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

For nearly ninety years, since the creation by Charter of Epsom and Ewell Borough Council in 1937, the Residents’
Associations have held political control of the council. Their defining claim — and the claim on which generations of RA
councillors have been elected — is that they are not a political party. They describe themselves as pragmatic, non-
ideological representatives, motivated only by the practical interests of residents and by efficient, modest and locally
accountable government.

That historic self-identity now faces its most searching test in decades.

The decision to promote the creation of two new parish or “community” councils — one for Epsom and one for Ewell — at
the very moment when Local Government Reorganisation is removing a tier of local government, raises a question that
goes to the heart of the RA project. Is the Residents’ Association movement acting in accordance with its founding
principles — or is it, for the first time, beginning to behave like the very kind of political body it has always claimed not to
be?

The new community councils, if ultimately approved, would initially be responsible only for allotments and for acting as
statutory consultees on planning matters. The projected precept would be around £43-£46 per Band D property — yet
council reports make clear that the overwhelming share of the budget relates not to allotments but to administrative
costs. The ratio highlighted during the council debate — approximately £1.5 million in administration and around £20,000
in allotment management — leaves opponents arguing that residents would be paying for a structure, not a service.

Supporters reply that this is about local voice, continuity and identity under the new East Surrey unitary authority. They
argue that unparished areas risk being left behind elsewhere in the country, and that residents deserve the ability to
remain represented at a truly local level.

That argument is a respectable one. But it is also a philosophical one.

It places a principle — more tiers of directly elected democratic representation — above the question of whether those
tiers provide proportionate value for money or a clear functional purpose. In short, it places democratic ideology ahead of
administrative efficiency.

That is — ironically — the kind of approach the Residents’ Associations have historically said they exist to avoid.

A further tension arises when one compares the parish model with the alternative now being piloted elsewhere in Surrey:
Neighbourhood Area Committees. These advisory bodies bring together local councillors, police, NHS, voluntary sector
leaders and community stakeholders — arguably, the very people most qualified to inform decisions on community
priorities. They operate without a precept, at minimal administrative cost, and are designed expressly to improve
coordination and engagement under the new unitary structure.

Yet this model does not feature in EEBC’s consultation options.

The consultation preamble instead foregrounds the “potential impact” of losing a local tier of governance, and asks
residents to respond within a framework in which the only practical question is whether to establish parish councils — not
whether alternative governance models may offer equal or greater benefit at far lower cost.

If the Residents’ Association ethos is one of pragmatism, value for money and minimal bureaucracy, then excluding the
lowest-cost participatory model from public consideration is difficult to reconcile with that philosophy.

Some councillors have gone further, suggesting that the drive toward community councils is shaped less by principle than
by personal and institutional incentives — that is, by the desire of some existing borough councillors to continue to occupy
civic roles in a post-unitary landscape. Whether or not that suspicion is fair, the perception exists, and it has been voiced
across party lines during the council debate.

The Residents’ Associations have for generations prided themselves on being the guardians of restrained, businesslike
and non-political local government. If they now choose to champion new and potentially expanding administrative bodies
— with uncapped taxation powers and initially limited service responsibility — they will need to persuade residents that
this is not a departure from that tradition, but a logical extension of it.

That case will need to rest on facts, not sentiment; on function, not symbolism; and on the long-term interests of residents,
not on the preservation of municipal office.

As the parish consultation enters its second phase, that is the question at stake: whether the proposals reflect the values
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the Residents’ Associations have always proclaimed — or whether, in the face of structural change, they risk becoming the
very political establishment they were founded to resist.
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