial for guiding development across the borough. Originally
slated for submission to Surrey County Council for transportation modeling by January 2024, the Spatial Strategy’s
confirmation has encountered hurdles. Following member briefings earlier this year, the council has been unable to
solidify the strategy, prompting a reevaluation of available options.

Timeline for Local Plan Decisions

With the evidence base still under development, decisions regarding the Local Plan’s content are slated for later this year.
The  Licensing  and  Planning  Policy  Committee  (LPPC)  is  expected  to  receive  recommendations  on  the  Proposed
Submission Local  Plan,  incorporating site  allocations,  by November 2024.  Subsequently,  the LPPC will  forward its
recommendations to the Full Council for deliberation. Only upon Full Council approval will the plan proceed to another
round of public consultation, marking a critical juncture in the decision-making process.

Data Informing Local Plan Preparation

EEBC has relied on a diverse array of data sources to inform the preparation of the Draft Local Plan. Evidence spanning
various thematic areas was gathered and published to support the consultation process. Additionally, ongoing efforts are
underway to  gather  further  evidence,  with  updates  expected to  be  made available  on  the  council’s  website  upon
completion.

Housing Needs and Requirements

Calculating the housing need for the borough involves employing the Government’s ‘Standard Method,’ which utilizes
2014 Household Growth Projections data. While recent updates to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) have
reaffirmed the use of this method, the draft Local Plan aims to address just over half of the calculated housing need. This
draft plan will undergo extensive scrutiny during the independent planning inspector’s examination.

Current Housing Needs and Challenges

The borough faces challenges in meeting its housing targets, with housing delivery falling short of expectations. Despite
efforts to address housing shortages, the Council’s Authority Monitoring Report highlights a deficit in housing delivery.
Moreover, the increasing number of households on the housing needs register underscores the urgent need for affordable
housing solutions.

Brownfield Sites and Development

While brownfield sites play a crucial role in meeting development needs, there are concerns about their sufficiency.
Although a range of brownfield sites has been considered for development in the next stage of the Local Plan, it is deemed
insufficient to meet the borough’s housing and economic requirements.

Preservation of Industrial Estates

Industrial  estates  such as  Longmead and Kiln  Lane are  integral  to  the  borough’s  employment  landscape and are
safeguarded against housing development. Recognizing their importance in providing employment opportunities, the draft
Local Plan designates these sites as Strategic Employment Sites, prioritizing their protection for employment-generating
uses.

Green Belt Protection

The  Green  Belt,  governed  by  the  National  Planning  Policy  Framework  (NPPF),  enjoys  robust  protection  against
development. However, authorities have the discretion to review and alter Green Belt boundaries under exceptional
circumstances, subject to stringent conditions. Despite this flexibility, any proposed changes must demonstrate adherence
to outlined criteria, ensuring the enduring preservation of Green Belt land.

The FAQs can be accessed on the council’s website at www.epsom-ewell.gov.uk/local-plan-faqs.

Members  of  the  public  can  sign  up  to  receive  an  alert  for  future  consultations  by  completing  the  form  at
https://epsom-ewell.inconsult.uk/.

Opposition Voices Express Frustration Over Lack of Transparency

Cllr Julie Morris, Liberal Democrat group leader (College), expressed frustration over what she perceived as a lack of
transparency and decisive action in the development of the Local Plan. She stated: “Some many months after several
public protests about the inclusion of sites within the Green Belt, do we finally have some information about the status of
our Local Plan, relatively bland though it is. Weasel words ‘no decision has been made on site selection’ need to be read
alongside answers to a FAQ on the council’s website, where it quite clearly says that site options have been given to
Surrey County Council (SCC) who are currently completing their transport modelling. These options may not be the final
decision, but most councillors in Epsom & Ewell are not even aware of what these options are, so at this point in time SCC
probably know more than us. The Liberal Democrat group of councillors remain frustrated and very concerned at the lack
of transparency in decision-making from the party in control of the council – the Residents Association group.”

Cllr Kate Chinn, Labour group leader (Court), acknowledged the council’s recent efforts to inform residents about the
Local Plan’s progress but criticized what she described as a history of secrecy surrounding decision-making processes.
She stated: “It is good to see that the Residents Association (RA) councillors are finally starting the process of keeping
residents informed on the progress of the local plan. The confidential briefings, which are shrouded in secrecy and leaks
of information have fuelled the rumours, myths and conspiracy theories that prevail. With such a huge majority the ruling
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group should be able to develop a vision to present to residents that enables homes to be built to meet residents’ housing
needs. Instead the borough continues to face uncertainty with the RA’s divisions, dither and delay meaning decisions are
not made.. As the webpage notes ‘Following member briefings in early 2024, a Spatial Strategy was not able to be
confirmed and therefore options are being considered.’

Without a spatial strategy the local plan is in effect paused. The lack of progress is endangering meeting the deadline to
present a plan to the planning inspectorate by the 30th June 2025 leaving the council at the continued risk of unplanned,
speculative development. The Labour group would happily contribute and work collaboratively to produce a local plan
that sensibly addresses the borough’s acute housing need.”

Related reports:

Minister gets heavy on a Local Plan delay

Mystery Local Plan critic revealed

Local Plan costs eat into Council reserves

Local Plan to move forward after passionate debate

and many many more. Search “local plan”.
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