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Surrey  County  Council  election  delay  stirring  up  a
storm
Surrey County Council Elections Postponed Until 2026 Amid Local Government Reforms

In a significant move reflecting the evolving landscape of local governance in England, the British government has decided to
postpone the Surrey County Council elections, originally scheduled for May 2025, until May 2026. This decision aligns with the
government’s broader devolution agenda, which seeks to streamline local government structures by transitioning from a two-tier
system to single-tier unitary authorities.

The government’s devolution white paper, Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth, published in December 2024, outlines
an ambitious plan to decentralize power from Westminster to local regions. A key component of this strategy is the reorganization
of existing two-tier local government areas into unitary authorities, each serving populations of at least 500,000 residents. The
white paper states:

“Local government reorganisation: We will work with individual areas, inviting proposals from all remaining two-tier areas and
those unitary councils where there is evidence of failure or their size or boundaries may be hindering their ability to deliver
sustainable and high-quality services to their residents.”

This restructuring aims to enhance efficiency, improve service delivery, and provide clearer accountability by consolidating
responsibilities previously divided between county and district councils. The government asserts that such a model will lead to:
“Better outcomes for residents, save significant money which can be reinvested in public services, and improve accountability
with fewer politicians who are more able to focus on delivering for residents.”

Surrey’s Inclusion in the Devolution Priority Programme: Surrey has been selected to participate in the first  wave of  the
government’s Devolution Priority Programme. This inclusion necessitates a comprehensive review and potential reorganization of
the county’s local government structure.

Tim Oliver,  (Conservative) Leader of Surrey County Council,  expressed his support for the initiative, stating: “Now we’ve
received confirmation that Surrey is in the first wave of local government reorganisation and devolution priority programme, we
will develop a business case for reorganisation and submit a draft to government in March.”

To facilitate this process, the government has decided to postpone the local elections scheduled for May 2025. This postponement
allows the council  to  focus its  resources  on developing and implementing the reorganization plan without  the immediate
pressures of an electoral cycle. Oliver emphasized the practical benefits of this delay: “The resource and time that would have
been spent on elections for a soon-to-be-abolished council can now be directed to working on the best possible outcome of
reorganisation for Surrey.”

The decision to delay the elections has elicited mixed reactions across the political spectrum. Helen Maguire, Liberal Democrat
MP for Epsom & Ewell, criticized the move: “The decision to allow this Conservative-led council to postpone the election and
silence the voice of our community is scandalous.” She further contended that the postponement serves political interests.
Maguire also highlighted concerns about the council’s performance, citing issues such as “endless potholes,” cuts to local
frontline services, and shortcomings in supporting children with special educational needs. She concluded: “Democracy delayed is
democracy denied, and the people of Epsom, Ewell, Ashtead and Leatherhead must be allowed to decide who they think is best to
lead Surrey County Council through this time of significant change.”

The Labour Group of councillors in Epsom and Ewell, however, welcomed the postponement of the elections. Cllr Kate Chinn
(Court Ward) stated: “Those who are calling for the elections to go ahead need to explain why we should vote again for an
authority with just a year to go. It would be a costly and unnecessary exercise.”

Surrey County Labour Party also expressed support for the devolution plans. Cllr Robert Evans commented: “This is good news
for the people of Surrey as it will open the doors for more local decision-making as the government has agreed to devolve
additional powers to new unitary authorities and regional mayors.” Evans emphasized the need for modernisation: “Surrey
County Council was formed in 1889 so the world is very different now. The population of Surrey has more than doubled since
Victorian times and much of what was Surrey then is now in London. The boroughs and districts were formed more than fifty
years ago and don’t serve the same purpose as they might have done then.”

Cllr Robert King added: “In Surrey, we have a two-tier system which means service delivery can be confusing. Add to that we
have 12 headquarters, 12 chief executives, dozens of deputies and more than a thousand councillors. A top-heavy system of local
government does not serve our communities as well as it should.”
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Jonathan Carr-West, Chief Executive of the Local Government Information Unit (LGIU), acknowledged the mixed reception of
the announcement within the sector: “Councils were given 16 working days to put their applications together… Countless hours
were spent by council staff and elected members who worked incredibly hard over the Christmas period to meet this deadline.”
Carr-West emphasized the need for transparency in the decision-making process: “It is essential that we understand more about
the decision making process around this as there will undoubtedly be some places that feel they have been marched up the hill
and then marched down again having spent considerable amounts of time and political capital getting to this point.”

Financial Implications and Debt Concerns: A significant aspect of the reorganization involves addressing the financial disparities
among Surrey’s  councils.  Several  boroughs,  such as  Woking and Spelthorne,  are  grappling with substantial  debts  due to
ambitious investment strategies.

Woking Borough Council declared effective bankruptcy in 2023, burdened by debts exceeding £2 billion from failed large-scale
projects. Spelthorne Borough Council faces over £1 billion in debt from investments in commercial properties. In contrast, Epsom
and  Ewell  Borough  Council  has  maintained  prudent  financial  practices,  consistently  balancing  its  budgets  and  avoiding
unsustainable  debt  levels.  This  disparity  raises  concerns  about  the equitable  distribution of  debt  in  the proposed unitary
authority. Residents of fiscally responsible boroughs like Epsom and Ewell question the fairness of assuming responsibility for the
substantial debts incurred by other councils.

Councillor Tim Oliver has advocated for central government intervention to address these financial challenges: “The Labour
Government has set up their agenda in the white paper and that is to create Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA) across England…
If you don’t reach an agreement locally, then they will legislate. It’s going to happen. It’s better that we try to control or have
some influence over what happens rather than have it imposed on us down the line.”

Future Steps and Considerations:

The postponement of the Surrey County Council elections provides a window for detailed planning and consultation regarding the
proposed reorganization. The council is expected to submit a draft business case for reorganization to the government in March,
with a full proposal to follow in May. The government will then evaluate these proposals, conduct consultations with affected
bodies, and make decisions on the future structure of local government in Surrey.

Throughout this process,  maintaining transparency and engaging with residents will  be crucial.  Tim Oliver sought to give
assurances: “I can be absolutely clear that, throughout this process, our vital work supporting residents will continue—services
will be delivered and we will still be here for those who need us most—until whatever new council is fully established to take on
that delivery.”

The debate  over  the  postponement  underscores  broader  concerns  about  governance,  fiscal  responsibility,  and democratic
accountability.  As the reorganization progresses,  the challenge will  be to ensure that reforms deliver tangible benefits for
Surrey’s residents while preserving democratic integrity and local representation.

Related reports:

What might local government reorganisation mean for Epsom and Ewell?

All change! Epsom and Ewell Borough Council approaching its final stop?

Surrey’s Conservative leader wants to postpone May’s poll reckoning

Tiers to be shed if Epsom and Ewell loses its Borough Council?

Surrey Police hikes its Council tax share
Surrey Police’s share of council tax bills will leap over £335 a year for the average Band D households. Lisa Townsend, Surrey
Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) said the 4.3 per cent increase was needed to “maintain the level of service”. 

Ms Townsend told the Surrey Police and Crime panel the government “absolutely expects” PCCs to raise council tax precepts  by
the maximum £14 to cover the police officer wage increase (set nationally) and inflation.  

The annual charge will increase from £323.57 in 2024/25 for a Band D property to £337.57 in 2025/26. 

The commissioner told the panel even with the precept increase and the use of some reserves, the Force will still need to find
£3.6m of savings this year and over £15m for the three years after that.
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Although the commissioner said Surrey Police is one of the fastest-improving forces in the country, she stressed the increase in
funds was needed to “keep us where we are”. Surrey Police has more than doubled its charge rate, with an additional 3,500
offences being prosecuted, according to the PCC. Ms Townsend told the panel the increase is “against a backdrop of a massive
increase year on year which our financial resources can’t keep up with”. 

Reports state the cost to operate the Force has increased by £23.2m compared to 2024/25, meaning Surrey Police have to make a
saving of £3.6m this year. Ms Townsend argued if the precept was not increased, police services would have to be cut and
“achievements would be at risk”. 

The news comes as 59 per cent of people said they would pay more to support Surrey police in the PCC’s online survey. Over
3,200 people voted in the online consultation which asked them if they would be willing to pay an extra £1.16 a month to support
policing teams, based on the average Band D property. 

But members of the Surrey Police and Crime Panel voted against the proposed increase in a meeting on February 3. Four
councillors opposed the tax hike, four were in favour and one person abstained- leaving the chair of the meeting to cast the
deciding vote which was found to be against. 

“There is no doubt that all members want to support the police,” said Cllr John Robini, chair of the meeting. “However, we hear
time and time again how our community is struggling with finances.” Yet, there were not enough votes to veto the proposal and
the panel accepted the Commissioner’s precept of 4.3 per cent to come into effect.

Epsom and Ewell Times explainer: First vote on principle against the rise by a simple majority of votes cast, including the chair’s.
Second vote a legal requirement as vetoing the proposed increase requires a two-thirds majority under the rules and that special
majority was not achieved.

“I’ve got people in my ward who can’t afford to pay their bills and feed their kids,” Cllr Richard Wilson said. “This squeeze above
inflation is going to take more of their pay…and make it more difficult to support their families.” 

Raising the council  tax above inflation levels (currently around 2.5 per cent),  councillors questioned whether this was an
acceptable strain on residents. Kelvin Menon, Chief Financial Officer for the PCC, said: “We have a lot of historic inflation we
have to cope with and cover.”

The PCC’s report details recruiting officers can be a challenge with high living costs in Surrey, contributing to over 11 per cent of
posts vacant. Increased use of technology by criminals has also led to a growing demand for technological forensic services, with
almost all crimes having a digital element to them, according to the report.

Criminal car park QR codes wrong on many levels
Fake QR codes, used to scam motorists into giving away their bank and card details, have been found in Guildford car parks.

The scam codes have been placed on payment machines, signs or barriers  in an attempt to defraud people into thinking they are
making genuine payments, Guildford Borough Council has warned.

Not only are the unsuspecting drivers handing over private details to the scammers but they are also putting themselves at risk of
collecting a fine for not having a valid parking ticket.

The council has issued a warning  to help people from getting caught out and said it does not use any QR codes at its car parks –
so if you see one it’s a scam.

Lead councillor for commercial services, Councillor Catherine Houston, said: “We are aware of the increase in QR code parking
scams across the country and I want to reassure residents that our teams regularly inspect our car parks to keep them safe and
free from fraudulent activities.

“Criminals are becoming increasingly sophisticated in their methods so if you do spot a QR code in one of our car parks, please
don’t scan it; report it to the council instead.

“By raising awareness of such scams, we help to protect drivers from being misled so that residents and visitors can use our car

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/criminal-car-park-qr-codes-wrong-on-many-levels
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parks in confidence.”

Once scanned, the codes take people to a fake website that asks for credit and debit card information, mimicking genuine
payment providers.

The council has now placed signs within all its car parks explaining to only use the  RingGo app and to not use any QR codes
found. 

It has also pledged to remove any codes found with its enforcement team carrying out daily checks.

Scammers have targeted Guildford car parks (image Google)

Online Fraud in Epsom & Ewell:  Call  for  an Online
Crime Agency
Online fraud, particularly through fake retail  websites, has become a significant issue both nationally and within our local
community of Epsom & Ewell. Recent data underscores the pressing need for enhanced measures to protect consumers from
these deceptive practices.

The Local Impact

In the 2023/24 financial year, Surrey reported 1,276 cases of online shopping fraud, resulting in losses totaling £848,000.his
equates to an average loss of approximately £665 per victim. These figures highlight the substantial financial impact on residents
and the pervasive nature of online fraud in our area.

National Perspective

Across the UK, online shopping scams are alarmingly prevalent.n the year leading up to October 2023, there were 71,894 reports
of such scams, with total reported losses amounting to £106.8 million.he average loss per victim was £1,486, indicating that the
financial repercussions can be devastating.

Current Policing Resources

The primary body for reporting fraud in the UK is Action Fraud, the national reporting center for fraud and cybercrime. Reports
submitted to Action Fraud are analyzed by the National Fraud Intelligence Bureau (NFIB), which then disseminates information
to relevant police forces for investigation. However, the increasing volume and sophistication of online fraud cases have strained
existing resources, leading to calls for more specialized approaches.

The Proposal for an Online Crime Agency

Helen Maguire, Liberal Democrat MP for Epsom & Ewell, is advocating for the establishment of a dedicated Online Crime
Agency. This agency would focus exclusively on combating online fraud and related cyber crimes. The proposed agency aims to:

Specialized  Focus:  oncentrate  resources  and  expertise  specifically  on  online  fraud,  ensuring  more  effective
prevention and enforcement.

Enhanced  Coordination:  acilitate  better  collaboration  between  various  law  enforcement  bodies,  technology
companies, and financial institutions to address the multifaceted nature of online scams.

Victim Support: rovide dedicated support to victims of online fraud, guiding them through reporting processes and
helping them recover losses where possible. P Maguire emphasizes the urgency of this initiative, stating, “Victims in
Surrey have been left  short-changed and vulnerable  to  opportunistic  fraudsters.  We urgently  need action.  The
previous Conservative government completely failed to act. They were asleep at the wheel when it came to online
fraud.”

Maguire argues the establishment of a specialized Online Crime Agency could play a pivotal role in safeguarding consumers. By
focusing dedicated resources and fostering collaboration across sectors, such an agency holds the promise of mitigating the
impact of online fraud on our community.
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Epsom & Ewell  households  drowning  as  water  bills
rise?
Epsom & Ewell Residents Face Sharp Water Bill Hike as Regional Disparities Emerge

From April 2025, households in Epsom & Ewell will see a substantial increase in water bills, with Thames Water implementing a
31% rise. This means an additional £151 annually per household, increasing the average bill from £488 to £639. The rise places
Thames Water among the highest increases across England, sparking significant concern among local residents and political
representatives. Thames Water provides water and waste water services.

Local MP Slams Government’s Inaction
Helen Maguire, the Liberal Democrat MP for Epsom & Ewell, has criticised the government’s failure to regulate water companies
more effectively. In a statement, she said:

“This is an outrageous bill rise. Instead of tackling Thames Water or taking them to task, the Government has given them free
reign – and residents in Epsom & Ewell are paying the price. It’s a disgrace that water companies have been able to hike our
bills – a third of which goes on servicing debt – while they fail to fix leaks and pollute our rivers and streams like the River
Mole and the Hogsmill.”

Maguire and the Liberal Democrats have urged the government to introduce a single social tariff to support vulnerable customers
struggling to meet rising water costs.

Neighbouring Areas See Water Bill Decrease
In stark contrast, Sutton and East Surrey Water (SES Water), which serves areas including east Surrey, West Sussex, west Kent,
and parts of south London, will reduce water bills by 2%, bringing the average bill down from £254 to £249. The decrease raises
questions about why some suppliers are able to manage costs effectively while others, like Thames Water, continue to impose
steep increases.

SES Water has not provided a detailed explanation for the reduction, but such adjustments typically stem from operational
efficiencies, regulatory decisions, or improved cost management. SES provides water only services.

Where Thames Water Stands in the Rankings
According to a national comparison of 22 water companies, Thames Water ranks 5th in terms of the highest increase, making it
one of the worst affected companies for bill hikes. The highest increase recorded is from Southern Water, while Sutton and East
Surrey Water sits at the bottom of the list with the only decrease.

Continued Concerns Over Water Pollution
The significant bill increase for Thames Water customers comes amid growing concerns about water pollution in the region. In
2024, the River Mole suffered over 2,000 additional hours of pollution compared to 2023, worsening environmental and public
health risks. Critics argue that rather than prioritising investment in infrastructure improvements, Thames Water’s rising bills are
being used to manage corporate debt and executive pay.

Thames Water on the Brink of Collapse

The sharp rise in Thames Water bills comes as the company teeters on the edge of financial collapse. The UK’s largest water
supplier, responsible for 15 million customers, has been struggling under a £15 billion debt burden and recently warned it could
run out of money by May 2025. In an attempt to stabilise its finances, Thames Water had sought approval from the regulator,
Ofwat, to impose a 59% bill increase over the next five years, far exceeding the 31% increase ultimately permitted this coming
year. Meanwhile, the government has ruled out a public takeover of the company, despite growing concerns that a full-scale
collapse could lead to severe service disruptions. The situation has reignited calls for tighter regulation of the water industry,
with critics arguing that customers should not be forced to foot the bill for corporate mismanagement
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What Can Residents Do?
With these price hikes looming, residents are encouraged to explore available financial assistance options. Social tariffs, designed
for low-income households, may offer some relief, though the inconsistency in eligibility criteria across different water providers
remains a pressing issue.

Social tariffs are discounted water rates designed to assist low-income households in managing their water bills. Thames Water
offers a social tariff program called WaterHelp. This scheme provides up to a 50% discount on annual water bills for eligible
customers. Eligibility is determined by comparing the customer’s water bill to their net household income and considering the
number of occupants in the property. If the water bill exceeds 5% of the household’s net income, the customer may qualify for the
discount.

Additionally, Thames Water participates in the WaterSure programme, which caps bills for metered customers who meet specific
criteria. To qualify, customers must receive means-tested benefits and either have a medical condition requiring increased water
use or have three or more children under 19 living at home. For the 2024/25 period, the bill is capped at £471, ensuring that
eligible customers do not pay more than this amount, regardless of actual water consumption.

These programmes aim to make water services more affordable for vulnerable customers, especially in light of rising water bills.
Residents are encouraged to contact Thames Water directly or visit their website to assess eligibility and apply for these support
schemes.

Local campaigners continue to push for greater accountability from water companies and regulatory bodies. The debate over
water affordability, pollution control, and corporate responsibility is likely to remain a key issue for Epsom & Ewell residents as
the April 2025 changes approach.

Related reports:

Surrey’s LibDem MP majority take on Thames Water

Thames Water’s reputation going down the drain

Thames Water left human waste to fester

Thames Water rebate

Heathrow expansion reaction
Heathrow has been given the go ahead to press forward with plans for  third runway that will bring in hundreds of thousands of
extra flights to the West London airport every year, the Chancellor has announced – but questions remain about how deliverable
the project will be.

The airport has long pressed for a third runway. The plans  in the past have involved demolishing the mediaeval village of
Harmondsworth and its neighbours Sipson and  Harlington.

Feasibility studies have also been carried out about re-routing the M25 through a tunnel under the new northern runway and the
enormous infrastructure project is supposed to be built while the country meets its environmental targets.

Heathrow has welcomed the Chancellor’s announcement today that the Government is backing a third runway –  and would be
inviting proposals to be brought forward by the summer. 

The government has already tightened legal pathways against any plans, cutting the number of appeals allowed from three down
to just one.

Opponents, including the London Mayor’s office, MPs and campaign groups however,  argue a third runway won’t bring in hoped-
for economic benefits but will raise “serious environmental and health concerns”.

The Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, said: “I remain opposed to a new runway at Heathrow Airport because of the severe impact it
will have on noise, air pollution and meeting our climate change targets.

“I will scrutinise carefully any new proposals that now come forward from Heathrow, including the impact it will have on people
living in the area and the huge knock-on effects for our transport infrastructure.
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“Despite the progress that’s been made in the aviation sector to make it more sustainable, I’m simply not convinced that you can
have hundreds of thousands of additional flights at Heathrow every year without a hugely damaging impact on our environment.”

Stanwell Moor is the Surrey village at the end of Heathrow’s southern runway. 

Residents there have grown used to jet engines flying overhead. So much so,  that some regard the noise made from incoming
planes a respite compared with the roar when taking off.

The Stanwell Moor Residents’ Association, in a statement published on its website, said: “What is different this time is that
easterly alternation planning application will go ahead regardless of the airport expansion and would lead to more flights over our
village; and secondly, the Government are likely to reform planning to speed up the approval for expansion. 

“We will be ready to represent the village with a list of demands that put residents first.”

The Government said it would issue a full assessment of any expansion plans through the Airports National Policy Statement.

It said the project must represent value for money and that it, plus any associated service transport costs, will be financed
through private funding to “ensure that a third runway is delivered in line with our legal, environmental and climate objectives.”

Paul Beckford, policy director at the HACAN clearskies group said: “The announcement today will disappoint the thousands of
residents whose communities will be destroyed by a third runway and the millions who will be exposed to increases in noise and
air pollution.

“Labour have set four tests that any airport expansion must pass in order to be approved and we believe that Heathrow’s current
plans are simply not compatible with those tests.

“The Government believes that it can achieve both growth and meet its climate targets but this decision puts both of those
ambitions at risk.

“Expanding the UK’s largest emitter of carbon in a forlorn hope of increasing GDP at some point in the future without a credible
plan to deliver zero emission aviation is a folly of the highest order.”

The Liberal Democrats issued a statement from its MPs saying the third runway would jeopardise the UK’s climate commitments
and will have a significant negative impact on local communities and human health. 

The hundreds of thousands of extra flights to-and-from Heathrow, they said, will increase the risk of health conditions including
heart disease, strokes and mental health issues. 

MP for Esher and Walton Monica Harding said: “A third runway at Heathrow would have a profound impact on our climate,
health,  and  communities.  With  a  lack  of  clarity  on  the  economic  benefits  and  costs  to  the  taxpayer,  along  with  serious
environmental and health concerns, the Government must urgently address these questions.” 

Others, such as the Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transport UK were quick to praise the announcement but cautioned the
importance of prioritising environmental concerns. 

Its chairperson, Paul Le Blond, said “Any expansion strategy must prioritise public transport integration, leveraging existing
transport hubs and accommodating new rail links. 

“The  development  should  include  modernised  terminals  and  new  gateway  facilities  for  both  the  northern  and  southern
perimeters. Crucially, all environmental impacts—including noise, local air quality, and greenhouse gas emissions—must remain
within statutory limits.

“Whilst the expansion would be privately funded through passenger and shipping revenues, government support through policy
frameworks and strategic rail investment will be essential to unlock private sector investment.”

Related reports:

“Blocks away” from airport expansions

Surrey village to suffer a lot more Heathrow flights

Chance for Epsom and Ewell’s say on Heathrow flights
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Parliament’s  sting  in  the  tail  for  Epsom and  Ewell
WASPIs lamented by local MP
Helen Maguire, the Liberal Democrat MP for Epsom & Ewell, has expressed her disappointment after a parliamentary vote on
compensating WASPI (Women Against State Pension Inequality) claimants failed to gain cross-party support. Maguire, who voted
in favour of the bill, said she was “proud” to back the proposal, which sought to address what she described as a “gross injustice”
affecting thousands of women in the constituency and across the UK.

The bill was introduced following an independent report that concluded that many women born in the 1950s had suffered an
injustice due to a failure by successive governments to properly inform them of changes to the state pension age. However, the
measure failed to secure enough support in Parliament, with Conservative and Labour MPs voting against it or abstaining.

What is the WASPI Campaign?
The WASPI campaign was formed in 2015 to highlight the plight of women born in the 1950s who were affected by changes to the
state pension age. Prior to reforms enacted by the Pensions Acts of 1995 and 2011, women in the UK could retire at 60, while
men retired at 65. The government decided to equalise the pension age for men and women, eventually raising it to 66 for both.
However, many women argue they were not adequately informed about these changes in time to make necessary financial
adjustments.

The Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (PHSO) found that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) failed to
communicate the pension changes properly, leading to significant hardship for many women who had planned their retirements
based on the previous system.

Local Impact and Political Response
According to data from the House of Commons Library, 5,420 women in Epsom & Ewell are believed to have been affected by
these pension changes. Many have reported financial distress, as they were forced to continue working or adjust to an unexpected
delay in receiving their pensions.

Speaking after the vote, Maguire criticised both Labour and Conservative MPs for failing to back the compensation plan. “For
years, senior Labour representatives and even the Prime Minister himself pledged to deliver fair compensation to those impacted
by changes these women had no control over. They made a conscious political choice to break that promise and ignore the
findings of the independent watchdog,” she said.

“For Conservative and Labour MPs to fail to back these women is an immense disappointment. All they are asking for is fairness,”
Maguire continued. “I, alongside my fellow Liberal Democrat MPs, will continue to stand up for the WASPI women at every turn
and keep fighting until they get the justice that they deserve.”

The Wider Debate
The issue of state pension reform has been contentious for years, with successive governments arguing that the changes were
necessary to ensure the long-term sustainability of the pension system. The government has so far resisted calls for direct
compensation,  citing  fiscal  constraints,  but  campaigners  argue  that  the  lack  of  proper  notification  has  left  many  women
financially disadvantaged through no fault of their own.

The failure of the bill to progress means that WASPI women and their supporters will need to continue pressing their case in
Parliament and beyond. With growing political pressure and the findings of the PHSO still pending further action, the fight for
compensation is likely to remain a key issue in the coming months.

For now, Maguire has pledged to keep up the pressure, but with the major parties unwilling to back compensation at this stage, it
remains to be seen whether justice will be delivered for the thousands of affected women in Epsom & Ewell and beyond.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/parliaments-sting-in-the-tail-for-epsom-and-ewell-waspis-lamented-by-local-mp
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/parliaments-sting-in-the-tail-for-epsom-and-ewell-waspis-lamented-by-local-mp
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New artwork takes centre stage at Epsom Playhouse
During January two new murals were completed at Epsom Playhouse. The murals are part of a series of vibrant public art
installations across the borough. Championing the 40-year history of Epsom Playhouse, the large-scale mural in the theatre’s
foyer showcases the variety and breadth of creative people who have contributed to the fabric of Epsom Playhouse’s history over
the last four decades. The second mural and new photographic exhibition in the downstairs bar celebrates famed British Jazz
singer and a trailblazing performer, Evelyn Dove. Championing the roaring 1920s and the Art Deco period, the large-scale
installation reflects the era that Dove was at the peak of her performing career. 

The latest murals were created in collaboration with residents. Epsom & Ewell Borough Council, and specialists in community art
Positive Arts, consulted with residents during the Christmas lights switch on in the Ashley Centre in Epsom, at Bourne Hall in
Ewell and members of Girlguiding Division Epsom also kindly shared their thoughts on the design of the main foyer mural.   

Both murals have been fully funded via the Arts, Culture and Heritage UKSPF 2024/25 allocation and contribute to the council’s
overall vision for curating art projects that build pride with local community stakeholders, nurture creative talent and raise the
profile of our borough’s rich heritage.

The murals are the last in a series that have been painted across the borough.

So far, working with Positive Arts and community groups, Epsom & Ewell Borough Council has created the following murals:

Upper High Street, Epsom – with GLF Schools

Alleyway behind Epsom Square – with Members of Girlguiding Epsom Division

Between Miles Road and Stones Road, Epsom – with GLF Schools

Near Clandon Close, Stoneleigh – with We Power On

Epsom Playhouse opened in 1984 as part of the development of The Ashley Centre and since opening has hosted a wide and
varied programme of events featuring both professional and community productions.

The murals form part of improvement works taking place at Epsom Playhouse using an allocation of monies from the UK Shared
Prosperity Fund. Improvements include a redesigned lower bar and a new bottle bar, clad in stainless steel. The upper bar has
also been refurbished with new LED lighting and redesigned to create a larger space. There is also a new mezzanine floor, and a
new platform lift has been installed to improve accessibility.

Commenting on the newly installed artworks, Councillor Clive Woodbridge (RA Ewell Village), Chair of the Community and
Wellbeing Committee said,

“These new murals use a vibrant palette of colours, and I am sure will  draw plenty for interest from residents, who’ll  be
impressed to see how this much-loved community venue has been revived!

The foyer mural illustrates visually how important regional theatres are in bringing arts and creativity to local areas for the
benefit of local communities”

The refurbishment of Epsom Playhouse also supports Epsom & Ewell Borough Council’s new Arts, Culture and Heritage Strategy
which outlines its commitment to nurturing creative talent and to creating a thriving and inclusive creative and cultural outreach
programme within the borough.

Related reports:

Epsom Playhouse £1.50 per ticket fee from 1st April

Epsom Playhouse gets a 40 year uplift

A blast celebrates 40 years past of Epsom Playhouse

Our Star shines on Epsom Playhouse

Image: Epsom Playhouse bar mural

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/new-artwork-takes-centre-stage-at-epsom-playhouse
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsom-playhouse-1-50-per-ticket-fee-from-1st-april
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/epsom-playhouse-gets-a-40-year-uplift
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/a-blast-celebrates-40-years-past-of-epsom-playhouse
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/our-star-shines-on-epsom-playhouse
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“Blocks away” from airport expansions
So called “blockers” to major transport projects will be cleared in a move that looks set to curb challenges to Heathrow and
Gatwick Airport expansions, the Government has announced.

The Prime Minister wants to curtail legal challenges to major decisions in what the Government describes as “unarguable cases”
they say can cause “years of delay and hundreds of millions of cost to projects that have been approved by democratically elected
ministers.”

Instead, the legal system will be overhauled with campaigners given just one attempt at a legal challenge for “cynical cases
lodged purely to cause delay rather than three”. It comes after reports the chancellor Rachel Reeves said she was prepared to
face down critics of plans to expand Heathrow Airport and Gatwick –  arguing economic growth outweighed other concerns.

The Government has said this would balance the need for ongoing access to justice against what it describes as a “challenge
culture” where small pressure groups obstruct decisions taken in the national interest. Prime Minister Keir Starmer said: “For too
long, blockers have had the upper hand in legal challenges – using our court processes to frustrate growth. We’re putting an end
to this challenge culture by taking on the NIMBYs and a broken system that has slowed down our progress as a nation. This is the
government’s Plan for Change in action – taking the brakes off Britain by reforming the planning system so it is pro-growth and
pro-infrastructure. The current first attempt, known as the paper permission stage,  will be scrapped. 

“Primary legislation will be changed so that where a judge in an oral hearing at the High Court deems the case Totally Without
Merit, it will not be possible to ask the Court of Appeal to reconsider. To ensure ongoing access to justice, a request to appeal
second attempt will be allowed for other cases.”

What the airports say

Heathrow has said it would wait until formal plans before commenting but that it strongly believed in its “vital role for the UK
economy” and its long-held  belief that expanding capacity at the UK’s hub airport was critical for economic growth.

A Heathrow spokesperson said: “Heathrow is the best-connected airport in the world. That competitive advantage for UK plc
already enables over £200bn of British trade annually. But growing the economy means adding capacity at the UK’s hub airport
which is full. That’s why we’re planning to unlock capacity by improving and upgrading our existing infrastructure, while also
looking at potential options to deliver a third runway at Heathrow in line with strict tests on carbon, noise and air quality.”

Stewart Wingate, CEO of London Gatwick said: “We can be a major part of the Government’s drive for growth. We are already
contributing over £5.5billion to the UK economy and supporting over 76,000 jobs, but unless we can access greater airport
capacity the UK will miss out on opportunities to enhance global connectivity and unlock further opportunities for trade, tourism
and job creation.  Bringing our  Northern Runway into  routine use,  through a  £2.2  billion privately  financed,  shovel-ready
investment will create 14,000 jobs and generate £1 billion a year in economic benefits. 

“The project, which is due for government approval early next year, could be operational by the end of the decade. We have put
forward a strong and compelling case focused around making best use of our existing infrastructure, minimising noise and
environmental impacts and meeting the four ‘tests’ for airport expansion set by Labour.”

The average legal challenge takes about 18 months to resolve and more than half of of all major infrastructure decisions were
taken to court.

Campainers will not rest

Paul Beckford, the chairperson of the HACAN clearskies campaign group challenges the notion that expanding the airport would
bring the craved-for growth.

He says that at best it could bring in £3.3bn over 60 years and that 75 per cent of passengers using a third runway would likely be
transfer passengers “who contribute nothing to the economy”. He also said that Heathrow expansion would not be in a vacuum
and instead “suck growth” from the regions.

Government’s own figures show that a third runway  at Heathrow would suck growth from the regions, citing Department for
Transport Aviation Forecasts that suggested “expansion at Heathrow would see 170,000 fewer flights per year from regional
airports than if expansion does not take place”.

Mr Beckford said: “Local communities around Heathrow represent nearly a third of all people across Europe exposed to levels of
aircraft noise that harms their health. If Heathrow were to expand the Government would expose over two million people to
increases in noise pollution in spite of a deepening evidence base of the negative health impacts, particularly at night. Such

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/blocks-away-from-airport-expansions
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expansion would increase the emissions of the country’s single largest source of carbon by around 9million tonnes per annum,
which is incompatible with the UK’s climate targets. 

“It would be a failure of duty for any Government to put the health of their citizens at risk in the forlorn hope of generating
growth when we know that the business case is marginal at best and 75 per cent of passengers using any third runway would
contribute nothing to the UK economy.” 

Sally Pavey, who chair the CAGNE group that opposes expansion of Gatwick airport call the government’s decision a disgrace that
ignored public opinion in order to build a new runway by stealth. She said: “If this story is true it  opens the door to us
communities concerned about the decline in our wellbeing to benefit the shareholders of Gatwick Airport. Any airport expansion
shows a lack of  understanding and priority placed by this government towards global  warming and yet we see the signs
constantly on the news of flooding, fires and rising temperatures.  

“Aviation is one of the biggest polluters this planet suffers and yet a new runway would add extra carbon a year plus greenhouse
gases, and there are no true decarbonising factors that will reduce this as with more planes comes more CO2 and noise.  CAGNE
has been at the forefront of opposing this new runway due to the lack of infrastructure, lack of workers, decline in air quality and
unbelievable increase in noise as Gatwick would be as big as Heathrow today.  

“Gatwick already has serious issues with noise and yet we were not allowed to include the modernisation of airspace that Gatwick
is reliant upon to reach its economic growth goals with two runway operation. This is just one of the reasons we will be legally
challenging a decision to allow a new runway at Gatwick. We have already started to fundraise to legally challenge a decision to
allow two runway operations  as there were so many flaws in the evidence provided by Gatwick at the DCO hearings, this news
story, if factual, is just another reason to challenge a new runway decision.”

Surrey Uni making self-driving cars safer
With self-driving cars expected to hit British roads next year (2026), a new motion forecasting framework developed by the
University of Surrey and Fudan University, China, promises to make autonomous cars both safer and smarter.  

Researchers have combined their expertise to create RealMotion – a novel training system that seamlessly integrates historical
and real-time scene data with contextual and time-based information, paving the way for more efficient and reliable autonomous
vehicle technology. 

Dr Xiatian Zhu, senior lecturer at the Centre for Vision, Speech and Signal Processing and the Insitute for People-Centred AI at
the University of Surrey and co-author of the study, said: 

“Driverless cars are no longer a futuristic dream. Robotaxis are already operating in parts of the USA and China, and self-driving
vehicles are expected to be on UK roads as early as next year. However, the real question on everyone’s mind is: how safe are
they?  

“While AI operates differently from human drivers, there are still challenges to overcome. That’s why we developed RealMotion –
to equip the algorithm with not only real-time data but also the ability to integrate historical context in space and time, enabling
more accurate and reliable decision-making for safer autonomous navigation.” 

Existing motion forecasting methods typically process each driving scene independently, overlooking the interconnected nature of
past and present contexts in continuous driving scenarios. This limitation hinders the ability to accurately predict the behaviours
of surrounding vehicles, pedestrians and other agents in ever-changing environments. 

In contrast, RealMotion creates a clearer understanding of different driving scenes. Integrating past and present data enhances
the prediction of future movements, addressing the inherent complexity of forecasting multiple agents’ movements. 

Extensive experiments conducted using the Argoverse dataset, a leading benchmark in autonomous driving research, highlight
RealMotion’s accuracy and performance. Compared to other AI models, the framework achieved an 8.60% improvement in Final
Displacement Error (FDE) – which is the distance between the predicted final destination and the true final destination. It also
demonstrated significant reductions in computational latency, making it highly suitable for real-time applications. 

Professor Adrian Hilton, Director of the Surrey Institute for People-Centred AI, said: 

“With self-driving cars reaching British roads imminently, ensuring people’s safety is paramount. The development of RealMotion
by Dr Zhu and his team offers a significant advance on existing methods. By equipping autonomous vehicles to perceive their

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/surrey-uni-making-self-driving-cars-safer
https://74n5c4m7.r.eu-west-1.awstrack.me/L0/https:%2F%2Fwww.surrey.ac.uk%2Fcentre-vision-speech-signal-processing/1/0102019492392b71-51cf18be-2693-46a2-b506-afc0a2dd49fd-000000/uBIDKk_xbrb3kDH35wHyq7zXY6k=410
https://74n5c4m7.r.eu-west-1.awstrack.me/L0/https:%2F%2Fwww.surrey.ac.uk%2Fartificial-intelligence/1/0102019492392b71-51cf18be-2693-46a2-b506-afc0a2dd49fd-000000/JfGN00lO0kED0TfOD9IwNvZ-gxI=410
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surroundings in real-time, and also leverage historical context to make informed decisions, RealMotion paves the way for safer
and more intelligent navigation of our roads.” 

While researchers encountered some limitations,  the team plans to continue its  research to further improve RealMotion’s
capabilities and overcome any challenges. The framework has the potential to play a critical role in shaping the next generation of
autonomous vehicles, ensuring safer and more intelligent navigation systems for the future. 

About the Surrey Institute for People-Centred AI (PAI) 

Taking a different approach to much AI activity in the UK, the Surrey Institute for People-Centred AI puts the needs of individuals
and society at the very heart of everything it does: we believe that the starting point for AI should be people rather than
technology.   

This people-centred approach drives our research and enables us to design AI technologies and systems that are ethical,
responsible, and inclusive. The pan-University Institute brings together Surrey’s core AI-related expertise in vision, speech and
signal processing, computer science, and mathematics, with its domain expertise across engineering and physical sciences,
human and animal health, law and regulation, business, finance and the arts and social sciences. With this distinctive approach,
PAI builds on Surrey’s track record of collaboration with industry, the public sector, government and other relevant institutions to
develop solutions to shared challenges. 

Image: Waymo self-driving vehicle. Credit Grendelkhan CC by SA 4

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Grendelkhan
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0

