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Conflict  on Epsom’s Green Belt  plans of  another
kind?
19 November 2024

On the eve of an important meeting of the Licensing, Planning and Policy Committee on the future of the Borough’s Local
Plan, housing and Green Belt development, Epsom & Ewell Borough Council (EEBC) is under fire following allegations of
inadequate handling of a perceived conflict of interest involving its planning consultant, Mr. Derek Stebbing, and his
employer, Strutt & Parker (S&P). The controversy centres on Mr. Stebbings’ advice to permit housing development on
Green Belt land in the borough while S&P maintains a business relationship with the Church Commissioners (CC),
significant landowners of Green Belt land in the area.

EEBC has also been accused of silencing public concerns. Campaigner Sam Bentall was barred from addressing a key
council meeting after being accused of making defamatory claims about the alleged conflict. Emails exchanged between
Ms. Bentall and the council reveal a contentious and somewhat opaque process.

Ms. Bentall attempted to raise her concerns at a meeting of the council’s Licensing, Planning, and Policy Committee
(LPPC). However, she was refused the opportunity to speak. The council justified its decision by claiming her assertions of
a conflict of interest were defamatory. In an email exchange seen by the Epsom and Ewell Times, Ms. Bentall expressed
frustration, stating, “I am being silenced for highlighting genuine concerns about transparency in the planning process.”

The crux of the controversy lies in Mr. Stebbing’s dual roles:

As a consultant to EEBC, Mr. Stebbing has advised on the Local Plan, including housing developments on Green Belt land
such as Horton Farm. Strutt & Parker’s website states it “has appointed Derek Stebbing as planning policy consultant to
advise its national development and planning team in assisting clients in navigating the planning process.”

S&P have the Church Commissioners, owners of Horton Farm, as one of its clients. During a telephone interview with
Epsom and Ewell Times, Mr. Stebbings denied any direct advisory role to CC, stating: “I do not advise the Church
Commissioners at all, whether in Epsom & Ewell or elsewhere.” He acknowledged, however, that CC is a major client of
S&P and asserted that “Chinese walls” within the company prevented any conflict of interest.

One Councillor, who asked not to be named, confirmed that the consultant advised Councillors of the need to allow Horton
Farm to be developed for housing. “I accept that he may not have known the owner of the land was a client of his
employer but the perception of a risk of a conflict of interest cannot be ignored.”

The Council was invited to comment and replied it had no comment.

Some local groups have sharply criticized the council’s draft Local Plan, which includes proposals to develop nearly 60
hectares of Green Belt land. In a letter to the Epsom and Ewell Times, the Epsom Green Belt Group challenged the
council’s justification for building on high-quality Green Belt areas like Horton Farm.

“The draft plan proposes the loss of almost 60 hectares of Green Belt land, of which 87% is ranked as High Quality.
Horton Farm is one of the highest-ranked areas and unsuitable for development due to flooding risks, traffic impacts, and
lack of infrastructure,” the group wrote. They argue that the plan unnecessarily sacrifices pristine Green Belt land when
alternative solutions exist.

The council has faced widespread criticism for delays in finalizing the Local Plan, now eight years overdue. While the
Epsom Civic Society has urged swift adoption to prevent speculative development, other voices, including the Green Belt
Group, caution against rushing a flawed plan.

“Submitting a bad plan, unnecessarily and inappropriately destroying huge areas of Green Belt, would be unforgivable,”
the Green Belt Group warned. They advocate revising the plan to remove high-quality Green Belt sites like Horton Farm
before submission.
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