His Grace The Duke of Buccleuch KT, VRD

Bowhill, Selkirk, TD7 5ET

June 03, 2005 

My Lord Duke,  

Re.
Proposed Redevelopment of Lambs Squash Club,  London EC1 by Clan Real Estate

I write to you in my capacity as organiser of the Lambs Action Team, a voluntary group established to oppose the proposed demolition and redevelopment of Lambs Squash Club in London.  I understand that the new owner of Lambs’ physical site is Clan Real Estate, a joint venture between the Buccleuch Estates and Native Land.

It is a matter of record that you are a person who has devoted much energy, effort and resource to the maintenance and responsible stewardship of large tracts of rural Scotland, for the benefit of future generations.  Clearly this is not done for personal gain, and to some extent it seems that your purely commercial property activities are conducted in support of what are essentially philanthropic land interests.  

To us then it seems anomalous that your name should be associated with a proposed development which reduces sporting facilities available both to a local community within inner London and to the wider community of squash players.

We suspect that very little may have been said to you about the sporting club which the Clan scheme proposes to replace.  It has been convenient for those with an interest in proceeding with the development, to characterise Lambs as a “moribund fitness club” in an area well provided for by alternative fitness facilities. This could not be further from the truth: Lambs is first and foremost a squash club, has a strong and committed membership, and is fundamentally financially viable if properly managed.

My reason for writing to you now is to ask if you would possibly re-consider whether, given where matters presently stand, the somewhat uncertain prospective monetary gains from this development scheme continue, in your opinion, to outweigh the sure loss it will impose on the wider community.

By way of background, Lambs is one of very few large purpose built squash clubs (fitness facilities being added some years later as an afterthought) in the country. Lambs is without question the premier squash club in London and probably in the United Kingdom.  Squash is the only world sport where the top 10 players are from the UK. Lambs’ members (predominantly people working at all levels in the City of London) and local residents who submitted over 200 planning objections, did so out of deep affection for the club. Lambs has over the past 25 years developed into an irreplaceable venue for squash, whether for social players, county league matches, coaching or hosting tournaments. These include the British Open, the Jesters (formerly the British Amateur), the Square Mile Tournament, and the national Police Forces weekend.  Organisations such as the Corporation of London and Sport England also submitted objections, again because they were alarmed at the possible loss of local sporting facilities for which no viable replacement was proposed.

As you will no doubt know, the initial planning application made to Islington Council by Clan was refused for a number of reasons, one of which was that Islington planners determined that “the proposal would result in a loss of facilities” contrary to local, London and central government planning policies”.   In essence the local council has determined that the loss of Lambs as a sporting facility is of sufficient significance to the wider community that it should not be allowed.

While Clan Real Estate may well appeal Islington council’s decision, given its investment to date, the professional advice we have taken suggests that, unless Clan substantially re-designs its scheme to incorporate a comparable squash facility (as well as addressing the other reasons for rejection), planning may not be forthcoming. In this event, with two rejections on file, the prospects for a planning change of use on the property will have been pretty thoroughly demonstrated, with consequent implications for value.

Instead of this route, and if you would consider such an outcome, we would like to meet and discuss a purchase of the freehold of the club, placing it into some form of trust structure (or ownership by a non-profit institution committed to retaining Lambs’ existing use). The objective would be to ensure Lambs’ unique facilities are retained for use by its members, local schools, the national squash and sporting fraternity and the community at large.  We would be even more delighted if you might personally consider this to be a worthwhile project yourself to invest in. 

We believe this buy back can and will attract the support of one or more well-resourced institutions which have expressed a clear interest in seeing Lambs survive.  We also believe that Lambs is eminently viable at an operational level, particularly once re-constituted as a registered community amateur sports club. This arrangement brings very considerable financial advantages in terms of rates, VAT, and eligibility for such grants as are routinely distributed to these entities.  A meaningful number of members are also willing to provide capital to assist a buy back.

Our objective throughout has been to avoid making mischief or causing annoyance. We simply seek to preserve Lambs, and given the club was sold as a fait accompli, the planning process has been our only practical route to this effect.  I suspect that the Lambs Action Team is motivated by similar reasons to those which underpin your own efforts in nurturing the rural landscape – namely when something is of sufficiently wide benefit to the community, it deserves to protected.

We do hope there is a way to reach an amicable and mutually acceptable resolution to this situation, and thank you in advance for your consideration of this request and any input you might be inclined to give us.

Yours sincerely,

Ken Pottinger, on behalf of the Lambs Action Team.

organiser@save-lambs-squash-club.co.uk
