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Epsom Playhouse to embrace heat pumps and trees
to be felled – a planning committee’s night’s work
10 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
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
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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
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
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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

Whose Local Plan is it anyway?
10 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
failures of the Residents Association-led council to direct, review or challenge the Local Plan process over several years.
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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

Cheam Road
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Epsom and Ewell

Related reports:

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

House extension fees relief coming to Surrey?
10 July 2026

News that the Government could end the controversial house-extension taxes that slapped Waverley homeowners with
huge fines or even the prospect of jail has been welcomed.

The Community Infrastructure Levy was first introduced in 2010 to enable councils to fund projects such as new schools,
green  spaces  and  health  facilities.  The  idea  was  to  balance  the  impact  that  new  developments  had  on  existing
communities.

In 2014, exemptions for people building their own homes or smaller extensions were introduced. However, these had to
be applied for in advance, creating a ticking time bomb for residents caught out in a labyrinth of paperwork.

It soon became clear that some householders were slipping through the cracks, creating inadvertent or unintentional
charges despite qualifying for exemptions. This left them facing huge and unexpected bills, with many Waverley residents
directly impacted.

The Government has now said it will look to change the system and launch a consultation in due course. This has been
welcomed by action groups and politicians alike. However, until that becomes law, Waverley Borough Council remains
bound by the existing system.

For example, liability notices, where a charge is placed against a property, still cannot be lifted. Any changes will have to
wait until the Government adopts its new policy.

In a statement following the Government’s announcement, Waverley Borough Council recognised the difficulties some
homeowners had faced and said it had written to Ministers highlighting concerns.

Councillor Liz Townsend, Waverley Borough Council’s portfolio holder for planning, said that while the announcement laid
out a path forward, there were still limits on what the authority was able to do.

The law still prevents councils from repaying money collected in CIL charges from the so-called CIL pot. Any payment
must  instead come from general  funds,  at  either  the taxpayers’  expense or  a  cost  to  services.  Equally,  while  the
Government has said it will consult on reform, no dates have been set.

Cllr Townsend said: “We still cannot refund CIL from the CIL pot. We have always been clear that we couldn’t refund from
the CIL pot; it will be from the general fund under discretionary review.

“That’s what we’ve already done and we’ve already made a payment, and that was where that was from. It hasn’t
changed, as we could make ex-gratia payments under exceptional circumstances.

“Removal of liability notices still can’t be done, and that is so critical for our residents. It’s currently black and white at
the moment and we can’t use our discretion. It’s desperately important for residents that this is resolved. That needs to be
done through an Act of Parliament.

“The consultation is very welcome. Hopefully it will put things right. We’ve been lobbying the Government for this; it
desperately needs to be changed. It’s too inflexible in its current state. We hope there are fundamental changes to
housebuilder and self-builds.”

CIL is a set charge on most new developments of 100 square metres or more, as well as on new dwellings of any size. It
applies only in areas where a local authority has consulted on and approved a charging schedule setting out its levy rates,
and has published that on its website.

It was adopted by Waverley Borough Council on October 31, 2018, and implemented on March 1, 2019.

The Government is now looking to change the system “to ensure that these issues do not arise again in the future –
recognising the need to improve the operation of the CIL regime going forwards”.

Its aim is to make CIL clearer and more proportionate for householders and self-builders.

Matthew Pennycook, Minister of State for Housing and Planning, said: “We are confident that these proposed changes will
ensure that householders and self-builders who would otherwise be eligible for a CIL exemption are not faced with
unexpected liability charges as a result of procedural errors in future.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/fresh-local-plan-row-as-residents-challenge-legality-of-latest-epsom-and-ewell-consultation
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“We are working to publish the consultation as soon as possible.”

Waverley’s Conservative opposition group has called for the council to go a step further and be proactive in making
compensation payments from its general fund to those caught out by administrative errors.

Councillor Jane Austin, leader of the Waverley Conservative Group, said: “This is an important moment for residents hit by
huge bills for self-builds and home extensions.

“Government has now confirmed councils are not powerless. Authorities retain discretion over enforcement and may
consider ex-gratia compensation in exceptional cases. Let us get on with delivering justice for those hit – no more
excuses.”

CIL campaigners described the process to get here as long, challenging and emotionally draining. They said they felt
vindicated by the Government’s acknowledgement of the injustice and added: “What has seemed on many occasions
impossible has today been made possible.”

A  statement  from  the  group  said:  “After  a  long,  challenging  and  emotionally  draining  campaign,  the  victims  of
disproportionate Community Infrastructure Levy charges have finally been heard.

“The Government has now acknowledged the injustice faced by homeowners who have been subjected to substantial CIL
liabilities as a result of procedural or administrative errors while simply seeking to improve their homes.”

Chris Caulfield Local Democracy Reporter

Related reports:

Waverley not waiving planning fees spark protests

Planning a house extension in Epsom and Ewell? A hard lesson from Waverley

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

Epsom’s  Woodcote  Stud  homes  plan  approved
despite transport and Green Belt  concerns
10 July 2026

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council has approved plans to redevelop the former Woodcote Stud site in Wilmerhatch Lane
with 14 homes — half of them affordable — and expanded supported-living accommodation.

The Planning Committee backed the scheme by seven votes to one at its meeting on 18 June. The Chair, Cllr Clive
Woodbridge, (RA Ewell Village) did not vote.

The approved development involves demolition of the redundant former stud-farm buildings, while retaining Woodcote
House. A new supported-living building will expand the existing care provision, alongside 14 new homes including seven
affordable properties.

The legal agreement attached to the permission will  require affordable housing, biodiversity-net-gain measures and
public-transport works, including a new bus stop and pedestrian crossing on Wilmerhatch Lane.

The Planning officer told councillors the former stud farm had not been used for its original purpose for several years. He
said the development would provide “an expansion to the existing operation on the site” and new housing, while retaining
the historic Woodcote House.

Applicant’s agent Philip Dunphy of Causeway Planning said the family-owned stud farm had struggled to attract a
replacement operator following the death of its owner in 2021.

He said: “There has been attempts to attract new operators, such as those in the racehorse training industry, but all have
proved unsuccessful.”

Mr Dunphy said potential operators had cited distance from Epsom Racecourse, limited access to training gallops and
wider accessibility difficulties.

He argued that the proposals would prevent the site falling into further vacancy and dilapidation, while delivering “much
needed housing” and supported-living accommodation.

The scheme was considered under national Green Belt policy and the newer concept of “grey belt” land — previously
developed land within the Green Belt that may be suitable for development where it makes only a limited contribution to
Green Belt purposes.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/chris-caulfield
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Cllr Woodbridge said the officer report made the case that the land was previously developed and did not perform a
particularly strong Green Belt function.

He added: “This provides useful housing to a council that’s very short of housing, and 50% is affordable housing, which I
think this committee must welcome.”

But several councillors raised questions about whether the site was sufficiently sustainable, given its location between
Epsom and Ashtead and limited public-transport links.

Cllr Kate Chinn (Labour Court) said the route through Woodcote Side could provide a more direct pedestrian and cycling
connection to bus services, but questioned whether it would remain reliably available.

“The only thing I still don’t understand is it’s in the application that they can use the Woodcote Side entrance, but for
pedestrians and cycles, but now I’ve been told that that could be withdrawn at any time,” she said.

Cllr  Chinn added that both the Woodcote Stud area and Langley Vale suffered from “very poor public transport”,
suggesting that wider discussions might be needed about improving bus links.

Cllr Kieran Persand  (Conservative Horton) also expressed concern about the development’s distance from railway
stations and the limited frequency of local buses.

He said: “My main concern” was that residents would be likely to depend on cars if sufficient infrastructure was not
available. Cllr Persand also questioned the loss of the site’s equestrian use, pointing to Epsom’s racing and horse-related
heritage. “I think it’s a highly weighted one in Epsom, because once we lose that, it’s a bit of a domino effect, and the
industry itself will suffer from that,” he said.

Officers said no equestrian bodies had submitted objections during the consultation. They said the site had been unused
for equestrian purposes for around five years and was poorly connected to the racecourse and training facilities.

The planning officer said the existing access from Wilmerhatch Lane would be widened to enable larger vehicles to enter
and pass safely. Councillors had raised concerns about potholes and the condition of the approach road, particularly
during construction.

Cllr Humphrey Reynolds (RA West Ewell) praised the quality of the officer report after the decision, telling officers: “It’s
an excellent report, well done.”

Permission remains subject to completion of a Section 106 legal agreement (a developer investment in infrastructure). If
that is not completed by 18 September, officers have been authorised to refuse the application. The permission also
includes conditions covering construction traffic, drainage, tree protection, accessible homes, electric-vehicle charging,
cycle storage and a 30-year habitat-management programme.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Woodcote Stud entrance from Wilmerhatch Lane. EEBC planning documents. Maydencroft

Late hour Epsom kebab decision gets a grilling
10 July 2026

Fans of late-night burgers, kebabs, and wraps are in for a treat after the Epsom Grill was given permission to extend its
opening hours. The hot food takeaway in Waterloo Road, between High Street and Epsom Railway Station, can currently
keep cooking until 2am to close at 2:30am at weekends. On Monday to Thursday it can serve until 1am, and on Sundays
this is brought back to midnight.

Now, following a January licensing application that granted the extension, and a ‘Pythonesque’ planning meeting where
Epsom and Ewell Borough Councillors almost voted against its own decision – those hours are to be extended.

The grill originally applied to allow service and closure until 4am, with all remaining days unchanged, but this was revised
to 3am on weekends, subject to a condition requiring security door staff until 3:30am.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/sam-jones
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/late-hour-epsom-kebab-decision-subject-to-a-grilling
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It then went to planning to be confirmed.

Councillor Robert Leach (Residents Associations of  Epsom and Ewell:  Nonsuch Ward) told the May,  Thursday 28
planning committee.  “This area is next to a railway station that has two lines going up to London. Every few minutes 300
tons of metal storms through Epsom station creating socking great sound and we’re worried about the disturbance from a
few people sitting in a grill eating burgers? I mean this is something straight out of Monty Python. I don’t see why we
have any restrictions on any hours at all.

“Frankly, if someone wants to eat a burger at 3 o’clock in the morning and Epsom Grill is prepared to stay open and cook
them, I mean, why should anybody stop them?”

The meeting, and subsequent vote, went back and forth; between those who thought the matter had already been decided
at licensing and that the planning decision was a formality, and those who wanted to reopen the debate.

Cllr Jan Mason (Residents Associations of Epsom and Ewell: Ruxley Ward) said: “It’s far too late, three. I think what the
police are saying must be from past experience and my own experience of it all. I feel that that time is far too late, they’ll
all be as drunk as lords. They will cook to three, it wont be four until they get out and people live here. They live in flats in
Station Approach.

“Surely they want a decent night’s sleep and I think four o’clock is ridiculous. So as far as I’m concerned, I agree with the
police.”

Opponents pushed to reject the plan, only for the motion to fail by one vote.

It left the officer recommendation to approve as the sole option remaining – which only passed after the chair’s deciding
vote.

Cllr James Lawrence (Independents Group: College Ward) said: “We’re at risk of duplicating the debates that happened
at licensing and came to a decision.”

He added: “We have case law in front of us that says…you need to have a really good reason why we are going go against
a decision that we just made at our licensing (committee) and why you think it will hold up against a judge’s decision
that’s just been made a few months ago.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

.

.

.

.

.

.

Fresh Local Plan row as residents challenge legality
of latest Epsom and Ewell consultation
10 July 2026

A fresh dispute has erupted over  Epsom & Ewell  Borough Council’s  embattled Local  Plan process after  residents
challenged the constitutional validity of the council’s latest planning consultation.

The row follows an email issued by the council’s Planning Policy Team reminding residents that consultation remains open
until 15 June on “Additional Documents Submitted by the Council during the Local Plan Examination”, ahead of a further
examination hearing scheduled for 2 July at Epsom Town Hall.

The consultation concerns documents submitted during the government inspector’s examination of the borough’s long-
running Local Plan — a process that has already generated years of  political  controversy,  debate over Green Belt
development, and repeated questions about governance and committee oversight.

In one of a number of near-identical emails reportedly circulated by concerned residents to councillors and senior officers,
resident Philip Brown argued that the current consultation “appears to have been launched in breach of the council’s
constitution” and therefore could not be regarded as valid.

Mr Brown’s complaint centres on the role of the Licensing and Planning Policy Committee (LPPC), the council committee
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whose constitutional terms of reference include responsibility to “consider and approve” Local Plan documents for public
consultation. According to the resident correspondence, there is no evidence in the published minutes of LPPC meetings
in late 2025 and early 2026 that the seven consultation documents had been reviewed and approved by the committee
before the consultation was launched.

The email goes further, alleging that at the LPPC meeting of 10 March 2026, “the Chair explicitly declined a request to
allow the committee to review the Local Plan documents”.

On that basis, the resident contends that “the current consultation appears not to be constitutionally compliant and is
therefore invalid”, adding that it would be “both inappropriate and pointless for consultees to comment on an invalid
consultation”. The email asks the council to arrange for the documents to be considered by LPPC and then to issue what it
terms a “constitutionally-compliant consultation”.

The issue touches on themes previously explored by the Epsom and Ewell Times during coverage of the borough’s Local
Plan disputes.

The Local Plan has divided opinion sharply over housing targets, Green Belt release, infrastructure pressures and the
extent of member oversight of the process. Recent EET reporting on the LPPC proceedings highlighted tensions over
whether councillors were being afforded sufficient opportunity to scrutinise crucial planning material and the degree to
which committee oversight was shaping the evolving plan.

The controversy arrives against a backdrop of political transition. Following local government reorganisation, powers will
ultimately pass to the new East Surrey Council in 2027, although Epsom & Ewell Borough Council remains the planning
authority for the present Local Plan process.

Among those responding to the resident correspondence was David Buxton OBE, Liberal Democrat Shadow Councillor for
Epsom West and Shadow Cabinet Executive Member for Adult Social Care and Health on East Surrey Council.

Cllr Buxton stated that he was not involved in the current EEBC Local Plan process and therefore could not determine
whether the consultation complies with the borough council’s constitutional requirements, saying those matters are for
“the Borough Council, its officers and, where necessary, independent legal advice”.

However, he described the issues raised as “important matters” and said he would encourage relevant officers “to provide
clarification so that residents can have confidence in the process and in any representations submitted”.

Cllr  Buxton also cautioned elected members involved in future Local  Plan deliberations against prejudging specific
proposals, saying councillors should remain able to consider evidence, hear residents’ views and participate fully in future
decision-making processes.

Restating  the  Liberal  Democrats’  previously  expressed  planning  position,  he  said  development  should  prioritise
brownfield sites first, “underused land second”, and only consider Green Belt land “as a last resort”, adding: “no GP
provision, no infrastructure, no development.”

The latest consultation was initiated following a request by the government-appointed planning inspector in a letter dated
23 April 2026, according to the residents’ correspondence.

EEBC has advised that interested members of the public may attend the further examination hearing on 2 July as
observers.  Those  wishing  actively  to  participate  must  indicate  this  in  their  consultation  response  and  notify  the
Programme Officer before the consultation closes.

Sam Jones – Reporter
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Green Belt  release?
10 July 2026

Epsom and Ewell Borough Council’s special Licensing and Planning Policy Committee (“LPPC”) meeting on 19 May —
convened after a motion by Cllrs Kieran Persand (Conservative – Horton), Rob Geleit (Labour – Court) and Julian
Freeman (LibDem – College) — produced one clear answer to the question troubling many residents: LPPC did not itself
vote to approve additional Green Belt land for development.

In summary the effect of the lengthy five-part motion was to ensure Council officers should not be sending revised Local
Plan evidence and potentially significant Green Belt-related material to the Inspector without renewed political scrutiny
and approval by LPPC / Full Council. All parts of the motion were defeated.

But the two-and-a-half-hour meeting revealed a deeper and increasingly bitter dispute over whether officers have already
steered the Local Plan examination towards further Green Belt release without fresh political approval.

The meeting unfolded against the backdrop of continuing examination of EEBC’s Local Plan by the Planning Inspectorate
and followed recent publication of officer work identifying additional sites “potentially suitable for allocation”, including
five Green Belt sites, as part of the Inspector’s request for further work.

At the centre of the argument lay a constitutional question: once the Local Plan entered examination, did political control
of substantive Green Belt decisions remain with councillors — or had delegated authority lawfully passed practical control
to officers working under the Inspector’s direction?

The atmosphere in the chamber suggested members were debating much more than planning procedure.

Before debate even began, Cllr Shanice Goldman (Conservative Nonsuch) made an unusually direct statement from the
public  seating  area  challenging  how the  council  had  reached this  stage.  She  said  delegated  authority  granted  in
November 2024 had been understood to concern “small grammatical errors”, but had, in her view, later been exercised
more broadly than members intended.

“These are not minor administrative matters,” she told the committee. “They are material decisions which properly fall
within the remit of elected councillors who are accountable to the public.” She added: “This issue is bigger than one site
or one submission. It goes to the heart of governance, transparency, constitutional process, and public confidence in
decision making.”

Head of Planning Policy and Economic Development Ian Mawer then delivered a lengthy procedural update attempting to
clarify what officers say has — and has not — happened.

Mawer stressed repeatedly that the Local Plan remains the version submitted in March 2025 and that no modifications
have yet been made.

“I wish to emphasize that the Local Plan remains as submitted to the Planning Inspectorate in March 2025 as it stands —
no changes have been made to it,” he said. “It is the Inspector alone that can make changes known as main modifications
to address soundness issues.”

He explained that the Inspector had required additional work after October 2025 hearings, including revisiting part of the
Green Belt  Topic  Paper and reassessing urban sites.  That  work,  he said,  eventually  produced 17 sites  considered
“potentially suitable for allocation” — 12 urban and five Green Belt — but only as evidence to assist the examination.

He also cautioned against confusion over “Grey Belt”, noting EEBC’s plan is being examined under a pre-Grey-Belt
version of national policy.

The procedural explanation did little to calm critics.

Persand opened by objecting that no legal officer was present, saying he had only been informed late in the day. “I feel
that we should push this to another date, and then discuss it with a legal officer present,” he said. “This is about the
delegation of power that was out of scope by officers in the submission of documents.”

His motion to defer was seconded by Freeman but failed.

From there the meeting descended into repeated procedural clashes.

When Persand attempted to play a recording from a previous meeting concerning how delegated authority had been
described, Chair Peter O’Donovan (RA – Ewell Court) stopped him: “You can’t play recording… it’s not relevant to the
motion.” Persand countered that recordings were permissible and argued earlier comments were directly relevant to
understanding what members thought they had approved.

Freeman challenged the Chair’s ruling: “How is it not relevant? Comments that were made at a previous meeting of this
committee… when you said something along the lines of… minor grammatical errors and omissions.” O’Donovan replied:
“I said there were minor grammatical errors… it is not relevant to the motion in front of us.”
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The core disagreement, however, concerned substance rather than theatre.

Persand argued that documents identifying additional Green Belt land had gone well beyond anything councillors believed
officers were authorised to do.

“Submitting a document that has 40% extra Green Belt sites to be allocated, and you’re changing the evidence base, is not
minor amendments,” he said. “That is major material changes. That is completely out of scope of this delegation of
power.” He warned: “This will go to JR, this will go to Judicial Review.”

Freeman broadly backed that critique while distancing criticism from officers personally.

“With the greatest of respect to Mr Mawer, and I know he’s an officer doing his job… this plan is for councillors to review
and approve, not for officers,” he said. “We are the councillors who have been elected to represent this community… and
we should not be putting that on officers. I find that behaviour to be disgraceful and reprehensible.”

Mawer firmly rejected the suggestion that officers had independently redirected policy.

“We’ve prepared the documents… under the advice of the Inspector,” he said. “We’ve done the work that is necessary for
the examination to proceed.” The documents, he stressed, are now published and subject to consultation. “It will be the
Inspector ultimately who decides if any extra sites go into the Local Plan.”

Pressed by Persand on whether the Inspector had ever explicitly required more Green Belt allocations, Mawer drew a
distinction between the Inspector’s  concerns about  unmet housing need and the work requested in response.  The
Inspector had asked for reassessment, he said; the resulting correspondence led to officers being asked to identify sites
“potentially suitable for allocation”.

Vice-Chair Clive Woodbridge (RA – Ewell Village) attempted several times to steer discussion toward a pragmatic middle
ground.

At one point he suggested the motion had been “overtaken by events” but that the committee might still usefully discuss
the submitted material. “I don’t really see why this committee shouldn’t… have the chance to ask questions about the
work they’ve done on the Green Belt.”

Later, seeking a compromise on future meetings, Woodbridge proposed softening one motion element so that further
LPPC meetings would “update on the Local Plan examination” rather than purport to re-approve already-submitted
documents. He acknowledged limits on councillors’ powers once the examination is underway but argued members should
not face “a complete gap without the opportunity to ask questions.”

Labour councillor Rob Geleit was unconvinced by the dilution. “Surely that amendment really eviscerates the whole point,
does it not?” he asked.

Substitute  member  Christine  Howell  (Independent  Nonsuch)  repeatedly  returned  the  discussion  to  democratic
legitimacy and Green Belt trust.

“If there is even the slightest doubt in anyone’s mind about the integrity of this process, it must be reviewed again
thoroughly and transparently,” she argued, saying residents had expressed “serious concerns and lack of trust” regarding
Green Belt inclusion.

In one of the evening’s more striking exchanges, Howell sought clarity about councillors’ practical role if the Inspector
ultimately proposes extra sites.

“So… some [sites] have been identified, and at any set time the Inspector could put them all in… and then we don’t have
any ability to question that?” she asked.

O’Donovan’s reply was blunt: “Yeah, basically, but you have ability to question it through the consultation.” He added that
members would later be able to vote on the final modified plan. Howell observed that during consultation councillors
would effectively be participating “just as a resident, as a neighbour, and not in any position of power or influence.”
O’Donovan answered: “That’s right.”

In procedural terms, the committee rejected all five elements of the motion, including proposals to require LPPC review of
documents before submission, tighten delegated authority wording, revisit earlier submissions and mandate additional
scrutiny meetings.

So did LPPC approve more Green Belt release?

Not directly. The committee did not vote to allocate new Green Belt sites on 19 May. Officers maintained throughout that
the Local Plan remains unchanged and that only the Inspector can propose “main modifications”. Critics, however, argue
that by submitting revised evidence identifying additional “potentially suitable” Green Belt sites without renewed member
approval, the council has already moved materially toward expanded Green Belt release during examination.

The public consultation on the new documents runs until 15 June, with a further Inspector’s hearing scheduled for 2 July.

For residents trying to understand the state of play, one point emerged clearly from an evening of procedural warfare: the
argument is no longer simply about how much Green Belt land might be released, but about who, in practice, is making
the decisions.

Sam Jones – Reporter
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Image: Cllrs Freeman, Persand and Geleit at the LPPC meeting – EEBC YouTube channel.

Persand parses the Local Plan process in Epsom
10 July 2026

The Epsom and Ewell Times has seen detailed exchanges of correspondence between Cllr Kieran Persand (Conservative
– Horton) and Epsom and Ewell Borough Council concerning the torturous progress of the Local Plan.

The correspondence from Kieran Persand reveals a serious and highly technical dispute about governance, constitutional
compliance and member oversight in the handling of the Epsom and Ewell Borough Council. The exchanges suggest a
widening disagreement between some councillors and officers over who was authorised to make and submit significant
Local  Plan amendments  during the examination process,  and whether  the  council’s  Licensing and Planning Policy
Committee (“LPPC”) has effectively been bypassed.

The background is the troubled examination of EEBC’s draft Local Plan, particularly its Green Belt strategy and housing
allocations. During the public examination hearings in October 2025, the Planning Inspector criticised Topic Paper TP02
dealing with Green Belt assessments. In the appendix circulated by Persand, the Inspector is quoted as saying that
conclusions within the paper were inconsistent with the evidence, that errors existed in individual site assessments, and
that the approach lacked consistency.

Persand’s  central  concern  is  that  following  those  criticisms,  officers  produced  revised  documents  —  particularly
COUD_020 and COUD_021 — and submitted them to the Inspector in January 2026 without prior scrutiny or approval by
LPPC or Full  Council.  He argues this  breached both the committee’s  Terms of  Reference and the council’s  wider
obligations as Local Planning Authority under section 20 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004.

The key constitutional dispute concerns delegated authority known as “P7”, granted in November 2024. Officers rely on
this delegation to justify submitting amended Local Plan material directly to the Inspector. Persand argues the wording
only permitted officers “to propose changes and corrections” and did not authorise officers actually to make substantive
policy changes or submit revised documents independently.

He also says councillors originally understood the delegation to mean officers would propose changes back to LPPC for
political scrutiny and approval, not directly to the Inspector. In his later emails he repeatedly presses officers to explain:

under whose authority the consultation was launched;

whether any councillor ever reviewed or approved the revised Green Belt conclusions;

whether the council’s constitutional obligations had effectively been suspended; and

whether the Inspector had in practice been allowed to influence policy direction indirectly through officer-led
document revisions.

A particularly sensitive issue concerns Green Belt sites. Persand points out that the Inspector never explicitly instructed
the council  to release more Green Belt  land. Rather,  she criticised weaknesses in the council’s evidence base and
requested further work. He argues that revised papers subsequently reached different conclusions about some sites —
including areas in Horton Ward — without those new judgements ever being debated politically.

Persand therefore contends that:

officers may effectively have altered strategic planning policy without member authority;

LPPC’s statutory oversight role was bypassed;
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and Full Council approval may also have been required before revised submission documents were sent to the
Inspector.

The appendix attached to his email is effectively a constitutional and legal critique of the process. It proposes:

mandatory LPPC review of all future submission documents;

clarification and narrowing of delegation P7;

retrospective review of COUD_020 and COUD_021;

further LPPC meetings during purdah if necessary; and

possible revised submissions to the Inspector after member scrutiny.

The  response  from  Ian  Mawer,  Head  of  Planning  Policy  and  Economic  Development,  rejects  much  of  Persand’s
interpretation. Mawer argues that once the Local Plan was submitted in March 2025, the examination process became led
by the Planning Inspectorate. He relies on national examination guidance stating that inspectors may request additional
work and that modifications can be consulted upon during examination.

Mawer further states:

LPPC already fulfilled its constitutional role through Regulation 18 and Regulation 19 stages;

the  additional  work  requested  after  October  2025  was  carried  out  under  delegated  authority  granted  in
November 2024;

only the Inspector can recommend “main modifications” required for soundness;

and the council remains formally committed to the submitted Local Plan unless and until the Inspector proposes
modifications.

However, Persand’s subsequent emails demonstrate that he remains unconvinced by that explanation. He repeatedly
distinguishes between:

the Inspector controlling the examination process; and

the council still retaining responsibility for the accuracy, content and strategic direction of its own documents.

His concern appears to be not merely procedural, but constitutional: whether councillors have in practice surrendered
political control over crucial Green Belt decisions to officers during the examination stage.

The issue does not appear fully resolved in the correspondence provided. Instead:

officers maintain the process was lawful and properly delegated;

Persand maintains that substantive constitutional obligations remain unmet;

and he continued pressing for additional LPPC meetings and wider member scrutiny as recently as 18 May 2026.

The significance of the dispute is broader than procedural technicalities. It touches directly upon:

democratic oversight of Green Belt decisions;

transparency in Local Plan governance;

the balance of power between elected members and officers;

and whether major planning policy shifts can emerge during examination without fresh political approval.

A further politically sensitive dimension is timing. Persand repeatedly objected that consultation on revised documents
commenced before LPPC had debated the issues, and during the post-election transition period leading into the new East
Surrey Council arrangements.

There will be a special meeting of the LPPC tomorrow evening at The Town Hall.

Sam Jones – Reporter
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and many more ….. search “Local Plan”

Next phase in the journey of the Epsom and Ewell
Local Plan announced
10 July 2026

Epsom and  Ewell  Borough  Council  has  opened  a  further  public  consultation  on  documents  submitted  during  the
examination of its draft Local Plan, as a Conservative councillor has questioned whether the process has bypassed the
council committee responsible for planning policy.

The Local Plan, covering the period to 2040, is now at examination stage, described by the council as the final stage
before the plan can be legally adopted. EEBC says the government-appointed Planning Inspector instructed the council to
carry out additional work on potential further sites that could be allocated through main modifications to the plan. The
consultation opened on Monday 11 May and closes at 11.59pm on Monday 15 June 2026.

The council says the consultation is limited to the additional documents submitted to the Inspector since October 2025,
which identify potential additional sites that could increase housing delivery. It says all comments will be passed to the
Inspector and published on the council’s website, with a further one-day hearing to follow after the consultation closes.

Council documents sent to residents state that the Local Plan was submitted to the Planning Inspectorate on 10 March
2025, with public hearings held in September and October 2025. Following those hearings, the Inspector required further
work, resulting in the submission of additional documents identifying extra potential sites for allocation. Responses are
being invited on those additional documents only.

Councillor Peter O’Donovan, (RA Ewell Court) chair of the Licensing and Planning Policy Committee, said the submitted
Local Plan “provides less than 50% of the identified housing need within the borough”, which the council had considered
to be a balance between meeting development needs and protecting green spaces, heritage and character. He said the
additional work had been required to progress the plan towards adoption and urged residents to review the documents
and respond.

However, Cllr Kieran Persand, Conservative councillor for Horton Ward, has written to senior councillors and officers
raising what he describes as a “significant governance and constitutional concern”. In emails dated 9 and 11 May, he said
the additional sites were “put forward by the Council itself” and were not requested or identified by the Inspector. He also
said the documents had been submitted,  and the consultation launched,  without prior scrutiny or approval  by the
Licensing and Planning Policy Committee.

Cllr Persand cited the committee’s terms of reference, saying it is responsible for considering and approving Local Plan
documents for public consultation. He asked why the consultation had started without the committee first considering it,
what legal advice had been taken, and whether the chair and officers regarded the process as compliant with the council’s
constitution. He also asked whether the consultation should be postponed until the committee meets on 19 May, not to
stop the process, but to allow member oversight.

The issue now places two questions before residents: what they think of the additional potential development sites, and
whether the route by which those documents reached consultation has followed the council’s own democratic procedures.
For a Local Plan already politically sensitive because it falls well short of assessed housing need while seeking to protect
parts of the borough from development, the latest consultation may prove as much about governance as about planning
policy.

Residents wishing to examine the latest documents or submit comments can do so through the council’s consultation
portal at EEBC Local Plan consultation platform. Background examination papers, inspector correspondence and post-
hearing documents are also available via the council’s Local Plan Examination webpage, including the Post Hearing
Documents library and Documents from the Inspector. Responses can be submitted on a form available through the
consultation portal, by email to localplan@epsom-ewell.gov.uk, or by post to Planning Policy, Epsom & Ewell Borough
Council, Town Hall, The Parade, Epsom, KT18 5BY.

Comments can be submitted by email to localplan@epsom-ewell.gov.uk or by post to Planning Policy, Epsom & Ewell
Borough Council, Town Hall, The Parade, Epsom, Surrey, KT18 5BY. The deadline is 15 June 2026.

Sam Jones – Reporter
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Redhill data hub plugs into AI boom
10 July 2026

A major expansion of a Redhill data centre campus worth an estimated £500 million has been approved by Reigate and
Banstead Borough Council.

The development at Foxboro Business Park, Holmethorpe, will see older industrial buildings demolished and replaced
with a large new data centre building containing four server halls, offices, electrical infrastructure and cooling equipment.

The scheme was approved by councillors at RBBC’s Planning Committee subject to conditions, including controls over
construction activity and further work into the possible reuse of waste heat from the site.

The project is being brought forward by property investor Castleforge in partnership with Galaxy Data Centers, which
operates data centre facilities.

Data centres are effectively the industrial warehouses of the digital age. Instead of storing goods, they house vast
numbers of computers and data storage systems that support cloud computing, artificial intelligence, online banking,
business systems, streaming services and internet communications.

The Redhill expansion is intended to strengthen the area’s role as part of London’s growing digital infrastructure network,
with the developers saying demand for computing capacity continues to rise rapidly because of AI and other data-heavy
technologies.

Planning papers show the new building will  provide around 15 megawatts of computing power capacity — enough
electricity usage to rival that of a small town.

The council report describes a highly serviced technical building featuring secure server rooms, cooling systems, rooftop
plant equipment, backup diesel generators and new electricity substations to ensure uninterrupted operation during
power outages.

The development will also include roof-mounted solar panels and has been designed to achieve a BREEAM “Very Good”
environmental rating.

One feature highlighted by both the developers and council planners is the potential reuse of heat generated by the
computers inside the building.

Data centres produce very large amounts of heat, normally removed by industrial cooling systems. In this case, the
planning permission requires further investigation into whether excess heat from the site could eventually be exported to
nearby homes through a district heating network.

The approved site lies within the Holmethorpe Industrial Estate, about a mile north-east of Redhill town centre.

Planning documents indicate the wider Redhill Data Centres campus already occupies around 11,800 square metres
across three buildings and serves clients in sectors including finance and artificial intelligence.

The site was already authorised for data centre use under earlier planning permissions dating back to 2007 and 2009,
meaning the latest approval represents an intensification and modernisation of an existing technology campus rather than
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an entirely new industrial use.

Residents raised concerns during the planning process over issues including traffic, construction disruption, noise, flood
risk, visual appearance and possible health impacts.

However, specialist consultees including Surrey County Council officers, Surrey Fire and Rescue Service, Surrey Police
and London Gatwick Airport did not object, subject to planning conditions.

The development also reflects a much wider national trend as Britain competes to expand the infrastructure needed for AI
and cloud computing.

The UK Government designated data centres as Critical National Infrastructure in 2024, recognising their growing
importance to the economy and public services.

Industry analysts CBRE describe London as Europe’s largest data centre market and one of the most important globally,
although growth has increasingly been constrained by electricity supply and the difficulty of finding suitable sites close to
major urban areas.

Castleforge says it has already invested more than £100 million into the existing Redhill campus since 2024 and now
intends to proceed with a further major phase of development following the council’s approval.

For local residents, the project represents another sign of the gradual transformation of industrial estates into high-value
digital infrastructure hubs serving the modern economy — largely unseen by the public, but increasingly essential to
everyday life.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Solar Panels green-light in Mole Valley a grey area?
10 July 2026

Solar panels powering up to 5,500 homes have been approved for prime Surrey agricultural land that could have been
used to put the “wheat in our Weetabix”. Mole Valley District Council’s April development committee green lit the
renewable energy plant for Little Flanchford Farm in Flanchford Road, Leigh.

The former green belt site was considered to be some of Surrey’s best and most versatile agricultural land, but the plans
were recommended because the council sees renewable energy as central to achieving a sustainable, low-carbon future.
The panels will convert light into electricity and contribute enough renewable electricity and low carbon energy to cut
4,052 tonnes of CO2 per year from the atmosphere, with the development standing for up to 40 years before being
decommissioned and the site returned to agricultural use.

Residents objecting said special circumstances of the solar farm were not enough to outweigh the harm it would cause to
green belt land, with one saying it would significantly affect the area for up to 10 years as planting would be ineffective
for the first quarter of its lifespan and, even when fully in place, would not provide screening for several months a year,
adding: “A decade of admitted damage is a serious policy conflict.”

Councillor Joanne Willoughby of Leigh Parish said the council was not against the principle of solar development but was
concerned that open undeveloped agricultural countryside within the wider rural green belt was being classed as grey
belt. The solar farm’s agent said the plant would improve local energy resilience and support businesses and homes
through lower network charges, and would also curb the need for pylons crisscrossing the country.

Councillor Simon Budd (Conservative: Brockham, Betchworth, Buckland, Box Hill and Headley) said: “Saying that it is a
grey belt, that is an absolute nonsense. That is green belt all day long. Nothing is out there. I’m told that green belt is only
to protect Dorking and Reigate merging, well I don’t think it is. I think the green belt is there to protect the villages. I’m
in favour of solar panels on top of buildings, on top of car parks, but not now on ‘best and most versatile land. And that is
what it is, that is the land that feeds us, that puts the wheat in your Weetabix.”

The plans were approved by eight votes to four with three abstentions.

Chris Caulfield LDRS
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Flanchford Road, Leigh (image Google)

Related reports:

Mole Valley Solar farm decision

Party divide on Surrey solar farm?

Luxury spa and restaurant coming to Ockley
10 July 2026

A “beautiful” and “fantastic” high-end luxury hotel, spa and fine dining restaurant set in the Surrey countryside has been
approved.

Gatton Manor and Country Club will be transformed as part of a £41 million project to demolish the closed hotel and
failing golf course and replace them with 81 guest rooms, two restaurants, and a spa featuring indoor and wild swimming
pools, a gym, and treatment and relaxation areas.

The 22-hectare site near Ockley is expected to generate around 290 construction jobs during the two-year build, followed
by 145 permanent roles once the development is operational.

Planning officers told Mole Valley District Council’s April  development committee that the proposal would create a
destination venue in the borough and bring significant investment into the rural economy. They added: “It is such a
beautiful site, it is such a large site, it has got woodland, open areas, it is really a lovely, lovely, rural area and because of
its size and the amount of landscape it is more than capable of absorbing this amount of development.”

In addition to the hotel, new facilities will be open to the public, including a fine dining restaurant and gym. The scheme
also includes two tennis courts and three padel courts, with up to 100 gym memberships offered at preferential rates to
residents living within 3km of the site.

Access to the hotel and spa will be via Standon Lane, linking the A29 Stane Street with Horsham Road. The existing hotel
closed in 2022, and its adjoining 18-hole golf course had already been earmarked for closure regardless of the planning
outcome.

Officers noted the development would also support businesses further along the supply chain. However, some residents
objected, raising concerns about the impact on the openness of the countryside and increased pressure on local roads.

Developers acknowledged the loss of the golf course was regrettable but said it had been operating at a loss for several
years and was no longer viable.

Councillor Roger Adams (Liberal Democrat, Bookham West) said: “With global warming and rising temperatures I suspect
a lot of people seeking a holiday will no longer be heading to the Mediterranean but may well seek to have staycations,
and where better to stay for a holiday than Surrey. We’ve got beautiful country here and we do need developments such
as this. It will provide employment and enhance the visitor offer.”

Councillor Monica Weller (Liberal Democrat, Bookham West) added: “It really is quite fantastic as far as I’m concerned. A
business like this has got to bring something really quite fantastic to our area and that is really to be welcomed.”

Plans for new hotel and spa in Ockley (MVDC)
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