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Surrey-wide plan aims to get thousands back into
work
17 March 2026

A cross-county plan to bring thousands of people back into employment in Surrey has received backing from Surrey
County Council and government ministers.

The Get Surrey Working Plan brings together key partners to support 26,900 economically inactive residents who want to
work but currently face barriers to employment.

Although Surrey has a lower-than-average economic inactivity rate of 17.8% compared to the national average of 21.2%,
around 131,000 working-age residents are not currently employed.

Government ministers and local leaders from across government, Jobcentre Plus, health services and business have
pledged to work together to tackle the issue through a range of interventions. These include multi-million pound schemes
such as Connect to Work, Skills Bootcamps and WorkWell.

A new online Skills, Training and Employment Portal, known as STEP Surrey, will provide streamlined access to services,
helping residents find support, gain skills, secure employment or access assistance more easily.

The plan was formally launched by representatives from the One Surrey Growth Board at Redhill Jobcentre Plus.

It identifies key reasons why many working-age residents are not in employment, including long-term health conditions
and caring responsibilities.

The plan also addresses a mismatch in skills, where many highly skilled professionals commute to London, leaving local
employers struggling to fill vacancies. Sectors such as health and social care, automotive and technology are particularly
affected.

To address this, the plan will deliver targeted business support and skills development programmes, helping employers fill
vacancies while supporting workforce planning and more inclusive employment practices.

The soon-to-be devolved Adult Skills Fund will focus on priority sectors and identified skills gaps, enabling residents to
gain qualifications aligned with local employer needs.

Young people without access to skills or further learning will receive early intervention support in schools, reducing the
risk of becoming not in education, employment or training (NEET), with clearer vocational pathways and work experience
opportunities.

Matt Furniss, Surrey County Council’s Cabinet Member for Highways, Transport and Economic Growth and Chair of the
One Surrey Growth Board, said: “While the economic picture in Surrey is largely a positive one, we know that there are
thousands of people out there who are currently out of work but not in employment.

“Through the Get Surrey Working, we’re committed to breaking down those barriers and creating a truly inclusive labour
market where everyone has the opportunity to access good quality employment and reach their full potential.”

Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, Pat McFadden, said: “The Get Surrey Working Plan is a perfect example of how
partners can come together to support people into work and help local businesses find the talent they need.

“Surrey is a county with real strengths – a thriving economy, top-class businesses and talented people – yet we know there
are many more people who want to work but face barriers that hold them back.

“By bringing together local employers and support services we can reach people where they are and give them a genuine
route into good work. This kind of practical, locally-led support is exactly what we need to get Britain working.”

The plan has been developed through partnership working with public health teams, Jobcentre Plus, Surrey Chambers of
Commerce, employment support providers and other stakeholders.

Its  aim is  to  avoid  duplication  of  services  and  ensure  support  reaches  those  who  need  it  most,  by  coordinating
employment and skills provision across Surrey into a clear, joined-up local offer.

Residents can access employment and skills support through the STEP Surrey portal at www.stepsurrey.co.uk

Surrey County Council

Representatives from the Surrey Growth Board launch the Get Surrey Working Plan
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Ash dieback keeps Thames island closed
17 March 2026

The Environment Agency has warned against any planned protests over the closure of a Surrey riverside island and
announced a public engagement event to update residents on safety work there.

Penton Hook Island has been shut since July 2025 after diseased trees were discovered across the site. Officials say the
trees are affected by ash dieback, a disease that rots them from the inside and makes them unstable and unpredictable to
cut down. As a result of the scale and complexity of the work required the island cannot safely reopen yet, officials said.

The agency has warned people not to attempt to access the island amid reports of possible protests around the site. A
spokesperson said: “We would like to remind everyone that access to the island is currently prohibited due to the
significant safety concerns resulting from diseased trees. Please do not attempt to access the island.”

Ash dieback weakens trees internally, meaning they can collapse or drop branches without warning. The Environment
Agency said this creates a serious risk to both workers and the public, with falling branches, collapsing trunks and debris
on the ground posing a potential injury hazard.

Local residents will have a chance to discuss the plans at a public engagement event on March 20, 2026, at Staines
Library between 2pm and 5pm.

Environment Agency staff will provide an update on the work and hear feedback from the community. People will also be
able to share information about memorials located on the island so they can be protected where it is safe to do so.

A spokesperson added: “Keeping the public safe is one of our priorities and we apologise for any inconvenience this
closure may be causing. We know the importance of this site to the local community, and we are committed to keeping
everyone updated on our progress.”

Instead of using standard chainsaws, specialist mechanical equipment will be needed to remove the affected trees, the
Environment Agency said. The machinery will have to be transported to the island by river, adding further logistical
challenges.

The agency said additional work will also be required to strengthen parts of the island bank before equipment can be
brought in.

Seasonal wildlife restrictions are another factor. The bird nesting season, which runs from March to September, limits
when some work can take place, further complicating the project.

Plans are also being explored to restore the island once the dangerous trees have been cleared. Environment Agency
officials said they hope to replace the diseased trees with new species better suited to the island’s ecology.

Emily Dalton LDRS

Penton Hook Island – Google Maps

Support programme launched to help Surrey’s high
streets
17 March 2026
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Dedicated support for high street businesses across Surrey to attract new customers, boost sales and drive growth is now
available as part of wider efforts to strengthen and futureproof town centres.

The Surrey High Street Growth and Innovation Programme is open to a wide range of businesses, including independent
retailers, start-ups, market traders, charities and social enterprises.

Funded by Surrey County Council’s Economic Growth Fund and delivered by specialists Smarter Society and The Retail
Group, the scheme offers free practical workshops, online resources and one-to-one tailored support.

There is a particular focus on 22 high streets across all 11 district and borough areas in Surrey, with targeted workshops
designed to help businesses attract more customers, increase footfall, improve visibility and boost customer spend.

Businesses can register for support directly via the programme’s enrolment form.

Matt Furniss, Cabinet Member for Highways, Transport and Economic Growth at Surrey County Council, said: “High
streets are the lifeblood of our communities. They’re integral to the character and vitality of our towns and villages, which
is why we’re committed to supporting them alongside our district and borough partners and Business Improvement
Districts.

“This programme is a real investment in the people behind Surrey’s independent businesses, giving them the tools and
knowledge to thrive – which is good for our economy, our residents and our communities.”

The scheme has been developed in collaboration with economic development teams from district and borough councils,
alongside representatives from Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) across Surrey.

Launched last month, the programme includes workshops running through February, March and April at key locations
across the county.

The Smarter Society outreach team is already engaging directly with businesses on Surrey’s high streets,  meeting
hundreds of owners face-to-face and signing retailers up for workshops.

Four free workshops are being held in each district and borough, covering practical topics such as increasing footfall,
improving online and in-store visibility, making better use of social media and promotions, and planning for growth.

Workshops are also being streamed live online, with recordings available on demand.

In addition, a range of free toolkits, guides, templates and short videos is available via the Business Surrey website,
alongside one-to-one support for businesses with more specific needs.

In the first few weeks of the programme, nearly 140 businesses have registered, with 75 already receiving support across
five areas.

Geoff Baxter, Managing Director of Smarter Society, said: “The Surrey High Street Growth & Innovation Programme is
gaining real momentum. Businesses across the county are engaging enthusiastically with our on-street support and
workshops, and we’re proud to see such strong early signs of growth and innovation on Surrey’s high streets.”

The programme is free and open to any business trading on a Surrey high street. Further information is available via the
Business Surrey High Streets page, with direct registration also available through the programme’s enrolment form.

Surrey County Council

Photo: Reps from Surrey CC, Smarter Society and Hello Dorking mark the delivery of the High Street Support scheme
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Epsom and Ewell  FC’s  first  home game of  2026
drawn
17 March 2026
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Epsom & Ewell FC 0 v Camberley Town FC 0 14th March, Chalky Lane, Chessington Combined Counties Premier League

We finally saw our first home game of 2026 at Chalky lane after a stop start preparation.

After several hours of work in the morning, the referee passed the pitch fit for play in the morning but then on arrival
required four further inspections. The club carried out additional work to make the surface playable, forcing kick off to be
delayed until 3:10pm. 

Courtney Swaby came in for his debut in the number 10 position, with Callum O’Keeffe moving to right back and Ore
Allen back into centre midfield. Jason Vincent also returned to the club up top.

Both sides started brightly, with the Salts striking the crossbar early on through a long-range effort from Brendan
Murphy-McVey and could have had 3 or 4 goals in the first half an hour as Camberley arrived to park the bus. 

The match then took a dramatic turn when a dangerous high boot saw Camberley’s Mo Black sent off, while the Salts
Stefan Aiwone suffered a  serious head injury  and had to  be withdrawn.  Luke Miller  came on to  make his  150th
appearance for the Salts. The score remained goalless at half-time.

In the second half, Epsom & Ewell made a series of changes to dry to find a way through Camberley’s obdurate defence
and keeper who was having a blinder.

Tom Smith was replaced by Ali Fofahan on 63 minutes then Anthony Nazareth made way for Karl Bailey on 74 minutes.
New signing Courtney Swaby was replaced by Ryley Merrett and captain Brendon Murphy McVey was substituted for Leo
Cunningham late on. 

The  Salts  created  several  chances  and  had  a  strong  penalty  appeal,  but  despite  their  pressure—and  the  man
advantage—the match finished 0–0.

On the plus side another clean sheet in short order which will please the management, but the inability to turn chances
into goals remains a frustration. Teams around us in the league continue to slip up and provide some breathing space, but
The Salts will be looking to Tuesdays’ home match against Redhill as a chance to finally hit the back of the net.

We would also like to thank our mascots from BMM Sports Coaching and Epsom & Ewell Colts for your support; we hope
you enjoyed the afternoon!

Epsom and Ewell FC Media
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The  big  child  smartphone  use  debate  starts  in
Surrey
17 March 2026

Parents are facing “no bigger issue” than the impact of smartphones and social media on their children, says Godalming
and Ash MP Jeremy Hunt. 

The former chancellor told a public meeting in Godalming that his own family are now also “in the thick of it”, debating
whether to allow their kids to have smartphones and social media. 

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/epsom-and-ewell-fc-media
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/the-big-child-smartphone-use-debate-starts-in-surrey
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Doctors, teachers, parents and politicians gathered at Wilfred Noyce Community Centre in Godalming on March 13 to
discuss concerns around children using smartphones and social media, and whether there should be a ban for under-16s. 

The discussion forms part of ongoing work with the campaign group Smartphone Free Childhood Surrey, which have been
working with Mr Hunt and other local campaigners to raise awareness on the impact smartphones might be having on
young people’s learning and wellbeing.

Concern is growing among parents, carers and educators that smartphones are disrupting classrooms, compromising
safety and chipping away at children’s mental health. Evidence shared at the meeting suggested only around 11 per cent
of schools are currently smartphone-free, despite research indicating pupils in such schools can achieve GCSE results one
to two grades higher.

Audience members also heard stark anecdotal evidence from a frontline healthcare professional in a statement she sent to
be read at the meeting. Consultant paediatrician Dr Louise Mills described several cases she had treated linked to online
trends and cyberbullying. They included a 14-year-old admitted after suffering a seizure while attempting a TikTok
challenge, and an 11-year-old who suffered life-changing burns after copying something seen online. Another 14-year-old
patient took their own life following sustained cyberbullying.

GP Susie Davies, founder of the charity PAPAYA (Parents Against Phone Addiction in Young Adults), said young people
were experiencing a “mental health epidemic”.

She said teenagers now spend on average two to three hours a day on social media (some spend more than five) exposing
them to constant comparison and harmful content.

“The tech is addictive by design,” she said. “It is structured with dopamine reward pathways which the teenage brain is
particularly vulnerable to.”

Ms Davies  told  the  community  centre  that  problematic  phone use  makes  young people  more likely  to  experience
depression. She added that children are missing out on sleep, real-world experiences and face-to-face friendships, with
some even suffering trauma after viewing disturbing content online.

Shadow education secretary Laura Trott MP told the audience smartphones and social media were “not safe for our young
people”. She argued schools should remove smartphones from classrooms and ensure technology is only used when it has
proven educational value. 

The MP for Sevenoaks, Swanley and the Dartford Villages said: “We’ve sleepwalked into the overuse of screens in schools
to the detriment of education.”

Leader  of  Waverley  Conservatives  Councillor  Jane  Austin  said:  “As  a  mum of  four,  I’ve  seen  directly  the  impact
smartphones and social media can have on children. A number of Surrey schools have already adopted no-smartphone
policies, and the evidence is clear that this helps children focus and achieve better outcomes.

“If elected to run West and East Surrey, Conservatives will work to ensure all Surrey schools are smartphone-free so that
children can learn without constant digital distraction.”

Some Year 11s in the audience raised the issue that some children might get VPNs to work round the social media ban, or
might find other ways to source smartphones. “We have bans on alcohol and cigarettes for children,” she said. “They’re
not 100 per cent perfect but they exist because those things are harmful. The same is true for social media.”

Campaigners from the group Smartphone Free Childhood also called for cultural change, arguing that delaying children’s
first smartphone until at least 16 could dramatically improve attention spans, wellbeing and learning.

Headteacher Adam Samson said his school, Godalming Junior, already requires pupils to hand in phones at the start of the
day, with Year 6 pupils sometimes allowed a simple “brick phone”. The policy has reduced cyberbullying incidents to zero,
he said. 

“Once children have a smartphone, they always have one,” he said. “We’re simply delaying it  and giving them more time
to be children.”

Emily Dalton LDRS

Karl Nicholas honoured with Active Citizen Award
at Borough Civic Reception
17 March 2026
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A long-serving community volunteer whose work spans youth organisations, music, policing and education has been
honoured with Epsom & Ewell Borough Council’s Active Citizen Award at the Mayor’s Annual Civic Reception.

The award was presented to Karl Nicholas by the Mayor, Cllr Robert Leach, during the civic gathering held on the
evening of 13 March at Bourne Hall in Ewell. The reception, hosted by the Mayor and Mayoress Marilyn Leach, brought
together councillors, aldermen, freemen of the borough, past mayors and other invited residents who have contributed to
civic life in Epsom & Ewell.

Among those attending was Mary Zoeller, Deputy-Lieutenant of Surrey, along with a wide range of community figures
representing voluntary organisations, education, faith groups and public service across the borough.

The Active Citizen citation described Nicholas as someone with a “distinguished record of public service”, highlighting
decades of involvement across multiple areas of community life.

He has been involved with Second Cuddington Scouts for more than two decades, including 18 years serving as assistant
commissioner for the area. The scout group provides activities for boys and girls aged six to eighteen and offers training
opportunities for young people, including camps and leadership development.

Music has been another major thread in Nicholas’s community service. He serves as bandmaster and assistant musical
director of the Kingston and Malden Scout and Guide Band, a role he has held for 25 years. The band has performed at
prestigious occasions including Buckingham Palace garden parties and the Lord Mayor’s Show.

His musical contribution also extends to church life. Nicholas learned to play the organ at Cuddington Church and has
been involved in church music there for more than 30 years, first as a choirboy and later as organist and choir director.
The citation notes that he has frequently stepped in to support services when needed, including standing in at short notice
to play for the Mayor’s civic service when the regular organist was taken ill.

Alongside his voluntary work, Nicholas has also served as a special constable for 14 years, and in his professional life
works as a teacher. He currently serves as Head of Inclusion and Special Needs at Southborough High School, having
previously been deputy head at a school in Cheam.

The citation concluded that across these roles Nicholas has shown “commitment and competence” and that his personal
manner and skill make him “a worthy recipient of the Active Citizen Award”.

The civic reception itself provided a relaxed and celebratory atmosphere in Bourne Hall. The evening featured musical
performances from Ukrainian musician Vladislav Voloshin, who entertained guests with a programme including pieces by
ABBA and Bach, performed on saxophone and clarinet. The Mayor himself accompanied the performance on the piano.

Guests mingled over refreshments in the hall while reflecting the borough’s long civic traditions. The gathering brought
together representatives from across the political spectrum and many strands of local life, demonstrating the borough’s
continuing culture of voluntary service and public engagement.

Proceedings were guided with humour and warmth by Cllr Julian Freeman, the Liberal Democrat councillor who acted as
master of ceremonies for the evening.

While politics often divides in the council chamber, the reception provided a reminder that the borough’s civic culture
rests on a broader shared commitment to public service and community life.

That spirit was embodied in the recognition of Karl Nicholas — a volunteer whose decades of work in youth development,
music, education and policing have quietly strengthened the fabric of local life in Epsom & Ewell.

Lionel Blackman

Image: Karl Nicholas holding his award medal against the background of St Mary’s Church (Des Blenkinsopp – CC BY-SA
2.0)

Related reports:

From Ukraine to Epsom: How Music and Kindness Struck the Right Note

Sun  sets  on  Residents’  Associations’  cherished

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/author/lionelblackman
https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/43370
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/from-ukraine-to-epsom-how-music-and-kindness-struck-the-right-note
https://epsomandewelltimes.com/sun-sets-on-residents-associations-cherished-parishes-for-epsom-and-ewell


3rd September 2026

© 2021-2026. No content may be copied without the permission of Epsom and Ewell Times Ltd. Registered office: Upper Chambers, 7 Waterloo Road, Epsom KT19 8AY
7

Parishes for Epsom and Ewell
17 March 2026

Epsom & Ewell Borough Council has formally abandoned plans to create parish-style community
councils after a public consultation produced overwhelming opposition, bringing to an end a
controversial review that has cost about £70,000.

The decision was taken at a full council meeting on 12th March following a debate that exposed sharp political divisions
and prompted renewed criticism of the Residents’ Association administration that initiated the review.

Councillors ultimately accepted a report concluding that the consultation “does not demonstrate sufficient public support
for the proposals”, after residents rejected the idea of creating two community councils covering Epsom and Ewell.

But the debate revealed tensions over the purpose of the consultation itself, the cost of the process, and the future of local
representation in Surrey after local government reorganisation.

Beckett: residents “have spoken” but warns of democratic deficit

Introducing the report, Councillor John Beckett (Auriol), who led the Community Governance Review (CGR), said the
council had carried out extensive engagement with residents and should be proud of the exercise.

He told councillors that more than 2,200 responses had been received, making it one of the council’s most widely
responded-to consultations in recent years.

Beckett said the consultation was justified because residents across Surrey had not been properly consulted about the
government’s decision to reorganise local government. He argued the borough had taken a different approach by asking
residents directly what they wanted.

However, he acknowledged the result left the council with little option but to halt the plan. “Our residents have spoken on
this matter, and with 82 per cent opposed to the idea of community councils, the recommendation of this report is not to
proceed with CGR,” he said.

Despite accepting the result, Beckett used both his opening speech and his closing remarks to warn that the new local
government structure could weaken local representation.

He questioned how the proposed neighbourhood committees expected under the new unitary structure would address
local issues. “How the non-funded, non-decision-making neighbourhood committees will miraculously deliver those local
issues facing our residents,” he asked, warning they may not resolve the democratic deficit created by large unitary
councils.

In his summing-up he said the future system could leave a patchwork across Surrey of areas with and without meaningful
local representation.

Opposition: “self-serving” and a “vanity project”

Opposition councillors were sharply critical of the review and its purpose. Labour councillor Chris Ames (Court) said the
administration had been warned not to embark on the process. “The Residents’ Association administration was warned
not to take the council into this shambolic, costly and self-serving process,” he said.

Ames argued the public had rejected what he described as an RA “vanity project”. “The public saw through it. It’s clear
that the residents rejected the RA vanity project,” he said, adding that residents also resented the idea of another layer of
taxation.

He criticised the consultation structure, saying residents were effectively offered only one option. “It’s laughable to
present giving residents a choice of unwanted parishes or nothing at all as a choice,” he said.

He also asked where accountability lay for the £70,000 cost of the review. “Seventy thousand pounds later, where does
the CGR shambles leave us?” he asked.

Claims the review was about creating roles

Councillor Julian Freeman (Liberal Democrat, College) argued there had never been a public demand for parish councils
in the borough. “There’s never been any demand for it,” he said. Freeman suggested the proposal had been linked to the
approaching abolition of borough councils. “It was a way of trying to carve out some kind of role for soon-to-be former
Residents’ Association councillors,” he said.

https://epsomandewelltimes.com/sun-sets-on-residents-associations-cherished-parishes-for-epsom-and-ewell


3rd September 2026

© 2021-2026. No content may be copied without the permission of Epsom and Ewell Times Ltd. Registered office: Upper Chambers, 7 Waterloo Road, Epsom KT19 8AY
8

He added that residents reacted strongly once they realised the potential council tax implications. “People saw that it was
going to cost an extra £50 plus on their council tax bill and quite rightly said, what on earth do we want to pay for another
layer of government for?”

Criticism of consultation design

Several  councillors criticised the structure of  the consultation.  Councillor  Bernie Muir  (Conservative Horton) said
residents had not been offered alternative governance models. “We were given one option or nothing,” she said.

She added that neighbourhood area committees proposed under Surrey’s local government reorganisation had not been
presented as an option. “Those committees should at least have been given a chance to see if they worked,” she said.

Another councillor said the consultation had effectively framed the issue as a choice between parish councils or losing
local influence entirely.

Cllr Kieran Persand (Conservative Horton) reminded the Chamber that the proposed Parishes would only manage a
handful of allotments that residents grow fruit and vegetables in.

Administration defends consultation

Residents’ Association councillors strongly defended the review as an exercise in democratic engagement.

Councillor Clive Woodbridge (RA Ewell Village) said the borough had done what central government had not done
during the reorganisation process. “We had the courage to ask our residents what they wanted,” he said.

He added that the council was respecting the outcome. “They’ve quite clearly said that they don’t want parish councils,
and we will act upon that advice.” He claimed, wrongly as it transpired, that Epsom and Ewell would be the only area in
the County without any parishes. See Epsom and Ewell Times table below.

Councillor Rachel King (RA, Town) also defended the cost of the consultation. She said the £70,000 spent equated to less
than £1 per resident. “We’re talking about less than a pound per person for two full consultations,” she said.

King said the aim had been to  explore how residents  might  retain local  representation once the borough council
disappears in 2027.

A consultation that defeated its own proposal

The consultation outcome – around 82 per cent opposition – effectively forced the council to abandon the idea it had been
exploring.

But  the debate highlighted a  paradox.  While  the Residents’  Association leadership defended the consultation as  a
democratic exercise,  several  councillors argued the process appeared designed primarily to test support for parish
councils rather than explore a range of possible governance models.

Critics pointed to the absence of alternatives such as neighbourhood area committees and the framing of the consultation
around the creation of community councils.

At the same time, Beckett’s own speeches emphasised his belief that parish councils would have helped address what he
described as the democratic deficit created by large unitary authorities.

End of a £70,000 process

The Community Governance Review had been one of the council’s strategic priorities for 2025–27. It involved two rounds
of consultation, public meetings, publicity campaigns and engagement activities.

Despite the extensive engagement programme, the consultation produced a clear rejection of the proposal.

For now, Epsom & Ewell will remain without parish councils even after the borough council disappears under the planned
Surrey reorganisation.

Parish councils across Surrey

Although Epsom & Ewell currently has none, several Surrey districts contain parish or town councils. In many cases these
cover only parts of the district rather than the entire area.

District / Borough Parish or Town Councils (examples)

Epsom & Ewell None

Elmbridge None

Guildford Ash, Normandy, Pirbright, Shalford, Send, Worplesdon

Mole Valley Capel, Charlwood, Newdigate, Ockley

Reigate & Banstead Horley Town Council; Salfords & Sidlow Parish

Runnymede Englefield Green; Egham Town Council

Spelthorne None

Surrey Heath Bisley, Chobham, Windlesham
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District / Borough Parish or Town Councils (examples)

Tandridge Numerous including Bletchingley, Burstow, Caterham Valley, Lingfield, Oxted, Warlingham

Waverley Cranleigh, Farnham, Godalming, Haslemere, Bramley, Chiddingfold, Elstead and others

Woking Several parish councils including Bisley, Horsell, Pyrford and others

This means that even in districts with parish councils, significant urban areas often remain unparished.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Related reports:

Epsom and Ewell to ditch Parish Councils plan

Epsom and Ewell Times LGR reader survey results

Epsom and Ewell Parish councils decision looms amid questions over cost, timing and scrutiny

Letters from local Councillors on Epsom and Ewell parishes

Is Epsom and Ewell getting “proportional representation” under Council shake-up?

Long serving Epsom Councillor blasts LGR and NACs

Parish power, democratic ideals — and the Residents’ Association dilemma

Public of Epsom and Ewell to be asked if they want two new Councils

Epsom resident launches UK Choir of the Year
17 March 2026

A Worcester Park resident and former Epsom College music scholar is behind a new national competition celebrating
Britain’s thriving amateur choral scene.

Lucy Mitchell, founder of UK Choir of the Year, is launching the initiative with a fundraising concert at Cadogan Hall in
London on 18th May, ahead of the competition opening for entries later this year.

Mitchell,  who lives in Worcester Park and is a member of the Adam Street Singers,  said the project had been in
development for more than a year and aims to highlight the strength and diversity of choirs across the country.

The new competition will open applications in June 2026 and culminate in a live final at Milton Court at the Guildhall
School of Music & Drama in April 2027.

The launch concert will feature performances from the Adam Street Singers, Citi London Choir and the Lewisham &
Greenwich NHS Choir – whose members famously topped the Christmas charts – alongside guest appearances by TV
doctor Dr Ranj and The Choir with No Name.

Mitchell  said  the  competition  was  designed to  recognise  the  many  high-quality  choirs  operating  outside  the  fully
professional music sector.

“So many choirs  are doing extraordinary work but  rarely  get  the chance to  be heard nationally,”  she said.  “This
competition exists to celebrate the standard, diversity, and community behind choral singing across the UK.”

UK Choir of the Year is being run as a not-for-profit initiative rooted in the belief that collective singing plays an important
role in wellbeing and community identity.

Some of the proceeds from the competition will support The Choir with No Name, an organisation which runs choirs for
people affected by homelessness.

The competition will be judged by leading figures from the UK choral world including composer Will Todd, conductor and
vocal specialist Dan Ludford-Thomas and conductor and gospel specialist Karen Gibson MBE.

Funds raised at the Cadogan Hall concert will help develop the competition and create access bursaries to ensure choirs
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from across the UK are able to take part.

Mitchell said the initiative was intended to celebrate the “richness and diversity” of Britain’s choral tradition while
creating a national platform for amateur ensembles of all styles and sizes.

Applications for UK Choir of the Year open at the end of June 2026, with the inaugural final scheduled for 10 April 2027.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Hope courted in new Surrey school for extra needs
17 March 2026

The official opening of Hopescourt School in Walton-on-Thames marks a new chapter for children with additional needs in
Surrey. The Lord Lieutenant of Surrey joined pupils, staff, Bourne Education Trust, project partners and the Leader of
Surrey  County  Council  to  celebrate  the  opening  of  a  school  designed  to  give  children  the  support,  stability  and
opportunities they need to thrive.

Hopescourt School will ultimately provide 200 specialist places for autistic pupils and children with communication and
interaction needs by 2029. For many families, the new school means shorter journeys and stronger connections to their
local community, ensuring children can learn and grow in an environment that feels safe, familiar and supportive.

With the first cohort of pupils already settling into their new learning environment, the school will continue to expand
over the coming years, strengthening Surrey’s local specialist education offer. It forms a key part of Surrey County
Council’s commitment to increasing high quality specialist provision close to home, helping more children access the right
support without needing to travel long distances.

The opening event brought together students, families, Surrey County Council, Bourne Education Trust, construction
partners Willmott Dixon and many others whose expertise and dedication have helped bring this new school to life.

The Lord Lieutenant of Surrey, Michael More-Molyneux, said: “I was so pleased to be present to celebrate the opening of
Hopescourt School. Never having visited the new building, I was immediately taken with its design. For members of the
teaching team, it was obvious that they were very enthusiastic about their new school. The pupils, it should be said, were
equally enthusiastic about their new place of learning. It is a facility that is certainly needed in Surrey, and I send my
congratulations to all concerned for the building of this most impressive centre of education.”

Surrey County Council’s investment of nearly £30 million to build the school reflects its long-term ambition to give
children and young people with additional needs the best possible start. The expansion of specialist provision is a core aim
of Surrey’s Inclusion and Additional Needs Partnership Strategy 2023–2026, ensuring children receive the right support
where and when they need it.

Tim Oliver, Leader of Surrey County Council, highlighted the life-changing impact this new school will have on children
and young people and their families: “Hopescourt School is a symbol of what can be achieved when partners work
together with a shared vision, creating a school that is inclusive, sustainable, and truly life-changing for Surrey children
and their families.”

Hopescourt is also Surrey’s first Net Zero Carbon in operation specialist free school, combining sustainability with child-
centred design. Specially designed spaces support the school’s ethos of ‘pause, breathe, think and flourish’, ensuring a
calm and nurturing environment for pupils aged 4 to 19.

Richard Poulter, Managing Director at Willmott Dixon, highlighted the lasting impact of the project: “Delivering Surrey’s
first Net Zero in Operation school reflects our joint commitment to sustainability and community impact. This school will
provide much needed specialist places and support generations of young people.”

The project is the result of close collaboration between Willmott Dixon, Surrey County Council,  the school, Bourne
Education Trust, Freemantles School, AtkinsRealis and many other partners. In particular, the dedication and expertise of
the council’s Land & Property Capital Projects team and construction partners Willmott Dixon ensured the successful
delivery of a school built around the needs of children.

Andy Field, Chair of Bourne Education Trust, reflected on the collective achievement: “Hopescourt stands as a powerful
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example of partnership in action. This school demonstrates what can be achieved when organisations come together with
a shared purpose: to create exceptional, inclusive opportunities for young people. With these fabulous new facilities and
excellent staff serving our children, we now have the opportunity to build a thriving school at the heart of the community
with the aim of becoming one of the best special schools in the country.”

Acting Headteacher, Nicky Meston, paid tribute to the dedication of the Hopescourt staff and the excitement of the school
community: “I am incredibly proud of our team and the way they champion our pupils every single day. Today isn’t just
about opening a building, it’s about opening doors to opportunity, belonging, and the very best start in life.”

Hopescourt School embodies the council’s vision for inclusive, high-quality and community-anchored provision, delivering
sustainable support and improving outcomes for children and families across Surrey.

Surrey County Council

Three beers for Dorking
17 March 2026

Beer fans will be pumped to know that Dorking Halls will be able to offer customers a greater variety of booze after
planning permission was secured to convert storage units into cellars. Antique hunters may be less than thrilled however.
Mole Valley District Council has given itself the green light to convert the units at the northwest of the halls so they can
be used by the town’s flagship theatre. The block had been in long-term use by Dorking auctioneers P F Windibank to
keep its wares and will force the company, which been based there for over half a century, to move elsewhere. Officers,
who recommended the conversion be approved, said it would support the “popular leisure and cultural facility”, Dorking
Halls, and help its long-term viability.

They told the March development management committee: “They consider they need more (space), to provide a greater
variety of drinks and they need more storage for beer kegs. The proposed change of use would support Dorking Halls and
the wider town centre economy. Dorking Halls is an important venue for Mole Valley, it provides opportunities for leisure
and recreation both for those living within and outside the district.”

John Collins, speaking on behalf of the application, said the increased storage was needed due to the scale of activities
and that  revenues generated through bar  sales  underpinned the venue’s  viability.  He said  the Dorking Halls  was
cherished by the community and added: “The current cellarage was simply not adequate and more space needed to
improve back of house operations and comfort within the facility. Being able to have a comfortable welcoming place with
a decent bar is all part of that experience.”

Councillors at the meeting expressed concern over how it would impact the town’s antique scene – although that lies
outside the committee’s remit. Cllr Claire Malcomson (Liberal Democrat: Holmwoods and Beare Green) said: “I know
Dorking Halls is an extremely precious asset that we have but I do also think this is going to (impact) some of the trade in
Dorking. So I am not going to pass judgement or anything but I wanted to make that comment because I think this could
be quite a loss for us.” Cllr Kirstie Havard (Liberal Democrat: Capel, Leigh, Newdigate and Charlwood) added: “This
application is causing great harm to that business they have been there for 80 years. It’s arisen after the first phase of
Dorking Halls (refurbishment) was completed and it was decided that space was needed, and I understand the reasons,
but I’m very worried about Windibank and what they are losing, and it is very harmful to their business.”

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Dorking Halls (image Google)

Some Surrey care services at a crossroads?
17 March 2026
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A Surrey charity has warned that unpaid carers could be pushed “beyond breaking point” after
Surrey County Council ended contracts for two carer support services.

Crossroads Care Surrey said the county council has withdrawn support for its Emergency Care Provision and Carer
Emergency Planning services, decisions it claims were made with little notice and without consultation with carers who
rely on them.

The charity said the changes follow earlier reductions in respite support for carers and could leave many families
struggling at the most critical moments, particularly when dealing with medical emergencies or caring for loved ones at
the end of their lives.

Crossroads said it received notification only days ago that Surrey County Council (SCC) would no longer support its end-
of-life respite service, which enables unpaid carers to take short breaks while supporting terminally ill relatives at home.

The Carer Emergency Planning service will also end at the close of March, giving what the charity says is only three
weeks’ notice. Crossroads says almost 1,500 carers who already have emergency plans in place will lose the safety net
those plans were designed to provide.

The charity warned the changes could have “serious and far-reaching consequences” for vulnerable residents and already
stretched health and care services.

It suggested that without emergency support, more carers could reach exhaustion and be unable to continue caring at
home, potentially leading to avoidable hospital admissions or crisis interventions from social services.

Terry Hawkins, chief executive of Crossroads Care Surrey, said unpaid carers provide care worth an estimated £162
billion a year across the UK, a contribution broadly equivalent to the NHS budget.

He said: “Over the past year we have already seen vital support reduced following the removal of respite services. Now,
further contracts are being ended early, leaving carers with fewer and fewer places to turn.

“Unpaid carers are the invisible backbone of our health and care system. Without them, the NHS and social care services
would simply not cope.

“These services provide the basic safeguards that allow carers to keep going, knowing that if something happens to them,
or when families face the end of life, support is there.

“Removing them risks pushing already exhausted carers beyond breaking point.”

Crossroads also questioned why the decision had not been considered by Surrey County Council’s Cabinet, arguing that
services affecting thousands of vulnerable residents should be subject to public scrutiny.

The charity has said it will attempt to launch its own emergency support service to help carers who may now find
themselves without practical respite assistance.

Surrey County Council has defended the decision, saying the contracts had not delivered the impact expected and that a
new approach to supporting carers will replace them.

Sinead Mooney, Deputy Leader of the council and Cabinet Member for Adult Social Care, said the authority had carried
out a review before deciding not to renew the agreements with Crossroads.

She said: “After careful review, we’ve decided to end – or not renew – contracts with Crossroads Care Surrey for carer
support services because the contracts have failed to achieve the impact we expected.

“Take-up has been lower than we intended and we can’t justify continuing to fund the arrangements.”

Cllr Mooney said the council would introduce a new model of support, including a flexible £300 wellbeing break payment
for carers.

She said the council would also work with NHS partners and other care providers to ensure carers can access help
through the wider health and social care system.

“Surrey’s carers do an extraordinary job, often in challenging circumstances,” she said. “We’re absolutely committed to
making sure the transition from these contracts for carers is smooth, responsive and supportive.”

The council  also  rejected  suggestions  that  emergency  support  would  disappear,  saying  replacement  care  in  crisis
situations would continue to be provided by the county council.

Cllr Mooney added that carers currently receiving support through the end-of-life contract would see no reduction in
services until that agreement ends in September, after which support could be delivered by a different provider.

She said carers concerned about support should contact the council’s information and advice service.
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The dispute highlights the continuing pressure on social care services across Surrey, where unpaid carers play a central
role in supporting vulnerable residents at home.

Sam Jones – Reporter

Related reports:

Carers respite at the Crossroads in Surrey?

Green light for MRI scanner at Leatherhead Leisure
Centre
17 March 2026

Surrey will get a new MRI machine at Leatherhead Leisure Centre after councillors were “all in favour” of building the
musculoskeletal scanner. The new machine will be housed in a temporary building, with the aim of bringing accessible,
community-based imaging technology to the area.

The idea has been in motion for the past 18 months after it emerged there was a significant shortfall in MRI access and
missed waiting time targets. Leatherhead Leisure Centre, in Guildford Road, Fetcham, was identified as the ideal location
to help cut travel distances and relieve pressure on NHS hospitals, papers presented to Mole Valley’s March development
management committee said.

The application was not without obstacles as the centre sits on green belt land where new buildings are normally
considered inappropriate unless exceptional circumstances can be demonstrated. In this case, the pressing need for new
medical facilities available to all  patients, together with the temporary five-year nature of the development, proved
compelling enough.

Officers told the meeting: “The centre lies within the green belt but in this case the very special circumstances – the need
for this type of medical facility and the proximity to the centre, with its car parking space – are strong.” Originally the
building was to be navy blue but a change of provider means it will now be white. Two staff members will occupy the site
at any one time, with space for a waiting room and a separate scanning area.

Councillor Roger Adams (Liberal Democrat: Bookham West) said: “I am all in favour of additional health facilities in this
area.” The plans were approved by nine votes in favour, with no objections and two abstentions.

Questions were raised about whether the land might be reclassified as previously developed green belt land after the
temporary building is removed, amid concerns this could open the site to future development. Officers said the five-year
nature of the scheme, together with its valued community use, would see the site revert to its original protected status.

Members also pushed for the building to be finished in a colour less likely to show wear and tear, but were told the
appearance was determined by the materials available rather than a simple paint choice

Chris Caulfield LDRS

Leatherhead Leisure Centre (Image Google) – the padel centre will be built behind the facility
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