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Epsom’s scrutiny committee slams Dallen’s urgent
£500K Rainbow approval
17 July 2026

Epsom and Ewell Borough Council’s Audit and Scrutiny Committee has formally concluded that the process used for the
confidential £500K Rainbow Leisure Centre urgent decision did not follow the Council’s stated procedure and was not
justified by the information presented to councillors.

The finding came at the end of a lengthy and at times heated debate on Thursday 16 July over Urgent Decision 158, which
was signed off by Cllr Neil Dallen (RA Town) as chair of the Strategy and Resources Committee, in December 2025
without first obtaining the approval of his Committee.

Councillor Chris Ames (Labour Court) proposed that the committee record:

“The process followed for Urgent Decision 158 did not follow the correct stated procedure and was not justified according
to the information put before this committee.”

The proposal was carried.

The committee separately backed a recommendation from Councillor Alex Coley (Independent Ruxley) that, where a
matter of significance is known about in advance — such as proposed expenditure exceeding £50,000 or a change to the
Council’s constitution — the first action should be to schedule a committee meeting.

As Audit and Scrutiny cannot itself alter the constitution, the proposal is expected to go to the Standards and Constitution
Committee.

Months of warning or sudden urgency?

The Council’s report stated that a decision was needed by 17 December to progress negotiations with the new Rainbow
Leisure Centre operator. The next scheduled Strategy and Resources Committee meeting was not until 27 January 2026.

Officers  said that  failure to  resolve the matter  could have caused the contract  to  collapse,  leading to the loss  of
management fees, a need to retender, the Council having to maintain the centre without an operator and uncertainty for
staff.

However,  the Council’s  constitutional  test  is  not  simply  whether  a  decision is  required before the next  scheduled
committee meeting. An urgent decision may be used only where delay would seriously prejudice the Council or public
interest and it is not practicable to convene a quorate meeting in time.

Cllr Ames said the same problem could be seen in the explanations given for several other urgent decisions.

“The next scheduled meeting is irrelevant,” he said. “What matters is: could a quorate meeting of the relevant decision-
making body be brought forward to take this decision?”

Assistant Director of Corporate Services Andrew Bircher acknowledged that some of the explanations in the annual report
did not fully reflect the constitutional test.

“It would be better on this report had we been able to identify that,” he said, adding that future reports would set out the
position more clearly.

Cllr Coley said the Rainbow difficulties had been apparent months before UD158 was signed and that there had been
ample opportunity to arrange a special committee meeting.

He described what had happened instead as “sofa-style governance”, with discussions taking place among senior officers,
lead councillors and the Residents’ Association group before opposition councillors were informed.

“The process here is a committee meeting should have been organised,” he said. “Instead, what happened was a lot of
talking behind closed doors.”

He said RA councillors  had been shown the issue in early  December,  approximately four weeks before opposition
councillors were given access to it.

Cllr Ames said the timetable appeared to have been “artificially managed” to create urgency and avoid a committee
decision.

Chair Cllr Steve Bridger (RA Stamford) repeatedly attempted to restrict discussion to the decision-making process rather
than the underlying Rainbow dispute. He also said the officers needed to answer many of the questions were not present
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and asked members to submit further questions in writing.

Cllr Ames sought a commitment that the answers would be published, arguing that otherwise residents might conclude
that the Council was trying to avoid explaining what had happened to public money.

Who decided the document was exempt?

A second dispute concerned who decided that UD158 and its contents should be withheld from the public.

The committee report stated that Chief Executive Jackie King, acting as the Council’s “proper officer”, had made the
exemption decision after considering its commercial sensitivity.

Cllr Ames repeatedly asked whether there was any contemporaneous written record of that decision or of the required
balancing of the public interest in secrecy against disclosure.

Mr Bircher said the Chief Executive had confirmed by email that she authorised the exempt treatment and that the matter
had been discussed at meetings of the Strategic Leadership Team.

He acknowledged that there was no separate record in the leadership team’s meeting notes, but said the Chief Executive
had agreed that future exemption decisions would be evidenced on the relevant committee report or urgent decision form.

The Council’s legal adviser, Deborah Davis, said the exemption decision did not necessarily have to be recorded in
writing. Someone did, however, need to have made the decision after considering both the relevant legal exemption and
the public-interest test. Recording the decision and naming the proper officer would be good practice, she said.

Cllr Coley told the committee that, at a group leaders’ meeting in early January, the Chief Executive had said she had
been on leave and that Deputy Chief Executive Vicky Potts had prepared and signed the urgent decision.

He questioned when the Chief Executive had subsequently decided that the document should be exempt and whether an
exemption could properly be applied retrospectively.

Mr Bircher responded that the Chief Executive had been aware of the circumstances through leadership team discussions
and was satisfied that the matter should be treated as commercially sensitive.

Ms Davis advised that leaked information does not automatically cease to be exempt. The Council could continue to treat
it as confidential until an authorised decision was made that disclosure was now in the public interest.

£500,000 Rainbow background

Epsom and Ewell Times has previously reported that the confidential urgent decision approved by Cllr Neil Dallen (RA
Town) authorised access to Council reserves of up to £500,000 in connection with disputed dilapidations discovered
during the change of leisure centre operator.

Former operator GLL has said it was unaware of any legal claim and handed the building back in the condition required
by its  agreement.  The Council  has  acknowledged that  it  holds  no record of  routine landlord inspections over  the
operator’s lengthy tenure.

UD158 has therefore become central  not only to the financial  dispute but also to questions over how the Council
monitored one of its largest public assets and why councillors and residents were given so little contemporaneous
information.

A written public statement read at the start of Thursday’s meeting accused the Council of six months of “procedural
silence” and urged the committee to demand answers over whether defects had been concealed, missed by consultants or
allowed to develop through a failure of landlord oversight.

Despite the Audit and Scrutiny committee’s investigation and debate on the Urgent Decision on the Rainbow Leisure
Centre the public are still in the dark about how the dilapidations estimate (if accurate) arose in the first place.

Wider transparency failures

The Rainbow discussion was not the meeting’s only dispute over withheld information.

At the beginning of proceedings, Cllr Ames challenged an exempt internal-audit appendix because the agenda did not
state that the public-interest test had been applied.

Ms Davis agreed that such a statement should have appeared. Mr Bircher apologised for the omission, and the restricted
appendix  was  withdrawn because  neither  the  Chief  Executive  nor  Monitoring  Officer  was  present  to  confirm the
exemption decision.

Cllr Ames noted that he had raised exactly the same problem four months earlier.

The committee later amended the Council’s Annual Governance Statement to recognise the “urgent need” to deliver a
previous Full Council resolution establishing a process for publishing urgent decisions.

Cllr Coley said the Council had reduced its use of urgent decisions from 22 in the previous reporting year to six, but that
uploading six decision forms should not present an insurmountable resource problem.

“We have agreed it is going to be delivered,” he said. “The decision is to do it, not to investigate it.”

Sam Jones – Reporter

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/sam-jones
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Related reports

The Man Who Signed It, Chaired It, and Wouldn’t Explain It: Six Months of Silence Over Rainbow’s £500,000 Bill

Epsom & Ewell Council blocks release of Rainbow Leisure Centre condition papers

Epsom Council Rainbow Centre secrecy row deepens over “pre-election silence” advice

No end to Epsom’s Rainbow Leisure Centre controversy

Dalton and Dallen double-down disclosure denial

Epsom and Ewell Council transparency row erupts as Council backs publication of urgent decisions

“It’s my meeting”: Cllr Dallen stops questions about his role in alleged Rainbow “cover-up”

Cllr Dallen accused of £1/2m Epsom and Ewell Council “cover-up”

Epsom’s Rainbow Leisure Centre Places new operators

Epsom and Ewell Council’s final spending spree?
17 July 2026

Nearly £4.92 million of infrastructure and community-project funding has been approved by Epsom and Ewell Borough
Council despite a resident’s detailed appeal for the decision—or at least funding for a new Hogsmill footbridge—to be
deferred.

The Strategy and Resources  Committee  approved five  strategic  Community  Infrastructure  Levy  projects  and eight
neighbourhood schemes by six votes to one abstention at its meeting on Tuesday 14th July.

CIL is money raised from property development and intended to provide infrastructure required to support growth. The
Council had approximately £5.04 million of unallocated strategic CIL and £1.13 million of unallocated neighbourhood CIL
available at the beginning of the process.

The projects funded

The strategic allocations were:

£1 million for the Local Cycling and Walking Infrastructure Plan, conditional upon at least £1 million in match funding;

£114,000 for earth bunding and green-infrastructure work at ten open-space sites vulnerable to unauthorised vehicle
access;

£144,000 for a new footbridge across the Hogsmill River;

£1 million for initial community sports infrastructure at Hook Road Arena, conditional upon at least £1 million match
funding; and

£2 million for Ewell Village public-realm improvements.

The neighbourhood awards included improvements to Ebbisham Sports and Social Club; tennis and pickleball courts at
Poole  Road  and  Gibraltar  Recreation  Ground;  play  equipment  at  St  Martin’s  School;  a  Scout  tomahawk  range;
modernisation of the Epsom Beekeepers’ classroom; the Glyn Hall replacement project; and the final phase of a Scout
headquarters redevelopment.

A correction made during the meeting reduced the published neighbourhood total from £668,871 to £660,911. Together
with the £4.258 million strategic allocation, the corrected package amounted to £4,918,911.

The Council stressed that funding would ordinarily be released only after projects had been completed and that applicants
remained responsible for obtaining planning permission, landowner approval and other necessary consents.
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Stovell asks councillors to wait

Resident Kristy Stovell had sent councillors and Epsom and Ewell Times an eight-page evidence review before the
meeting.

Her primary request was for the whole CIL item to be deferred until the next ordinary committee meeting. As a minimum,
she asked councillors to remove the £144,000 Hogsmill bridge allocation from the package pending publication of further
information.

Her analysis did not allege that every scheme was unsuitable. Instead, it argued that councillors were being asked to
approve  almost  £4.93  million  without  complete  applications,  comparable  cost  plans,  individual  scoring,  supporting
assessments or CIL Working Group records being publicly available in one accessible place.

She noted that all five strategic schemes had been classified as “essential but not time critical”, which she argued allowed
time for a short deferment.

Among the concerns raised were the absence from the public pack of full applications and supporting evidence; a lack of
published Working Group papers and minutes; inconsistent identification of applicants; incomplete financial comparisons;
and reports recording no equality,  environmental,  safeguarding or crime-and-disorder implications for projects that
included a river crossing, earthworks, highways schemes, school play equipment and a Scout tomahawk range.

She asked for the full applications, detailed project costs, previous awards, match funding, Stage One assessments, point-
by-point Stage Two scores and Working Group attendance, voting and declarations to be published before a final decision.

Bridge evidence questioned

Ms Stovell’s three-minute public statement concentrated on the proposed Hogsmill footbridge.

She said: “I  am not opposing accessibility or the principle of providing safe and inclusive routes.  I  am asking the
committee not to approve a substantial award before the proposal’s financial, environmental, accessibility and delivery
evidence has been published and properly examined.”

She said the public documents did not clearly identify the applicant, the precise bridge location, a completed design, the
full project cost or the additional design and planning funding required.

She also questioned whether the published material demonstrated a continuous accessible route for wheelchair and
mobility-scooter users.

“The project was assessed as essential but not time critical,” she said. “There is therefore no demonstrated need to
approve it tonight before the missing information has been supplied.”

She asked councillors to decline the recommendation or defer it until the location, design, complete costs, dependencies,
environmental effects and whole-route accessibility had been evidenced and published.

Her longer review noted that the bridge application had been submitted before the Environment Committee selected a
bridge option on 30th June. It also questioned the absence of an exact location plan, completed design, environmental and
hydrological evidence, and clear maintenance and liability arrangements.

Members asked to trust the Working Group

In the Chair, Cllr Hannah Dalton (RA Stoneleigh) told the committee that it was the final CIL funding round and warned:
“If we remove this item, we also lose the funding.”

She said councillors had appointed a cross-party Working Group to examine the applications and “there’s got to be some
trust that our colleagues took the time to go through that detail”.

An officer said the Working Group had access to the full bids and supporting information and held four meetings during
June to undertake the Stage Two assessments.

Councillor Steve McCormick (Conservative Woodcote and Langley) asked where the minutes of those meetings were and
whether members could review them. The officer replied that the scores and decision-making were recorded in what he
described as a comprehensive spreadsheet.

Councillor Kate Chinn (Labour Court) said that although councillors were being asked to trust the Working Group, it
would have been helpful to see more detail, including the locations of the ten sites covered by the £114,000 green-
infrastructure bid.

She also questioned why neighbourhood bids could fail where planning permission was missing while the strategic bridge
bid could proceed without permission.

An officer explained that the adopted protocol did not require strategic applicants to have all permissions in place at the
application stage, although no project could begin and no money would be released without the necessary approvals.

“A rock and a stepping stone”

The committee also wrestled with whether the proposed footbridge was intended to replace the existing stepping stones.

The published project description stated that the bridge would “replace unsafe stepping stones”. Yet Cllr Dalton said at
the meeting that the two issues should be treated separately and proposed removing those words.

Councillor James Lawrence (Independent College) pointed out that the Environment Committee had acknowledged that
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the Environment Agency would remove the stones and had approved a new bridge as an alternative crossing.

“That reads like ‘replace’ to me,” he said.

Councillor Phil Neale (RA Cuddington) said the Working Group had considered only the bridge but had found itself
“between a rock and a hard place—or a rock and a stepping stone”.

He strongly supported the bridge, while suggesting that if the Environment Agency removed the stones, campaigners
might put new ones back.

Chief Executive Jackie King clarified that the Environment Agency owned the riverbed and banks but apparently not the
stepping stones themselves. Their ownership—and therefore liability—remained uncertain.

She said members had responded to the strength of public feeling by separating construction of the bridge from decisions
about the stones.

The committee amended the description to read: “Construction of a new footbridge across the Hogsmill River, providing a
safer, more inclusive river crossing.” The words saying it would replace the stones were deleted.

The £144,000 figure was also clarified as including a 20 per cent contingency on an estimated £120,000 construction cost.

Questions over Surrey funding

Several councillors questioned how much Surrey County Council was contributing to the larger schemes.

Councillor John Beckett (RA Auroil) said the Council was being asked to fund £1 million towards cycling and walking
infrastructure even though highways were a county responsibility.

He said Surrey appeared not to have “any skin in the game”, although officers explained that Surrey had funded much of
an earlier phase and that the Epsom and Ewell contribution was intended to unlock funding from bodies such as Active
Travel England.

On the £2 million Ewell Village scheme, Cllr Beckett described Surrey’s approach as presenting the borough with “this
kind of fait accompli”.

Officers said Surrey had already spent money progressing the design, while rising material costs had increased the sum
required.

Funding approved
No councillor formally moved Ms Stovell’s requested deferment, either for the full package or for the Hogsmill bridge
alone.

The committee approved all thirteen recommended awards by six votes to one abstention, subject to the revised bridge
wording and corrections to the published figures.

The decision commits the CIL money to the projects, but applicants will still have to secure the relevant permissions and
deliver  their  schemes  before  receiving  payment.  The  new  East  Surrey  authority  will  assume  responsibility  for
administering and monitoring CIL expenditure from April 2027.

Sam Jones – Reporter

.

Related reports

Last round of developers’ funds in Epsom and Ewell to be spent

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council invites bids for local infrastructure projects

Ewell village set to improve

Ewell’s sporting ambition for Gibraltar Rec hits the rocks

Epsom & Ewell Council greenlights local projects

“Garden of Eden” coming to West Ewell as wetlands plan is approved

Bucha  Ukraine  “ducks  missiles  while  Epsom
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Council  mucks about”
17 July 2026

A proposal for Epsom and Ewell Borough Council to support in principle a twinning arrangement with Bucha in Ukraine
was defeated only after Strategy and Resources Committee Chair Councillor Neil Dallen (RA Town) used his casting
vote against it.

The vote at the committee’s meeting on Tuesday 14th July was tied, with three councillors supporting the declaration and
three opposing it. Cllr Dallen then exercised the Chair’s casting vote, saying: “It’s going to leave it to me, and I will vote
against that.”

The rejected wording would have approved “in principle the objective of establishing a twinning arrangement between
Epsom and Ewell and the City of Bucha in Ukraine”.

The committee did agree that its Working Group should continue examining who could initiate and administer the
borough’s existing twinning with Chantilly and, if approved in principle at some future point, any relationship with Bucha,
and how both might continue after Epsom and Ewell Borough Council disappears in April 2027.

However, it rejected the declaration of friendship its supporters had sought.

“Bucha is waiting patiently”

Earlier in the meeting Roy Deadman, Chair of Surrey Stands With Ukraine and a committee member of the Bucha Epsom
Association, spoke during the public-participation session.

He told councillors: “Bucha is waiting patiently for a clear response from this borough.”

Mr Deadman accepted that local government reorganisation raised practical questions about who would administer a
twinning relationship after April 2027. But he argued that those questions did not prevent the Council giving immediate
support to the principle. “There is a distinction between approving a principle and settling every future administrative
detail,” he said.

“This is not a financial commitment. The report itself says there are no immediate financial implications, nor would there
be a practical burden falling upon this Council.”

He said the day-to-day relationship could be developed by volunteers through the Bucha Epsom Association, involving
schools, charities, cultural groups and residents. “Bucha is not asking Epsom and Ewell for a blank cheque,” he said. “It is
asking for friendship.”

Mr Deadman warned that the real risk was not acting too quickly but that “repeated referral, further delay and a general
offer of friendship is allowed to wither”.

He asked the committee to recommend that Full Council support twinning in principle, leaving the formal structure to be
resolved later.

The Mayor of Bucha, Anatoliia Fedoruk, has expressed a wish for Epsom and Ewell to become the Ukrainian city’s first
twinning partner in the United Kingdom. Local volunteers have sent substantial humanitarian support to Ukraine, while
Ukrainian families have been welcomed into the borough.

Epsom and Ewell MP Helen Maguire  had also written to committee members supporting the proposal. Cllr Dallen
summarised her position at the meeting as supporting “twinning between Epsom and Ewell and Bucha”. Her letter
highlighted the 100 year Partnership Agreement between the United Kingdom and Ukraine, signed in January 2025,
which envisages partnerships at local levels.

Chinn: offer “the hand of friendship”

Councillor Kate Chinn, (Labour Court), proposed the amendment giving support in principle.

She questioned why the Bucha proposal had become tied so closely to the existing Chantilly arrangement, saying a
constituted community organisation already existed locally with strong links to Bucha.

Cllr Chinn said Epsom and Ewell’s relationship with Ukraine was “really quite special”, referring to the welcome given to
Ukrainian families and the cultural contribution they had made locally.

“We are a very fortunate generation that we haven’t been in that place where we are under attack,” she said. “I really
think it’s important that we offer the hand of friendship to Bucha.”

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/bucha-ukraine-ducks-missiles-while-epsom-council-mucks-about
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Responding to suggestions that twinning might be an inappropriate distraction for a city at war, she said: “It’s Bucha who
want this. Bucha want it very much, and they want it to happen as soon as possible. It’s not Epsom and Ewell imposing
their twinning on the town, and maybe it is in times of conflict when you do need the hands of friendship and support the
most.”

Warning against the “long grass”

Councillor Steve McCormick, (Conservative Woodcote and Langley Vale), seconded Cllr Chinn’s amendment and warned
that the borough was running out of time before its abolition.

“We do run the risk of just running out of time and just kicking this can down the timeline,” he said. He described
approval in principle as “a good positive first step of action, rather than just delay, delay, delay and delay”.

“There’s work to be done, but we can get this done,” he said. “If we kick it into the long grass, it’s never going to get done
before this Council basically wraps up.”

Councillor James Lawrence (Independent College) also argued that it should be for Bucha to decide how it used its own
resources.

“If they wish to pursue twinning with us, then I would let them be the final arbiters of that decision, rather than us try and
second-guess their resourcing,” he said.

He noted that there was no legal requirement for one single twinning association to manage every relationship for the
same geographical area. The Council’s Monitoring Officer confirmed that this was a matter of “custom and practice”
rather than a legal obligation.

Opposition during wartime

Councillor  Phil  Neale  (RA Cuddington)  said he supported Ukraine and had contributed financially,  materially  and
voluntarily. Nevertheless, he questioned whether twinning was appropriate during the war.

“At the moment, it’s totally irrelevant, and it will be totally lost with LGR,” he said. He suggested that twinning should
wait until peace returned and the rebuilding of Ukraine was under way.

Councillor John Beckett (RA Auriol) said he was uncomfortable approving the principle without first understanding
possible costs and demands on Council officers. “If we were to approve this in principle, what would be the costs? What
would it actually take? Have we got the officers to actually deal with it?” he asked.

Cllr Chinn responded that councillors had repeatedly been assured the relationship would not consume Council resources.
Chief Executive Jackie King confirmed that the present Chantilly arrangement required the Council to do little more than
put its name to the charter, saying nothing had changed in that respect.

The  committee  report  itself  said  there  were  no  immediate  financial  implications  and  no  anticipated  Section  24
implications if a Bucha twinning agreement proceeded. It acknowledged that any later commitment of Council resources
would have to be identified, costed and separately approved.

Principle rejected, process continues

After the tied vote and Cllr Dallen’s casting vote rejected support in principle, councillors approved further investigation.

The Working Group must now clarify who could initiate and administer the Chantilly and Bucha arrangements and how
they could continue after “vesting day” on 1st April 2027. It must return with another report to a future committee
meeting.

Lionel Blackman, Director of Surrey Stands With Ukraine, commented after the vote: “Extremely disappointing. Bucha
ducks missiles while Epsom Council mucks about with meetings and petty analysis. Twinning with Bucha has been on the
agenda for over a year now. Anybody’s guess what motivates Councillors to kill off this initiative and why they want to
bury it in endless committee meetings.”

He added: “With the rejection of a simple and cost free statement of support for twinning in principle, we will be lucky if
we maintain Bucha’s preference for Epsom in all of the United Kingdom. Probably, since World War Two there has been
no comparable volunteer community effort experienced in our Borough as that of the support for Ukraine. Demonstrated
by sending so far in excess of £5 million of humanitarian aid.”

The result leaves the machinery of the proposal uncertain without any statement of support its local advocates had
requested.

Sam Jones – Reporter

.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/sam-jones
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Related reports

Appeal to twin Epsom with Bucha in Ukraine

Epsom celebrates Ukrainian culture at Festival of Friendship

Epsom and Ewell’s four year commitment to Ukraine

Epsom on road to twin with world-famous Ukraine town of Bucha

Epsom MP leads cross-party delegation to Ukraine to examine impact of explosive weapons

Image:  Days  after  the  liberation  of  Bucha  31.03.2022:  Creator:  Oleksandr  Ratushniak.  Copyright:  Attribution  4.0
International (CC BY 4.0).

[Ed. note: Today Bucha has physically recovered but its people remain scarred by the Russian atrocities that became
infamous worldwide.]

If you wish to support Ukraine see www.surreystandswithukraine.org.uk

The Man Who Signed It, Chaired It, and Wouldn’t
Explain It: Six Months of Silence Over Rainbow’s
£500,000 Bill
17 July 2026

Six months after Epsom and Ewell Borough Council quietly authorised the use of its reserves to cover a dilapidations bill
of up to £500,000 at the Rainbow Leisure Centre, the six basic questions this paper put to the Councillor who approved
that decision remain unanswered. Not because the council disputes the facts. Not because litigation prevents comment.
But because, first, it said the matter was commercially sensitive; then, once an election was called, it said the law forbade
a response; and now that the election is over, it has offered residents a statement about gym upgrades instead.

The common thread through every stage of this story is one councillor: Neil Dallen (RA Town), Chair of the Strategy and
Resources Committee, who signed off the original urgent decision, chaired the meeting where questions about it were cut
off, and has twice found a procedural reason not to say how the bill arose.

A smooth handover, on paper

Rainbow Leisure Centre transferred from its operator of 22 years, GLL, to Places Leisure on 1 October 2025. The
council’s  own  account,  recorded  in  the  Urgent  Decision  document  later  obtained  by  this  paper,  describes  an
unremarkable changeover: no break in service, a deal offering “significantly more income than the Council had been
receiving,” and a pre-handover check by an external consultant intended to confirm the building “would be handed back
in good condition.” That check, the document specifies, “was not an invasive analysis.”

Within  weeks,  Places  identified  a  long  list  of  problems:  faults  in  fire  alarms,  lifts,  seating,  glazing,  sanitaryware,
ventilation, damp, possible roof cracks, and machinery officers now describe as at “end of life.” Some were flagged as
health and safety risks requiring immediate action.

December: a £500,000 estimate, marked not for publication

On 17 December 2025, under the reference DEC 158, the council took an Urgent Decision — a mechanism used when a
matter cannot wait  for the ordinary committee cycle — authorising its  Section 151 officer to finalise dilapidations
negotiations with Places. The document, marked “OFFICIAL SENSITIVE – NOT FOR PUBLICATION” and exempted under
paragraph 3 of Schedule 12A to the Local Government Act 1972, put the likely cost at up to £500,000, to be met initially
from the council’s  dilapidations reserve and recovered from GLL only “in due course” — with the same document
conceding the council “must accept that it will not be able to recover the Places claim in its entirety.” Cllr Dallen was
consulted as committee chair and recorded his view in two words: “Happy to support.”

The decision stayed confidential until this paper obtained and published it in January.

January to March: leak, backlash, and the first stonewall

The story prompted sharp criticism from opposition councillors, who accused the ruling Residents’ Association of secrecy
and complacency. The council’s public response — attributed to Dallen and Cllr Clive Woodbridge (RA Ewell Village)—
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framed the  transfer  as  “an exciting new chapter”  and declined to  discuss  “terms and financial  arrangements”  as
commercially sensitive. GLL, for its part, maintained it had fixed everything flagged by the pre-handover survey and
handed the building back to the required standard.

This paper submitted a Freedom of Information request on 13 January seeking the lease’s inspection clauses, any log of
landlord inspections or condition surveys since 2003, records identifying the backlog and its cost, and evidence of when
councillors were first told. The council took over two months to respond, and released only a handful of lease clauses.

At the Strategy and Resources Committee on 27 January, Cllr Chris Ames (Labour Court) pressed Dallen, as chair, on
why the decision had been kept confidential  and whether a public-interest  test  had ever been carried out.  Dallen
confirmed he had supported both the decision and its confidential status, then closed the matter down: “It is my meeting…
I have made a decision there is going to be no further comments.”

The survey that two accounts can’t both describe

A letter to this paper from Cllrs Ames and James Lawrence (Independent College), following the Audit and Scrutiny
Committee’s March meeting, surfaced a direct conflict in how the council has characterised the pre-handover survey. The
Assistant Director for Corporate Services told that committee that consultants Carter Jonas had been commissioned to
carry out “a very detailed survey of the whole leisure centre.” But in June 2025, recommending the Places contract to the
Strategy and Resources Committee, the same officer described the exercise as a stock condition report commissioned
merely to “inform the procurement process,” on the basis that the council “has been very satisfied” with how the centre
had been run and that it was, “overall,” in good condition.

Both descriptions cannot comfortably be true of the same piece of work — and neither sits easily with the Urgent Decision
document’s own characterisation of the survey as “not an invasive analysis.” This paper has been unable to establish
which account is accurate, because the council has refused to release the survey itself, citing legal professional privilege.

April and May: an election as a shield

As the 7th May East Surrey Unitary Council elections approached — in which Dallen was himself a candidate — the
council declined to answer a detailed list of questions this paper put to him on 24 March, citing Section 2 of the Local
Government Act 1986, which bars councils from publishing material designed to influence political support. Independent
expert opinion obtained by this paper, from Nathan Elvery, former Chief Executive of Croydon Council, concluded the
questions posed were “factual in character” and that a response “would not constitute political publicity within the
meaning of the Act” — the council, he noted, was “not being asked to promote a political position; it is being asked to
account for its stewardship of public funds.” Cllr Hannah Dalton (RA Stoneleigh) relied on the same provision to avoid
unrelated questions about a separate governance matter.

A subsequent FOI request established that the decision to invoke Section 2 in Dallen’s case involved the Chief Executive,
the Monitoring Officer, senior communications officers, and Dallen himself — yet the council said it held no record of the
legal or governance advice behind that decision. The guidance document it pointed to as its basis, meanwhile, explicitly
permits councils to continue normal business and to publish factual information during an election period.

Dallen finally responded on 18 May, twelve days after polling. The response answered none of the substantive questions
this paper had posed two months earlier about how the dilapidations arose; it repeated that “details relating to terms and
financial arrangements are commercially sensitive.”

June: privilege claimed, release refused

On 18 June the council upheld its refusal to disclose the 2025 inspection report or any related backlog, dilapidation or
financial exposure documents, now citing Section 42 of the Freedom of Information Act — legal professional privilege —
on the basis that litigation was “a live issue” and the council was “already talking to our lawyers.” This paper’s request for
internal review had argued the exemption was being applied as a blanket, rather than document by document, and that
routine inspection and survey material does not become privileged merely because litigation is later contemplated. The
council’s  review  upheld  the  original  refusal  in  full.  This  paper  is  now preparing  a  complaint  to  the  Information
Commissioner’s Office.

29 June to 6 July: the same six questions, and no answers

With the election well behind it, this paper wrote to Dallen again on 29 June, posing six direct questions: did GLL hide the
dilapidations; did the handover survey fail to report them accurately; is the scale of the dilapidations agreed by the
council; did they arise in the gap between survey and occupation; is there another explanation; and which parties are
under consideration for legal action. The council’s communications team acknowledged the request that evening and
asked for a deadline — a response was received on 6 July, attributed to Dallen. It addressed none of the six questions. It
described the transfer as “the beginning of an exciting new chapter,” referenced planned investment in the gym, studios
and changing rooms, and reiterated that financial arrangements remain commercially sensitive.

Ames states: “”The holes in the administration’s story are so big they do not need an expert survey to locate them. It is
obvious that it used the urgent decision process to cover up its own incompetence and negligence and that it has
continued the cover-up ever since. When the issue comes before the Audit and Scrutiny Committee next week, I expect
the administration to use every trick in the book – plus a few new ones – to hide the truth from residents, but I and other
councillors are determined not to let this happen.”

Where this stands

Four explanations remain on the table for how a “very detailed” — or, on the council’s alternative account, non-invasive —
pre-handover survey and an uneventful transfer became a £500,000 liability within three months: that GLL was not
straight about the building’s condition; that the council failed to inspect or enforce its rights as landlord across more than
two decades; that the survey’s scope was too narrow to catch what mattered; or that Places has overstated what it found.
Each implicates a different party, and each is precisely why the underlying documents matter.
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What is not contested is the pattern: a councillor who authorised the spending, chaired the meeting where it  was
challenged, and has since given two different procedural reasons — commercial sensitivity, then election law — for not
answering the same six questions about how it happened.

Residents who ultimately fund the shortfall are still waiting for a plain account of why.

Sam Jones – Reporter

.

Related reports:

Epsom & Ewell Council blocks release of Rainbow Leisure Centre condition papers – 2 July 2026

Epsom Council Rainbow Centre secrecy row deepens over “pre-election silence” advice – 23 June 2026

No end to Epsom’s Rainbow Leisure Centre controversy – May 2026

Dalton and Dallen double-down disclosure denial – 30 April 2026

Epsom and Ewell Council transparency row erupts as council backs publication of urgent decisions – 17 March 2026

“It’s my meeting”: Cllr Dallen stops questions about his role in alleged Rainbow “cover-up” – 23 February 2026

Cllr Dallen accused of £1/2m Epsom & Ewell Council cover-up – 14 January 2026

Surrey  County  Council  Chair  opens  new Sensory
Services Centre in Ashtead
17 July 2026

A new centre designed to support people with sight and hearing loss across Surrey has officially opened in Ashtead,
strengthening services for thousands of residents living with sensory impairments.

The centre,  operated by Sensory Services  by Sight  for  Surrey,  was officially  opened last  week by Councillor  Tim
Hall MBE, Chair of Surrey County Council, alongside Christine Wilmshurst, Chair of Trustees at Sensory Services by Sight
for Surrey, during a special event attended by staff, volunteers, supporters and local partners.

Located at Bridgehead House, which is owned and was refurbished by Surrey County Council, the new facility will provide
an accessible and welcoming hub where residents who are blind, partially sighted, Deaf, hard of hearing, or deafblind can
access information, advice, specialist support and community activities.

The centre has been designed to enhance the charity’s ability to deliver services across the county and meet growing
demand, helping people maintain their independence, wellbeing and social connections.

Tim Hall, Chair of Surrey County Council, said: “It was a pleasure to officially open this fantastic new facility.
Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey provides invaluable support to residents across the county, and this new centre will
strengthen the charity’s ability to make a positive difference in the lives of people with sensory impairments and their
families.

“We are proud that Surrey County Council has supported this project through the refurbishment of Bridgehead House,
creating a modern and accessible space that will benefit residents for many years to come.”

Christine Wilmshurst, Chair of Trustees at Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey, said: “The opening of our new
Ashtead centre represents an exciting new chapter for the charity. It is a truly transformational time, and we could not
have done it without the leadership, passion, dedication and hard work from everyone involved in the project. We are
committed  to  ensuring that  people  living  with  sight  and hearing loss  have  access  to  the  support,  resources,  and
opportunities they need to live independently and confidently.

“This centre will be a place where people can find practical help, social connection, and a strong sense of community.”

The opening reflects a shared commitment between Surrey County Council and Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey to
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improve accessibility, reduce isolation and empower people to live full and independent lives.

Sinead Mooney, Surrey County Council’s Deputy Leader and Cabinet Member for Adult Social Care, added:
“The team at Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey do a fantastic job advocating for and supporting people who have
sensory needs.  As a valued partner delivering services, they make a real difference every day, and we were pleased to
work with them to refurbish Bridgehead House and turn it into a centre that will meet the needs of the people they
support for many years to come.

“This work is another example of how we are making sure Surrey is fit for the future and passing on a strong legacy of
support.”

Each year, Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey supports more than 8,500 children and adults through specialist advice,
rehabilitation services, assistive technology support, advocacy, social groups and wellbeing programmes.

For more information about Sensory Services by Sight for Surrey and the services available at the new Ashtead centre,
visit www.sightforsurrey.org.uk

Surrey County Council

Image: Christine and Tim Hall Cutting Ribbon

Epsom Playhouse to embrace heat pumps and trees
to be felled – a planning committee’s night’s work
17 July 2026

Last night Councillors unanimously approved the council’s own application to replace ageing air-conditioning plant at
Epsom Playhouse with a modern heat pump system, in a decision expected to cut the theatre’s reliance on fossil fuels.

The scheme, brought to committee because the council itself is the applicant, will see five redundant roof-mounted air
conditioning condensers and a gas-fired boiler removed from the roof of the Ashley Avenue theatre and replaced with six
air source heat pumps and four condenser units. The new equipment will sit within a 1.8-metre acoustic screen to control
noise.

Presenting the report, a planning officer told the committee the works would modernise the Playhouse’s building services
and “contribute towards the council’s net-zero objectives, and reduce the building’s reliance on fossil fuels.” Because the
theatre adjoins the Grade II listed 47-51 South Street and sits next to the Epsom Town Conservation Area, officers had
assessed the impact on the setting of those heritage assets, concluding it would cause “less than substantial harm” — but
that this harm was outweighed by the public benefit of the energy efficiency improvements.

The council’s Environmental Health Officer raised no objection, subject to a condition requiring a report confirming noise
from the new plant does not exceed 37 dB — measured at the nearest habitable window, at neighbouring properties
including 39 South Street.

Cllr Alison Kelly (LibDem Stamford) asked officers whether any images were available of how visible the new acoustic
screening would be from street level. The officer explained that although the fencing would stand 1.8 metres high in total,
most of it would sit behind the existing roof parapet, meaning only around 1.3 metres would be visible — and only from
the Ashley Avenue side of the building, a route she described as “a public thoroughfare, but not well used.”

As a verbal update, members were told Surrey County Council’s Highway Authority had raised no objection, and the
scheme had received support from the Theatres Trust.

Following the questions, the application was approved unanimously subject to the conditions and informatives set out in
the officers’ report — including a requirement that the equipment be removed within a month of any future cessation of
use, to protect the setting of the neighbouring listed building.

Drummond Gardens: committee refuses to fell veteran oak and three poplars, approves loss of six
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other protected trees

The most contentious item of the evening concerned an application to fell ten trees protected by Tree Preservation Orders
at Drummond Gardens, a 1930s apartment block off Christ Church Mount, after the block’s managing agents argued the
trees were causing subsidence damage to the building.

The application sought consent to fell four English oaks within the private grounds of Drummond Gardens, and six
Lombardy poplars in the adjoining, council-owned Long Grove Park. Following a lengthy and detailed presentation from
the council’s Tree Officer, members voted to approve felling of six of the ten trees, refuse felling of the remaining four,
and instead require substantial crown reduction pruning of those four as a compromise measure.

A long-running subsidence dispute

The officer explained that Drummond Gardens has “a long history of building movement,” with cracking on the building’s
west-facing wall having worsened in recent years, most severely around flats 26 to 31. A potential insurance claim was
first notified to the council in 2020, but was deferred at the time because the trees involved were protected and there was
insufficient evidence — including missing structural engineering and level-monitoring data — to justify their removal. That
evidence  has  since  been  gathered,  including  a  structural  engineer’s  report,  drainage  surveys,  and  building  level
monitoring carried out between 2021 and 2024.

He told members the building’s foundations are shallow — between 45 and 68 centimetres deep in most places, save for a
section towards the south-west corner that was partially underpinned to a depth of two to three metres in 1995. He
explained that foundations of this shallow depth are “inadequate by modern standards” on clay soil, particularly where
trees are nearby, though he noted that “many properties with shallow foundations on clay coexist with trees without
suffering subsidence.”

Root samples recovered during site investigations were not starch-tested, meaning there is no scientific confirmation of
whether they were alive at the time they were dug up — a gap in the evidence that came up more than once during
member questions.

Tree-by-tree recommendations

The assessment, illustrated with photographs of each tree, distinguished between:

Oaks T5 and T6 — two middle-aged oaks close to the point of greatest recorded building movement. Mr Young
said these were “clearly implicated in causing subsidence damage,” noting that even after a neighbouring oak
was removed in 2020, level monitoring still showed a seasonal pattern of movement associated with these two
trees. Because they are still young enough to grow significantly larger, he judged the future risk to be high and
recommended felling.

Oak T12 — a small, suppressed specimen tucked behind the veteran oak, recommended for felling as being of
low amenity value.

Oak T9 — a “transitionary veteran” oak estimated to be around 160 years old, likely a survivor of the field-
boundary hedgerow that predates Drummond Gardens itself. Mr Young recommended this tree be retained,
explaining that because the tree pre-dates the building, its long-term extraction of moisture from the clay soil
may already have caused the ground — and the building above it — to settle to a lower level than it would
otherwise sit at. Felling the tree now, he warned, risks the reverse effect: the ground swelling back upwards
(“heave”) as the soil rehydrates, potentially causing fresh damage. He noted the tree shows signs of naturally
“retrenching” — dying back at the crown and roots as it ages — which may explain readings showing the building
had actually risen slightly over the past winter. His recommendation was crown reduction rather than felling.

Lombardy poplars T22, T23 and T24 — recommended for felling. These are the three poplars closest to the
corner of the building where subsidence has been recorded, and Mr Young noted they also have decay at old
“topping” points from previous pruning, reducing their safe life expectancy and increasing the risk of branch
failure onto the more open part of the garden nearby.

Poplars T20, T21 and T25 — recommended for retention with substantial crown reduction (cutting back the
canopy by around a third), rather than felling. Mr Young said building movement at this end of the site was
slight, “within building tolerance,” and that there was no clear evidence any single poplar was responsible for
seasonal movement.

Member questions

Before discussion began, Chair Cllr Clive Woodbridge  (RA Ewell Village) noted for the record that he — and, he
believed, other members — had been contacted directly by the Drummond Gardens Property Group, but stressed the
committee was approaching the item “with an open mind.”

Cllr Neil Dallen  (RA Town) asked whether the council would be financially liable if the committee’s decision were
followed but further damage subsequently occurred. Head of Development Management and Planning Enforcement,
confirmed that in principle it could be, “but they would need to do additional work to prove that.” Cllr Dallen also queried
how much weight the committee should give to the council’s financial exposure in reaching what would normally be a
purely planning judgement. The officer confirmed this was a legitimate material consideration in this case, given “the
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financial risk to the council… could be significant, depending on the extent of works that are required to the building.”

Cllr James Lawrence (Independent College) questioned the internal consistency of the recommendation, noting that Oak
T9 sat close to boreholes where oak roots had been recovered — comparable evidence, he suggested, to that used to
justify felling T5 and T6 — and that T9 did not show the hollowing typically associated with veteran trees. He also queried
whether the level of crown reduction proposed for the poplars was proportionate, given it would need to be repeated
regularly and would itself reduce the trees’ amenity value. Mr Young responded that the key distinction was vigour: T5
and T6 remain in active growth and have significant capacity to expand their root systems further, whereas T9, as an
ageing tree past its physiological peak, was more likely to be naturally reducing its water demand rather than increasing
it. He added that without DNA root testing, it was not possible to say definitively which poplars’ roots lay beneath the
building, and that felling all six risked being “quite a scorched earth approach.”

Cllr Alison Kelly asked what risk of heave would arise if the committee took a “wholesale” approach and approved felling
of all ten trees, and whether that would carry legal liability. The tree officer explained the heave risk applied specifically
to the veteran oak, T9, because of its age relative to the building, but not materially to the younger oaks or the poplars,
which post-date or are roughly contemporary with the building’s construction and would not have caused the ground to
subside below its original level.

Cllr Robert Leach (RA Nonsuch) praised the report as “an excellent, well-written report, well-researched, well-argued,
factually based,” noting that his initial assumption — that the tree officer was simply recommending wholesale felling —
had not survived a proper reading of the evidence. Vice-Chair Cllr Phil Neale (RA Cuddington) echoed the praise for the
report’s thoroughness, and asked whether it was coincidental that the two highest-value trees on the council’s own
amenity valuation (T9 and T20) were also the two recommended for retention. Mr Young said the correlation was not the
basis for his recommendation; rather, T20 and the other retained poplars back onto a more sheltered part of the group,
whereas T22–T24 sit closer to an open area of garden where a falling branch would have nowhere else to land.

Responding to a question from the Chair about future monitoring, the officer confirmed that if  building movement
continued despite the works being carried out, officers would review whether other, currently unimplicated trees might
be responsible.  He confirmed that  ongoing level  monitoring would be carried out  by the private landowner’s  own
structural engineer, not the council.

Decision

The committee voted to approve the officers’ recommendation in full: refusing consent to fell Oak T9 and Poplars T20, T21
and T25, on the grounds of insufficient evidence of a direct causal link to the subsidence and the harm their loss would
cause to environmental quality and amenity; and approving felling of Oaks T5, T6 and T12 and Poplars T22, T23 and T24,
together with crown reduction works to the four retained trees, subject to conditions.

Officers’ report put a figure on what was at stake: felling all ten trees would have represented a loss of public amenity
valued, using the industry-standard CAVAT (Capital  Asset Value for Amenity Trees) methodology, at £954,480. The
committee’s part-refusal reduces that loss to £387,818.

Upcoming applications

Members briefly noted a report listing applications likely to come before the committee in September, including a called-
in application at Langley Bottom Farm concerning a variation to affordable housing obligations, a residential care home
proposed south of Oak Glade, and a 48-dwelling scheme across two flat buildings at Swail House, Ashley Road. A site visit
to Swail House has already been requested and will be arranged ahead of that meeting.

Cllr Alison Kelly raised a query about tree and ground-levelling works she had observed while cycling past a site off Christ
Church Road, near Oak Glade, asking whether it involved any protected trees. An officer said she understood the activity
related to dormouse survey work, which requires regular checking of monitoring tubes, though officers agreed to look
into the specific site and confirm whether any tree works taking place required scrutiny.

Sam Jones – Reporter

.

Related reports:

Epsom Playhouse gets a 40 year uplift

Our Star shines on Epsom Playhouse
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Residents invited to help shape New East and West
Surrey council brands
17 July 2026

Residents from across Surrey are invited to get involved to help shape the brand identities of the new East and West
Surrey councils.

These councils will need to create their own distinct brand identities, to help everyone recognise who is delivering local
services from April 2027.

The new brands will be created at no cost by designers working in councils across Surrey. To help inform these designs,
residents, businesses, council staff, partners and community groups across Surrey to have a say on the future visual
identities of the new East Surrey and West Surrey councils.

This is the first phase of a wider programme of engagement to help shape the new councils.

A survey has been created for people to share their views. This will be available to complete in the 52 libraries across the
county to ensure a broad range of voices are heard. We are asking residents to share your views on:

*           What makes our area unique?

*           What are you most proud of?

*           What should your future council’s look and feel reflect?

Insights gathered from the survey will be used to help create the new logos and brands for East Surrey and West Surrey
Councils.  This means that each brand will reflect the distinct views of the people in each area.

Res idents  have  unt i l  3  August  to  complete  a  short  survey ,  more  in format ion  can  be  found
on  https://www.surreylgrhub.gov.uk/your-future-surrey

Councillor Steve Wotton, the Leader of East Surrey Shadow Authority said: “We are committed to making East
Surrey a place where people thrive. There is a lot to do, but this is a real opportunity to take a new approach, designing a
council  that  is  open,  transparent  and  genuinely  focused  on  delivering  outcomes  for  residents,  businesses  and
communities. Creating a new brand identity for East Surrey is an important step as we move forward. This engagement is
about  understanding  what  people  like  about  where  they  live  and what  makes  their  communities  unique.  I  would
encourage residents, businesses, partners, colleagues and community groups to take part and help shape a brand that
truly reflects East Surrey.”

Councillor Paul Follows, the Leader of West Surrey Shadow Authority added: “Our focus remains on creating a
council that delivers high-quality services, provides value for money and meets the needs of residents, businesses and
communities across west Surrey. This engagement is an opportunity for people across West Surrey to help define how we
present ourselves as a new council. We’re not asking for views on logos or designs, but on what really matters to our
communities – the character, feel and identity of the area. By taking part, residents can shape the new West Surrey brand
and ensure this is a people’s brand. We are also committed to keeping costs to a minimum, so I am delighted that the new
brand will be created in-house, with designers working in all councils.”

Surrey County Council

Surrey  County  Council  Prison  Social  Care  Team
awarded CQC ‘good’ rating
17 July 2026
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Surrey County Council’s Prison Social Care Team has been rated ‘good’ by the Care Quality Commission for the dignified
support it provides to people in custody with care needs.

The specialist team provides adult social care across five prisons and an approved premises in Surrey, supporting people
with dementia, mental health needs, learning disabilities, autism, and sensory and physical disabilities. The team supports
prisoners who struggle with daily living tasks, helping them engage with prison services and prepare for a smoother
transition on release.

Following an inspection in May, the CQC rated the team ‘good’ across all areas and identified ‘outstanding’ practice in
delivering evidence-based care and treatment.

Inspectors praised staff for treating prisoners with kindness and compassion, respecting their dignity and taking a non-
judgmental approach.

“People told us their care needs were met, and they liked the staff who supported them,” the report said. “They said the
staff were kind and caring and treated them with respect and dignity. People and their relatives were satisfied with the
service. People felt their needs were met and they received personalised care and were able to make choices in the way
they were supported.”

The report highlighted positive feedback from people the team supports and their relatives, including praise for a staff
member who had “stuck by me through all my growing pains” and was “what you call a good social care worker.” Another
comment said: “They are very kind and understand mental health which is good.”

Inspectors  also  recognised the  team’s  visible  and supportive  leadership,  their  collaborative  approach with  partner
services and the effective systems in place to monitor quality, mitigate risk, ensure safe recruitment and maintain good
infection control.

The team’s evidence-based approach to delivering care and treatment was found to be outstanding, with the report
noting: “The provider always planned and delivered people’s care and treatment with them, including what was important
and mattered to them. They did this in line with legislation.”

The Prison Social Care Team, part of the council’s wider mental health social care service, brings together social workers,
occupational therapists and support workers. The team is unusual among councils in that every part of the prison social
care service – from assessment and care planning through to the direct delivery of care – is delivered in-house.

The team supports people across Surrey’s five prisons – High Down, Downview, Bronzefield, Send and Coldingley – as well
as St Catherine’s Approved Premises in Guildford,  which supports people as they move from prison back into the
community.

Sinead Mooney, Surrey County Council’s Deputy Leader and Cabinet Member for Adult Social Care, said: “This
is a fantastic achievement and really shows the dedication and professionalism of our Prison Social Care Team. They’re a
small team working in challenging settings and it’s great to see their compassionate, person‑centred care recognised for
the impact it has. Alongside the ‘good’ rating for our wider adult social care service in 2024, this is another example of
how the council is making sure services are effective for vulnerable residents.

“As we look ahead, we’re proud to be passing on a strong legacy for adult social care to the new councils. We have a
talented and compassionate workforce, and our staff have the expertise to deliver a safe transition and ensure the new
councils start well.”

The full report can be found on the CQC website.

To find out about Surrey County Council adult social care jobs, please visit our jobs page.

Surrey University

Big spending must be approved by new Councils
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from now
17 July 2026

Major financial decisions across Surrey must now be taken by the newly formed councils – despite the fact they will not
take over for almost a year.

Elections held in May voted in two new authorities, East and West Surrey. In April 2027 they will take over the running of
public services in the county, and all existing councils will be dissolved.

As part of the process the Government has written to the outgoing bodies to say key monetary decisions now need to be
approved by the incoming authorities.

This means land sales or contracts over £100,000 must be kicked up the ladder – as well as capital contracts of more than 
£1m. It also covers staff contracts. 

The order covers Surrey County Council and all the boroughs and districts except for Woking and Spelthorne as they are
under the control of Government appointed commissioners due to the state of their finances and need to rapidly improve
bottom lines to reduce the huge debt West Surrey will be lumbered with.

The Secretary of State for the Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government, said  East and West Surrey
should have a say on agreements to be entered to ensure they were in the best interests of the new councils or the
residents of the areas they serve.

It would also ensure that any agreements do not undermine or diminish the anticipated benefits or savings as a result of
unitarisation or have an effect on the financial position of the new councils.

In practice the old councils have already been operating under this model with the understanding that it would be
formalised.

East and West Surrey Councils are expected to publish reports in the next few days that include recommendations into
how services across two bodies will  be run from next year.

These will come to their respective shadow executives on July 20 and 21 for approval.

Chris Caulfield Local Democracy Reporter

Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government (image Google)

The  Chinese  State  is  watching  us  on  Surrey
Council’s  cctv?
17 July 2026

Surrey  County  Council  is  deploying  CCTV  cameras  from  a  Chinese  manufacturer  which  has  been  banned  from
government departments over national security concerns.

Cameras made by Hikvision, a company partly owned by the Chinese state, are in use in council libraries in several towns
and villages across Surrey.

These include sites in Guildford, Ash, Chertsey, Cobham, Farnham, Merstham and New Haw, according to a Freedom of
Information response to the Local Democracy Reporting Service (LDRS).

Chinese law dictates that any companies operating within China must hand over data to the government in Beijing on
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demand, which prompted the UK to stop the installation of Chinese-made surveillance cameras in “sensitive sites” across
Westminster in 2022.

However, this directive does not apply to local government and other public sector bodies at present.

A Surrey County Council spokesperson told the LDRS that its library cameras operate as closed systems, meaning they
are not connected to any corporate networks or the internet.

They said: “As a result, the primary risks normally associated with these devices – such as remote access or cyber
vulnerabilities – do not apply in this case. The main residual risk would be physical access. However, all units are located
within staff-only areas and are appropriately secured. Therefore, the risk level is considered low and appropriately
managed within the current setup.”

Hikvision has also faced criticism over its alleged links to the mass repression of Uyghur Muslims in China’s Xinjiang
region, where the company’s surveillance technology has been reportedly deployed. Hikvision denies any direct role in
human rights abuses.

In 2022, a report by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights stated that “serious human rights
violations” had been committed against the Uyghur people of Xinjiang.

As many as one million Uyghurs are believed to have been detained in camps and across the region since 2017. The
Chinese government denies human rights abuses, and claims the camps are for educational and training purposes.

But analysts have pointed to reports of forced labour and torture inflicted upon the Uyghurs, and have urged authorities
in the UK to review their policies towards Hikvision.

Senior Policy Director at the China Strategic Risks Institute Sam Goodman told the LDRS: “After several years of public
reporting regarding allegations of Hikvision’s links to human rights violations in Xinjiang and the government banning
Hikvision from Whitehall citing national security concerns, there really isn’t an excuse for councils like Surrey County
Council continuing to use these cameras.”

A Hikvision spokesperson told the LDRS their products meet “strict security requirements” and “comply fully” with UK
laws and regulations.

They added: “Our position on human rights is a matter of public record. We have never knowingly or intentionally
committed human rights abuses, and we never will. Hikvision has joined the UN Global Compact, committing to its Ten
Principles on human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption.”

James Moules Local Democracy Reporter

Image: Hikvision CCTV camera (Credit: Pixabay)
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Epsom  Council  leader’s  delayed  response  to
additional  local  government layer initiative
17 July 2026

Dalton says Surrey devolution letter was non-binding and rooted in Council’s 2025 vote

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council leader Councillor Hannah Dalton has said her decision to sign a letter supporting
exploration of a new Surrey-wide “Foundation Strategic Authority” was based on the Council’s previous backing for local
government reorganisation and the prospect of a future mayoral strategic authority.

The explanation follows questions raised by Epsom & Ewell Times over why Cllr Dalton signed the Expression of Interest
without the matter first being referred back to the full Council.

Earlier attempts to obtain an answer were met with references to election-period restrictions, prompting criticism that the
Council was avoiding a straightforward question about the authority under which its leader had acted.

In a response supplied to EET, and attributed to Cllr Dalton, the Council said the background lay in the Government’s
English Devolution White Paper, published on 16 December 2024.
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It said that, at a full Council meeting on 6 May 2025, Epsom & Ewell Borough Council agreed to support a proposal for
local government reorganisation in Surrey. The proposal envisaged a future Mayoral Strategic Authority for Surrey, led by
an elected mayor and intended to unlock the Government’s wider devolution offer.

Cllr Dalton said the Council and other Surrey authorities were now working on the reorganisation process and had
recently been invited by the Government to explore a possible Foundation Strategic Authority.

The Council describes this as an intermediate stage towards fuller devolution. It says the letter signed by Cllr Dalton was
a “non-binding Expression of Interest”, intended only to keep open the possibility that the proposed new East Surrey and
West Surrey unitary councils could later explore creating such an authority.

The response states: “It did not commit the Council, confer obligations upon it, or determine any future course of action.”

It adds that any formal decision would follow a statutory consultation.

The answer clarifies the Council’s position that Cllr Dalton did not require a new Council resolution before signing the
letter, because the authority relied upon was the Council’s broad 2025 endorsement of a reorganisation proposal which
contemplated a Surrey mayoral strategic authority.

However, it is likely to leave open the political question of whether that earlier approval was sufficiently specific to
authorise support for this particular Government initiative, especially where the letter was signed in the name of the
Borough Council rather than simply as a contribution to exploratory discussions between Surrey leaders.

A Foundation Strategic Authority is a proposed form of combined authority with devolved powers but without an elected
mayor. It may be used as a stepping stone towards a fuller mayoral combined or strategic authority. The Council says
discussions with the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government continue, including the next steps and the
scope and timing of any statutory consultation.

The Council has directed readers to its online democracy pages for the reports and minutes relating to the 6 May 2025
meeting.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Related reports

Cllr Dalton seeks another layer of local government

Cllr Coley on an attempt to create another layer of local government

Where do we stand on local government reorganisation in Epsom and Ewell and the County?

Whose Local Plan is it anyway?
17 July 2026

Dear Editor,

Why no review?

I read with interest your article of 2 June about the recent Local Plan consultation.

Mr Brown’s contention that the consultation was unconstitutional was undoubtedly correct. This is because the Local Plan
documents being consulted on were required first to be ‘considered and approved’ by the Licensing and Planning Policy
Committee (LPPC) under the council’s constitution.

Digging a little further into this failure of the elected councillors to review Local Plan documents indicates that this is a
pervasive and deeply concerning issue.

The Local Plan is the single most important output, by the council,  for the future of the borough. Given the local
government reorganisation, it  should also be the council’s swan song; an opportunity to provide clear and positive
strategic direction for the next 14 years.

How has the council gone about achieving this? There are a plethora of articles in this paper highlighting repeated
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failures of the Residents Association-led council to direct, review or challenge the Local Plan process over several years.
This would be concerning enough on its own, but is exacerbated by not just a reluctance, but an outright refusal by
Residents Association (RA) councillors to undertake the role they were elected to perform.

Reviews of Local Plan documents should have been happening frequently and as a matter of course. As they weren’t,
opposition councillors took the unusual step of working together to try to hold the council to account.

Motions have repeatedly been brought both to full council and to the LPPC attempting to require councillors to review
Local Plan documents, but on every occasion they have been voted down by RA councillors.

There appears, to interested observers, to have been a systematic and ongoing attempt to confound any and all attempts
to scrutinise the Local Plan. This has happened for several years, with the three most recent examples being:

The request by Cllr Lawrence in the 10 March 2026 LPPC meeting to review the new Local Plan documents
before they were submitted to the Inspector. The Monitoring Officer advised against allowing this request. The
Chair, Cllr O’Donovan confirmed he hadn’t even seen the documents being submitted but refused the request to
allow the committee to review them. Cllr Reynolds encouraged the Chair to put the decision to a vote but was
turned down. 

The mid-March 2026 request by Cllrs Persand, Freeman and Geleit to hold a Special meeting of the LPPC to
agree to review the Local Plan documents before they were submitted to the Inspector. The Monitoring Officer
delayed holding the meeting for 2 months until 19 May 2026, after the documents were submitted. The RA
councillors voted not to review the documents. 

Given the urgency of the matter and the failure of the LPPC to perform its role, on 11 June 2026, a request was
made  by  Cllrs  Persand,  Freeman,  Geleit,  Ames,  Howells,  Lawrence,  McCormick  and  Goldman  for  an
Extraordinary Council Meeting. The motion was to require the LPPC to review the Local Plan consultation
documents, and if appropriate approve them, in accordance with the constitution. The meeting should clearly
have been scheduled by the Monitoring Officer to occur prior to the 2 July public hearings on the consultation
documents. The Monitoring Officer has instead delayed the meeting until 21 July and tagged it onto the pre-
existing council meeting, after the consultation hearing has been completed.

The councillors mentioned above, from all opposition parties, should be applauded for their tenacity and their willingness
repeatedly to stand up for the residents they represent.

Residents are asking why the Monitoring Officer appears to repeatedly obfuscate, delay and obstruct, and why RA
councillors are not taking the lead, or at least supporting, attempts by opposition councillors to execute the roles they
were elected to perform.

Given all the above, it perhaps should come as no surprise that the RA was all but wiped out in the recent East Surrey
Council elections. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, the RA should take the opportunity to do what they should have
been doing all along, actively engaging with, and reviewing the Local Plan documents. They should be ensuring the
documents are factually correct (which in many instances they have not been), that they align with the council’s strategy
and that they represent the views of the borough’s residents.

This is the RA’s last chance either to redeem its reputation and leave the door open to a future return to council
membership, or to leave residents bitterly resenting the final failures of the group so many of us voted for over the years,
as they hammer nails into the coffin of the RA group’s legacy. 

Whose Local Plan is it anyway?

The Local Plan is written by the council and is the responsibility of the council throughout its drafting and execution.

Since the examination started last summer, council officers and councillors have repeatedly distanced themselves from
the changes officers have specifically proposed to the inspector. These council proposals include building on extensive
additional areas of green belt land such as Downs Farm, Priest Hill, Burgh Heath Road and Cuddington Glade.

Having actively put these sites forward, officers and councillors have denied responsibility, repeatedly arguing that it is
‘the inspector’s Local Plan’ and that they have no say in what happens.

It is worth highlighting that the government guidance says quite the opposite. When reviewing the council’s Local Plan,
the government is at pains to clarify that:

‘The Inspector will always bear in mind that the plan belongs to the LPA, and subject to the duty to ensure the plan’s
soundness, will not seek to impose his or her own views on its vision or its content.’

(The ‘LPA’ is the Local Planning Authority, in this case Epsom and Ewell Borough Council).

It couldn’t be much clearer, councillors, the plan is your responsibility before, during and after the examination. If you
choose not to review proposals to put in deeply unpopular sites for development, you remain responsible for the proposals
and accountable to residents for them.

Will the RA councillors perform the role they were elected to perform and that the constitution requires, or will they
continue to shirk that responsibility? Time will tell, but that time is running out.

Yours faithfully,

Ben Cronin
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Cheam Road

Epsom and Ewell

Related reports:

Fresh Local Plan row as residents challenge legality of latest Epsom and Ewell consultation
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