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Director of Planning

London Borough of Islington

P O Box 3333

222 Upper Street

London N1 1YA

For the attention of Mr Kevin Henson  (kevin.henson@islington.gov.uk)

Dear Sir

Appln. Ref. No: PO5/0441 relating to 1 Lamb’s Passage, Islington, London EC1Y 8LE 

Demolition of existing building and erection of basement, ground plus nine storey residential (C3) building containing 122 units with office (B1) use on part of ground floor, associated public realm improvements and other works incidental to the redevelopment of the site

1.0
Introduction

1.1
I have been asked by Mr Ken Pottinger of Lamb’s Action Team (LAT) (www.save-lambs-squash-club.co.uk)  to lodge an objection against the above mentioned planning application.

1.2
Lamb’s Action Team comprises 12 people representing a cross section of those using the existing squash facilities; including two Islington residents and players, club members who work in the City and league players from Middlesex (and other County and UK-wide) leagues who use the facility regularly.

1.3
I visited the premises and inspected the drawings at Finsbury Library on Monday 4th April.  I obtained, amongst other things, a copy of the Planning Statement accompanying the application.

1.4
In that Statement there is no reference whatsoever to Government advice contained in PPG17: Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation;  neither to relevant policies in the London Plan: February 2004 or to your authority’s adopted Unitary Development Plan (UDP): June 2002 concerning sport and recreation.

1.5
The most important and, I have to state, glaring omission in the Planning Statement is that the loss of the existing sports facility has not been addressed by the applicants in any way.  

2.0
Lamb’s Squash Club

2.1
Section 3.0 of the Planning Statement refers only to the gym facilities and ignores the presence of the Squash Club.  Quite frankly I do not understand the statement at para 3.5 that says:-


“The current planning application proposals have arisen as a result of the needs of the Squash Club and will result in a modern office unit and much needed residential development”.

2.2
I fail to see how the “needs” of the Squash Club can be met by its total loss.  

2.3
The importance of the Squash Club is indicated by the following information which has been provided to me by Mr Pottinger:-


(a)
It was opened by owner Mike Corby in October 1979;

(b)
Since then it has been at the heart of the British squash scene and is London’s premier Squash Club;

(c)
It has three glass-backed courts and six traditional courts.  No. One Court has seating for around 250 people making it unique in Southern England and the instant choice for any major tournament;

(d)
There are currently 1,100 active members of the Fitness Club, some 800 of whom are squash players.  The club internal league has 50 leagues catering for around 300 squash players who play eight league contests a year;

(e)
The Squash Club hosts the annual Square Mile Tournament and a County and Club Ladder for top players.  The courts are used by ladies leagues from across Greater London and surrounding Counties, University students from Oxford and Cambridge who play against the club three times a year and senior players (up to 70 years of age) who hold annual tournaments there.  The Police Federation stage an annual squash tournament using the whole club and its lounge bar for the purpose;

(f)
Furthermore, club night every Friday attracts an average of 80 members and visitors of all races, creeds, professions and both sexes each week who stay and socialise afterwards;

(g)
The club has a fitness and dance studio on its upper floor and is also the home to Shidokan GB Karate Club – the only such club in London and which has a policy of allowing non-Lamb’s members to attend their classes which has enabled them to welcome local students at a cost they can afford.

2.4
All this information starkly contradicts with the statements in Section 3.0 of the Planning Statement.

3.0
Government Advice 

3.1
The relevant Government advice is contained in PPG17: Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation: July 2002.  At para 10 it is stated, amongst other things:-


“10.  Existing… sports and recreational buildings and land should not be built on unless an assessment has been undertaken which has shown…. the buildings and land to be surplus to requirements….  In the absence of a robust and up-to-date-assessment by a local authority, an applicant for planning permission may seek to demonstrate through an independent assessment that the land or buildings are surplus to requirements.  Developers will need to consult the local community and demonstrate that their proposals are widely supported by them….”.








(my underlining)

3.2
In respect of the underlined section all that is stated in the Planning Statement is:-


“3.2…. The increase in the number of more modern gym facilities within the immediate area has resulted in a decline in membership numbers and therefore Fitness Exchange have decided to close the gym”.

3.3
The existence of other gym facilities is then referred to but the squash facilities are only fleetingly mentioned; whereas para 11 of PPG17 states, amongst other things:-


“11… sports and recreational facilities that are of high quality, or of particular value to a local community, should be recognised and given protection by local authorities through appropriate policies in plans….”.

3.4
Lamb’s Squash Club is one of International and National repute.   In that respect Mr Pottinger informs me:-

(a)
Major tournaments (including the early rounds of the British Open) are held there annually and have been since 1979.  All top female and male squash players in the world have played and continue to play at Lamb’s.  There is no other major show court in the City.  Lamb’s is set to host the early rounds and the age groups of the 2005 British Open in October 2005;

(b)
Squash promoters John Beddington and John Nimick have worked to bring the 2005 British Open back to London after two years of independent operation in Nottingham.  It would be ironic, therefore, if the club that saw most of the subsidiary action of the best commercial years of the game’s greatest event (the British Open) were to now close;

(c)
The early rounds of the World Championships in 1987 were played first at the Wembley Squash Centre and then at Lamb’s Club;

(d)
A strong national squash league team was hosted out of Lamb’s for years; featuring the likes of Jahingar Khan and Chris Dittmar as first string ahead of a star studded line up;

(e)
The Lambs’ year traditionally started in those days with the British Junior Open and scarcely a month passed without a major final playing in front of packed galleries around No. One Court.

3.5
All of the information provided by Mr Pottinger indicates the importance of the facility. The level of membership and activity of the club belies the applicant’s statements that there is no further need for the facility.

3.6
The Planning Statement is, therefore, fundamentally flawed in that it does not address the issue of the loss of this most important sports facility.  The Statement pays no regard whatsoever to Government advice in PPG17; let alone even referring to it.

3.7
There is a useful synopsis of PPG 17 in ‘Planning Law and Precedents’ at para 132 et seq. Extract attached to the letter.

4.0
London Plan Policies

4.1
Policy 3D.5: Sports Facilities in the London Plan: February 2004 states, amongst other things:-



“Policy 3D.5: Sports Facilities


The Mayor will work with strategic partners to promote and develop London sporting facilities.  This will include the promotion of London as the home of the 2012 Olympic Games and Paralympics, focused on East London”.

4.2
London is bidding for the 2012 Olympics and Mr Pottinger informs me that coincidentally the World Squash Federation has formally applied to the International Olympic Committee for squash to be classified as an Olympic sport.  Jahingar Khan, former World Champion, and World Open Finalist Lee Beachill were filmed and interviewed on Lamb’s show court in January 2005 for a special BBC TV series on the five sports which are bidding for inclusion in the 2012 games.

4.3
As World Squash Federation President, Jahingar Khan has enthusiastically spearheaded squash's Olympic bid.  The more headlines squash can capture between now and the all important IOC vote, the more chance the game has of gaining a place at the Olympic table and London has of winning the 2012 games.

4.4
The strong points of the squash bid are that the game is truly International, played in every corner of the globe by millions of players and is a game of great skill and stamina that provides magnificent entertainment.

4.5
Lamb’s has been the spiritual home of world squash for 25 years. It has been the venue for games between professional and world players, British Open players and City and County players and constitutes a potential vital contribution to the Olympic 2012 effort.  Its demise at this critical juncture could harm the London bid.

5.0
UDP Policies

5.1
I note that your adopted UDP does not actually follow the advice in PPG17 ‘to the letter’ in that there is not a relevant policy protecting existing sports facilities.  However, that is undoubtedly because your UDP was adopted in June 2002 – just before the publication of PPG17 in July 2002.  

5.2
That omission can only be one of semantics since your Strategic Policy in Chapter 7: Recreation and Leisure is:-


“To ensure that sufficient attractive and varied indoor facilities are available to enable a wide cross-section of the population to participate in sports, fitness and active leisure pursuits”.

5.3
Clearly the advice in PPG 17 must be of considerable importance and relevance in the consideration of this application.

6.0
Consideration of the Principle of the Planning Application 

6.1
In Section 3.0 the Planning Statement refers to the gym facilities but only very fleetingly to the squash facilities.  In respect of the squash facilities, apart from mentioning the club by name, the only statement made is:-


“….Those members who use the gym’s squash facilities can be accommodated by other Fitness Exchange clubs located at London Bridge and Spitalfields”.

6.2
Whilst there may be other gym facilities within the immediate area the Planning Statement fails to address the loss of the facilities at Lambs adequately while the failure to mention the loss of the nationally important squash facilities are major omissions in the Planning Statement.  

6.3
In any event, Mr Pottinger informs me that the alternatives referred to are insufficient ie:-

(a)
 The Fitness Exchange has three courts, London Bridge Health & Fitness, three courts and the Spitalfields Health and Fitness Club, four courts.  These are already heavily committed to existing members and an influx of 800 new players (relocated from Lamb’s Club) would overload their facilities;

(b)
One of the members of Lamb’s Action Team has had e-mail correspondence with Ms Karen Smith, your authority’s Leisure Officer.  Ms Smith referred to the council’s squash facilities nearby within the Finsbury Leisure Centre.  However, research has indicated that those facilities are already heavily over-subscribed. (The figures were sent to you by Tania Loughran (Your Ref GST-E273))

6.4
Not only would this proposal result in the loss of a high quality and important sports facility it would also, undoubtedly, put other existing facilities mentioned under enormous pressure to cope with the load of additional squash demand, to the detriment of current members of those clubs.  

6.5
The essential planning considerations here must be;-

(a)
Whether the loss of this sports facility of International and National Importance is acceptable; and 

(b)
Whether there is the possibility of incorporating a replacement squash facility within the new development.

6.6
No decision should be taken on this application until these most important material planning considerations have been considered properly and in accordance with Government advice. 

6.7I
It should also be remembered that the application was submitted without any consultation with the members and, in effect, the developers are presenting the authority with a fait accompli. 

6.8
In that respect, reference to the Lambs Action Team website will indicate that there is the possibility of them setting up a company to take on the management of a replacement facility.  Whether or not that could be ultimately successful the fact is that they have not been given the opportunity to explore that way forward.

6.9
If they were successful, Lamb’s Action Team would be keen to explore the possibility of making the facility more widely available to Schools in the area and to other local groups – although there are a number of local residents who are members.  The present management has not made the facilities available in this way and Lamb’s Action Team are keen to explore the possibility of making the facility available to residents in Islington.  This would not only ensure that the facility was fully used during ‘quiet times’ but would especially encourage an interest in young people in the sport which can only do good for its future.  It would also be a significant contribution to current and increasing Government and NHS concerns about obesity rates among School children and young adults.

6.10
In that respect Policy R18 states:-

“R18.  The council may seek agreements with private sector developers to provide suitably located sports facilities where these are accessible physically and financially to need groups in the local population and are complementary to existing facilities”.


and para 7.4.5 states, amongst other things:-


“7.4.5.  Sports facilities are increasingly provided by commercial organisations.  They are often of a high standard, and are attractive additions to local recreation supply.  However it is necessary to ensure that local people will actually benefit from this provision….”.
7.0
Conclusion

7.1
Paragraph 10 of ‘The Planning System: General Principles’ states, amongst other things:-

“10. Local planning authorities must determine planning applications in accordance with the statutory development plan......Where there are other material considerations , the development plan should be the starting point, and other material considerations should be taken into account in reaching a decision…..”

7.2
Paragraph 13 then states:-

“13. The Courts have also held that the Government’s statements of planning policy are material considerations which must be taken into account, where relevant, in decisions  on planning applications…..”










(my underlining)

7.3
The applicant’s Planning Statement singularly fails to address the important consideration of Government advice in PPG 17 . It does not even mention it. 


7.1
In conclusion:-

· The loss of this sporting facility is quite clearly contrary to Government advice in PPG17.

· Indeed, no independent assessment whatsoever has been undertaken about the need for the facility – as advised in PPG17.

· The loss of the facility would also be contrary to London Plan and UDP Policies.

7.2
On this matter of principle, alone, I formally submit that this application must be refused as being contrary to National, London Plan and UDP policies.

7.3
I stress this letter addresses only the principle of the loss of the sporting facilities; particularly Lamb’s Squash Club. I have not assessed, and make no comment on, any other details of the scheme.

Yours faithfully

Howard J Green FRICS

