Appendix 3

Lamb’s Club and Other Comparable Facilities in the Surrounding Area

(Annotated by Ken Pottinger Lambs Action Team - 12/10/2005)

Lambs Club

The existing building on the site is currently used by Lambs Squash Club, a private health and fitness club operated by Fitness Exchange. The club has been operating at a financial loss, to the extent that in 2004 the club’s bankers would have foreclosed on its loans unless the club underwent financial restructuring. 

(Note: The Mike Corby Group known as Fitness Exchange --  14 clubs in total * see below -- had been operating at a loss and the threat of foreclosure referred to the entire Group. Lambs club does not publish separate accounts at Companies House. The statement- “The club has been operating at a financial loss” could thus only be based on whatever figures Lambs itself has decided to disclose to Clan. The sale of the Lambs site previously held freehold by Mike Corby, was, as he told members himself at a meeting,  to realise the cash needed to refinance the Mike Corby Group and not Lambs per se.)  

As a result, the club was obliged to refinance the facility by selling the building and leasing the property back from the new owners at a market rent which adds to the overheads of the business.  Despite selling the building, the club still operates at a loss.

(Our figures - attached - and produced by a merchant banker in the city (who  is a member of the club) show that on a membership of 1200 the club makes a modest profit and going forward 400 players have already committed to buying back/taking over or otherwise controlling the operation of the club on a long lease on this site, paying a commercial return of 7% to the landlord and running it at breakeven or a small profit.) 

The continuation of the club’s operation in recent years is entirely due to the dedication of Mike Corby to the sport of squash but the financial reality is that the club cannot be operated in its current form at a profit.

The facility is not eligible for any government grants or subsidies, therefore it must rely solely on the revenue generated by the subscription of its members, which is declining (see below) 

(The club if we bought it back, would become a registered charity and be eligible for VAT relief and all other direct and indirect grant or subsidy this status attracts. Membership figures as at May 9, 2005 were 1293 (see attached excel sheet). Our current (Oct 2005) information is that membership remains stable. There are at the date of writing (Oct 15), 45 leagues fielding 270 players (by way of comparison Dolphin Square London has 6 glass-backed courts and just 12 leagues with 55 players). The number of Lambs leagues has remained steady or even higher, over the past 15-18 months. More importantly Tim Garner (squash professional and ranked among the top 50 in the world) was appointed General Manager at Lambs in early October. His appointment is likely to stimulate membership numbers through a range of improved activities.  In addition the membership situation remains good as this quote in an email from a very reliable inside source, shows: “Well I asure (sic) you that is incorrect about memberships! Last month (Sep) they were the top club (in the group) achieving 132%. They have not missed (a membership) budget in 3 months. Even though the budgets are lowered they are still doing better than last year! Membership numbers are not down they are the same as what they were last year!” .

Irrespective of whether or not the site is redeveloped, the club only has a short term (3 year lease with 2 years remaining) lease, on which outstanding loans are secured. The existing operators have advised that the club is highly unlikely to be able to renew this lease due to the financial circumstances. 

(This statement is puzzling. The developers agreed a 3 year lease to give them the time to obtain planning permission. If they fail to do so and decide to carry on reapplying for 5, 10 or whatever number of years, there is nothing to stop them extending the lease and little to stop Mike Corby continuing if his members remain loyal and interested. As dedicated squash players this is likely to be the case. Moreover the club charges some of the lowest fees in the area – ranging between £38 and £45 per month with no extra charge for court use, gym use or for any of the gym classes held. At present it is unable to charge more because Mike Corby has failed to renovate/upgrade/invest in the facilities for more than 5 years. However an email survey of Lambs members in spring and summer 2005 shows the majority of 133 responders would be happy to pay £60 a month for the facility as it stands and if upgraded no doubt more.)

Existing Facility:

The club has a number of facilities including a gym, fitness/aerobics studio, 9 squash courts including 3 courts with viewing areas, physiotherapy room, sunbed room, changing rooms, bar (for members only), 

(but open to local business and people in the area at lunch times and after work. Bar and function room are also hired out regularly at a cost I understand, of £250 a night plus charges for food and bar)  small restaurant (again serving lunches to non members and very popular) , sauna, plunge pool and steam rooms.

The facility is currently in a poor state of repair and would require considerable investment to bring it into a more competitive state namely:

a)
the roof needs replacing,

b)
the squash courts need refurbishing;

c)
the changing rooms need updating,

d)
the gym needs to be relocated to the ground floor,

e)
the lift requires replacement.

I)
there is pressure for the facility to comply with DDA standards of accessibility

Whilst detailed surveys and cost estimates have not been prepared, it is estimated that it would cost at least £1 million in order to refurbish the existing facility in order to allow it to compete in any way with alternative facilities within the local area, such as Holmes Place on Bunhill Row. 

(In terms of PPG17 a solid assessment of need is required before demolition can be justified. The developers appear to ignore this and fail to demonstrate the true costs involved or to provide an accurate survey. We would suggest that under PPG17, they are surely obliged to do so. The comparison with Holmes Place or indeed any other health club in the area, is false as it is not a like for like comparison. Lambs has built it name, reputation and current position because of its single-minded dedication to squash. It is a squash club. It has 9 squash courts, its members are overwhelmingly there to play squash, the gym and other facilities are adjuncts to the main purpose, which is squash. By way of example Holmes Place has two non-international standard squash courts which are affected by heat infiltration from an adjacent swimming pool. The mean temperature on the courts is above what any professional player would accept. Lambs has 9 courts offering variable conditions of play but built to SRA specifications and accepted as a venue for world class squash events. No other locations inside the M25 can offer this  number of squash courts)   

In practice however, it would not be possible to convert the existing building into the kind of health and fitness facility that is now in demand.

The membership fee for the facility is £545 per annum. However, the operator has indicated that this fee would have to rise significantly for the site to make a profit and to justify any significant works that are required to the building. The facilities are not open to general members of the public and only members can use the facilities, although a guest can accompany a member for a fee of £10.

The capacity of the club is approximately 3,000 members, however the increase in the number of more modern gym facilities within the immediate area has resulted in a gradual but significant decline in membership numbers from 2,000 in early 2002 to only 1,243 in April 2005. This is illustrated in Chart 1 below. For the reasons given in this statement, it seems unlikely that this decline in membership will be easily reversed. 

(Guidelines set out by the Squash Rackets Association, now England Squash the governing body, state that the normal ratio in a squash club is 100 players per squash court. Thus capacity for Lambs squash playing membership should be 900 (9 courts x 100). If we round this up to 1000, Lambs membership already stands at this level. The leagues account for between 250 and 350 players alone. The estimated number of squash players totals 800. The gym we understand, can accommodate a maximum of 200 a day. The figure of 3000 stated above, thus appears to be exaggerated. Furthermore there may well be a mixture of reasons for the declining membership numbers alleged above. Not the least of this would be a decision, after the club was sold, to remove the dedicated sales team. The club currently does not have a sales team but numbers have remained basically unchanged over the 12 month period. Also the recent appointment of Tim Garner as general manager is likely to help recruitment. Furthermore Lambs owner Mike Corby embarked on a highly public campaign of threatening players when the first planning application was turned down. He expelled two members and threatened others with the same fate. The threats were made at peak hours – lunch times and early evenings – and clearly had an impact on other members and visitors to the club. We have documented proof of this threatening behaviour)
Only a small proportion of the members of the gym live within the local area. For example, of the 1,243 existing members of the club, only 59 live within the London Borough of Islington, which amounts to only 4.7% of the total membership.  

(This is totally irrelevant to the requirements of PPG17 which calls for an assessment of the  community need for the facility. Such a community includes the existing membership and businesses in the catchment area. In addition we have surveyed 3 local schools –one girls, one boys and one aided school in Southwark  The boys school has its own squash courts. The other two are very keen to use Lambs facilities in off peak hours and at weekends. In addition there are four other schools (**) within walking distance of the club which we have yet to survey but would logically provide a source for junior players. Together these schools could form the nucleus of a junior division, beginners and intensive coaching groups and form the next generation of squash players.)
The facility remains open for business and has continued to offer memberships to the public, despite the redevelopment proposals for the site. Nevertheless, in the period January July 2005, the number of members using the club per day on average has declined from 330 to only 275. This is illustrated in the chart below.

(These figures are contested by several players who claim that it remains as difficult to get court time at peak periods as it has always been. Under SRA guidelines, see above, with around 800 squash players, Lambs has virtually no spare playing capacity. The figures also contradict direct statements by a member of the head office staff who told a prospective member visiting the club early in October that : “there are currently 1018 club members,  ‘the great majority of whom’, (her words), are squash players and the courts are ‘very very busy’ (her words again).

Currently, approximately 400 (32%) of the existing members are known to use the

squash courts. There are no separate membership arrangements that allow for the use of the squash courts only, therefore the exact number is not known. The squash courts within the facility are generally used between 12.30 pm and 2.00 pm and 6pm and 

8pm each day. At other times of the day the courts are rarely used. On average, only

375 squash bookings are placed for the 9 squash courts each week. As a result, the courts remain unused for approximately 60% of the time that the facility is open.

(At the date of this writing the latest league (October 15) has 45 boxes with 6 players in each box – 270 players. In addition there are companies with corporate membership at Lambs and their own internal squash leagues that use the courts to play off their games. There is the ongoing Square Mile tournament which has 51 teams from city firms playing a range of monthly matches against each other in the first seven months of the year. There is also a Lambs Ladder (http://supersquash.freewebpage.org/) with 65 members playing ladder matches on an ongoing basis. There is also a Ladies Team playing regular competitive squash.)

Currently, the club holds one private tournament a year. This is an all male and

invitation only event. There are two squash tournament venues within London, which are Wimbledon Racquets and Fitness Club and the Southbank Squash Club.

(Among tournaments held are the Square Mile, Jesters (players over 50 but also open to other age groups), an annual Metropolitan Police event which takes over the three show courts and the bar and restaurant. Playoffs have been held for the British Open on a number of occasions and the venue was lined up again this October to play the Open runoffs until the last minute decision to move the tournament to Manchester.  Lambs has a 250-seat capacity No 2 show court plus two side glass back courts with 20 seat capacities and is the only such facility in central London or indeed within the M25. Southbank squash club has glass backed courts but NO seating facilities. Wimbledon has 6 courts, including 2 glass backed with seating for 30 at each such court (ie 60 in total) . It also has only 27 leagues compared to Lambs average of between 45 and 55).
The decline in the use and viability of the squash courts is likely to be associated with the overall decline in the popularity of squash. For example, in 1983/84 research showed that 7% (or 3 million) of the adult population were squash players, however by 1998 that figure had declined to just 2.7% (1.25 million) (TGI from British Market Research Bureau international).

(This TGI information was taken from a squash website, is out of date, unverified and unsourced. Clan has apparently made little effort to establish the true position by approaching England Squash or Sport England) 
Furthermore, research in relation to sport and younger people contained within the

Sport England report entitled ‘A Survey of Young People and PE Teachers, 1994-

2002’ states that;

‘There has also been a decrease in the proportion of young people who are playing squash at least once in lessons. However, the overall numbers of young people playing squash are low in any year (in 1994 60o and in 2002 20o)’. 

We leave it to Sport England to rebut this!

Alternative Facilities

There are a significant number of gym and squash facilities within the area. A number of these are brand new premises offering the highest standards of leisure and sports facilities for example Holmes Place at Bunhill Row and Champneys at City Point. 

(None offer the same number of squash courts. The breadth and depth of squash available at Lambs is a crucial aspect of the argument to retain it. It is the interaction of quality players, the passing on of knowledge and know-how from player to player, the level of competition between players, the ability congregated at a facility where top world players regularly train and play, that are vital ingredients for the success, popularity and renown of Lambs. The opportunity for the entire club once or twice a  year, to play top world players is unique in the UK. Even this writer, a very average league player, had a game two years ago with Peter Nicol, then reigning world champion, at one such event and took a point. Such experiences will be lost forever if Lambs disappears. With the international squash circuit flowing between the Americas, Europe and Asia, a significant group of world circuit players are based in London. Thanks to the open door policy operated by Mike Corby they have, for years, used Lambs as their training club. Member interaction with such quality players is again unique to Lambs and will be lost if the club closes.)

A table outlining alternative fitness facilities within the area and a plan showing their location is attached. This indicates that there are 5 facilities (4 private and 1 public) which between them have 14 squash courts available for hire within only 650m of the site. The four private facilities have indicated that overall, there is capacity for at least 500 new members to join. Letters from a number of clubs which confirm that they have capacity for new members are attached.

 (We have not seen the letters but apart from one 24 hour facility – Slim Jims – whose owner told the writer in March that the club was in the process of being sold to a neighbouring health club and the two squash courts would go –  none is likely to have spare capacity at peak user time and this will effectively mean 800 players will no longer have an easily accessible venue. Our Sports Consultants are preparing a detailed capacity and demand assessment to determine the factual state of alternative facilities. Furthermore loss of the facility would prevent members from playing league matches against others with whom they have been playing for months or even years. The two Lambs county teams competing in county leagues would also disappear. So would the Ladies Team – which has been developed and expanded over the past 5 years on a voluntary basis by Tania Loughran who was thrown out of the club by Mike Corby when Lambs Action Team successfully blocked the first application.    The council  owned facilities at Finsbury are, by their own admission (see the correspondence on our website) unable to absorb 800 or even 400 Lambs squash players.
As a result, the closure of Lambs will not result in a shortage of squash courts within the immediate area, as the 400 members that use the squash courts will be able to re​locate to another private squash facility within the immediate vicinity, should they choose to do so. Alternatively, there are public facilities available at Finsbury Leisure Centre.

In terms of general health and fitness facilities, there are a wide range of gym and sports centres within the surrounding area, as indicated on the attached plan. It is not anticipated that there will be any shortage of this kind of facility as a result of the proposed development.

In addition to the above, Fitness Exchange members have been advised that on closure of Lambs Health and Fitness Club, they will be given the option to transfer their membership to another Fitness Exchange or associate club, at no additional charge. 

(Since he first made this offer to Lambs members, Mike Corby has taken one of three squash courts available at his Cottons facility out of service, leaving only two courts at a club where 76 of its own members play league squash. We understand Cottons has around 100 squash players in total. That represents SRA capacity for one court, leaving a single court available to Lambs’ 800 squash players. This of course assumes they even want to transfer to a club that is a fitness and not a squash club.  The lease on Mike Corby’s three-court facility at Spitalfields (Fruit Exchange building) is in the process of being terminated as the building will be redeveloped within the next 12 months, according the Corporation of London, the freeholder. There are a sprinkling of squash courts (1 or 2) at his other clubs but Mike Corby has made it clear -- see his “Squash is dead” remarks to the BBC and various newspapers on our website – that he intends to convert such courts into “more profitable” fitness activities. None of the alternative facilities offered are within a radius that would make them attractive alternatives for time pressed Square Mile players. )

Conclusions

The club is a private leisure facility that is losing money and has a declining membership. Only a small proportion (4.7%) of the existing members of the facility live in Islington and there are a substantial number of alternative squash and leisure facilities within the area immediately surrounding the site. Furthermore, the existing operator has already offered to transfer memberships to other Fitness Exchange or associate clubs within the area at no additional cost.

(The owner may have offered to transfer memberships free of charge but the squash facilities he is providing are limited or non existent. Also does he really imagine the vast majority of Lambs players are going to accept a transfer from the man who seeks to close down their club? Clan would need to survey the existing membership to ascertain how many would accept the transfer offer and to where, before raising this as an alternative to destroying the club.

Herewith a list of top City of London firms that play intercompany squash at lambs. This programme is designed in part, to keep City workers fit in the workplace, facilitate networking, build team spirit and ensure the companies remain located in the Square Mile and do not migrate to rival Canary Wharf. (An aspect the Corporation of London is vitally aware of). The most significant event in their calendar is the annual Mike Corby Square Mile Squash Competition, staged at Lambs with final play at Broadgate arena, sponsored by British Land whose chairman John Ritblat is a keen squash player.
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Monument -  

London Bridge FX- EC4

Liverpool St - Cutlers FX - EC2

Liverpool St - Broadgate FX - EC2

Fenchurch St - Fenchurch St FX - EC3

London Bridge - Cottons FX - SE1

Moorgate - Lambs FX - EC1

Bishopsgates - Spitalfields FX - E1

St. Katherines Dock - Thomas More Square FX - E1

South West London - Clapham FX - SW11 

West End - Tottenham Ct Rd FX - W1

Kent - Beckenham FX

Norwich - Norwich FX

Oxford - Oxford FX

(**)

INDEPENDENT:
The Lyceum

Kayham House, 6 Paul Street, LONDON EC2A 4JH

Tel:  020 7247 1588    Fax:  020 7655 0951

lyceumschool@aol.com

A non-selective Independent school for girls and boys aged from 3 to 11 .

Day pupils only.  Religion: Non-denom.  Fees: £2,400.  Open days: The first

Thursday of every month, by appointment..

Local Education Authority: Hackney

The Charterhouse Square School

40 Charterhouse Square, LONDON EC1M 6EA

Tel:  020 7600 3805    Fax:  020 7600 2957

csschool@email.msn.com www.charterhousesquareschool.com
Independent school for girls and boys aged from 3 to 11 .  Day pupils only.

Local Education Authority: Islington

St Paul's Cathedral School

2 New Change, LONDON EC4M 9AD

Tel:  02072 485 156    Fax:  02073 296 568

admissions@spcs.london.sch.uk www.stpauls.co.uk/school
A non-selective Independent school for girls and boys aged from 4 to 13 .

Takes boarders.

Pupils:  200.  Religion: C of E.  Fees: Day children £2,444 - £2,635;

choristers £1,608 for boarding and musical instrument tuition.  Open days:

In the autumn term..

Local Education Authority: City of London

City of London School for Girls

St Giles Terrace, Barbican, LONDON EC2Y 8BB

Tel:  020 7628 0841    Fax:  02076 383 212

info@clsg.org.uk www.clsg.org.uk
A selective Independent school for girls aged from 7 to 18 .  Day pupils

only.

Pupils:  670.  Fees: £3,363. Lunch extra in the senior school.  Open days:

In autumn and summer terms..

Local Education Authority: City of London

LOCAL AUTHORITY

Prior Weston Primary School

Whitecross Street, Bunhill Row, LONDON EC1Y 8RX

Tel:  02072 532 150    Fax:  02072 513 750

headteacher@priorweston.fsnet.co.uk

A non-selective state community school for girls and boys aged from 4 to 11

.  Day pupils only.

Pupils:  177.  Religion: Non-denom.

Local Education Authority: Islington

ALSO: CITY OF LONDON COMMUNITY EDUCATION CENTRE

Brenda.stevens@corpoflondon.gov.uk

0207 608 2753

99 Golden Lane EC1

After School Club

Children 4-11

Mon-Fri 3.30-5.45 Term time

NOTE: (gratefully acknowledging valuable input from many other members of Lambs Action Team)

ADD One point about the playing capacity issue that you might include is that

presumably the SRA's 100 players per court includes weekend play, whereas

Lambs isn't open (?) or at any rate isn't used at weekends.  If the courts

are only used five days a week then the players per court ratio is going to

be significantly lower.  I think you could reasonably just use 5/7ths which

comes out as 71 players per court for full capacity. Ben f.

