3 April 2006

F.A.O. Matthew Rosel

Development Control Service

Environment and Regeneration Department

London Borough of Islington

P.O. Box 3333

222 Upper Street

London N1 1YA

Your Ref: Application Nos. P052310 and P052334

Dear Mr. Rosel,

Lambs Squash Club, 1 Lambs Passage, Chiswell Street, London EC1Y 8LE

1. Thank you for consulting Sport England on additional information submitted in support of the above planning application (and duplicate application) for the demolition of the existing building and the erection of a seven storey building plus basement to accommodate 87 residential units (use class C3) and 564 sq.m. of offices (use class B1) on part of the ground floor, with associated public realm and incidental works.

2. The additional information received includes further consideration of objections made to the impact of the proposals on daylight received in nearby buildings and upon future development of adjoining land. Sport England has no comments to make on either of these issues which would clearly be resolved if the existing building was retained. Two other documents received are: (a) a report by Pan-Leisure Consulting Limited: ‘Lambs Squash Club PPG17 – Independent Assessment’; and (b) legal advice provided by Rupert Warren of Landmark Chambers, 180 Fleet Street, London EC4.

Warren Report

3. In paragraph 2 of his advice, Mr. Warren erroneously states that the Council’s South Area Planning Committee in January 2006 “deferred its decision to approve the application pending further consideration of the proposals against the provisions of PPG17”.  In fact the South Area Planning Sub-Committee meeting on 24th January 2006 deferred determining the application to allow consideration to be given to the requirements of PPG17 and its applicability to the application. The Sub-Committee gave no indication of its likely decision to approve or refuse permission for the application.

Consultation and support

4. PPG17, in paragraph 10, states that where proposals involve building on existing open space, sports and recreational buildings and land, “Developers will need to consult the local community and demonstrate that their proposals are widely supported by them.” Warren, in paragraph 10, describes this as a stringent requirement. In paragraph 11 (6) he states “it seems to me that this principle must be approached sensibly as at best subordinate to a demonstration that the facility is surplus to requirements”.

5. Sport England does not agree with this opinion, citing in evidence the Government’s own good practice guide Assessing Needs and Opportunities: A Companion Guide to PPG17 (ODPM, September 2002). On page 14 is Diagram 1: Redevelopment of an Existing Open Space or Sports/Recreation Facility. This is a flow chart to assist local planning authorities in determining an application. One decision box asks the question: “Are the developer’s proposals widely supported by the local community? (PPG17, para. 10)” A negative answer leads directly to the decision box “Refuse permission”. This advice could hardly be clearer.

6. Further evidence of the importance attached to this requirement to consult the local community is provided by an appeal decision of February 2005. In dismissing an appeal against refusal for five detached dwellings on land at Moorlands Sports and Social Club, Boultham Moor, Lincoln, the Inspector stated: “I agree that consulting members of the club on occasions such as the annual general meeting is not a substitute for consulting the local community and demonstrating that the proposals are widely supported by them as required by paragraph 10 of PPG17.”  (Appeal Ref: APP/M2515/A/04/1149857).

7. In paragraph 27, Warren concedes that Clan Real Estate cannot show that their proposals have ‘wide support’. He goes on to claim that ‘not having the wide support of the current members does not seem to me to represent a breach of PPG17. The aims and objectives of national policy in PPG17 will not in my view of the evidence here be breached.”  

8. In the light of the importance attached to this requirement by both Government guidance and a Planning Inspector (see above), Sport England reiterates its view that the failure by the developer to consult the local community, and demonstrate that its proposals are widely supported by them, is contrary to the advice in PPG17.

Significance of Lambs Club

9. In paragraph 18, Warren states: “The LPA will need to examine carefully the claim by Sport England that the club has a national or even international role”. He goes on to say that Pan Leisure’s explanation “seems to me to undermine the judgement reached by the author of the Sport England letter that the club ‘is a highly significant club in the squash world’ “.

10. The author of the Sport England letter is content for the LPA to examine carefully these claims. However, if Warren would prefer to rely on a description “with a secure attribution to the club itself “, this can be found on the Lambs Club website at: www.fitness-exchange.net/lamb.htm. A copy of the latter was attached to Sport England’s response letter dated 3 November  2005. Another copy of the website, dated 21/03/06, is appended to this letter. This describes the Lamb’s Club as follows: 

“About the Club

Situated only a stone’s throw away from the Barbican, Lambs offers unrivalled quality of service combined with great facilities and staff who are passionate about their members. Our strong sporting heritage and outstanding squash facilities make us the No.1 choice for squash in London.

One of the most famous and prestigious squash clubs in the world, Lambs is situated in the heart of the City of London and is home to some of the world’s most famous squash players, teams and tournaments.

Once quoted by Jahangir Khan as ‘the best club he had ever played at’.”

11. Whatever attempts are made to downplay the role of the Lambs Club today, Sport England considers that this built facility, providing nine squash courts, is a significant part of the sporting infrastructure of inner London. Its future role, given an appropriate change in management objectives, also offers considerable potential as part of community sports provision for residents of the London Borough of Islington. 

Test of surplus to requirements

12. In paragraph 11(4), Warren states “Whether a facility is surplus to requirements will depend (perhaps in large part) on what need it meets currently. It will also depend on whether any need identified as met by the facility currently may be met elsewhere in the absence of the facility. It seems to me that this is the correct (indeed, only) interpretation of the expression ‘surplus to requirements’ “. 

13. This argument appears to be advanced in order to discard consideration of the past significance or future potential role of these facilities for squash. But if Warren’s interpretation is accepted, it suggests that once a sports facility is closed it must be regarded as “surplus to requirements” since a closed facility cannot meet any sporting needs. This is despite the fact that simply by reopening, it could again contribute to meeting sporting needs. This illustrates the weakness of such an interpretation and the need properly to take into account also the past role and potential future role of a sports facility in assessing whether it is surplus to requirements.

Pan Leisure Report

14. The latest version of Pan Leisure’s Report is described as PPG17 Independent Assessment. Its introduction quotes parts of PPG17 advice but with some important omissions. For example, in para 2.6 it quotes the first part of paragraph 2 as stating that an assessment of need should cover “the differing and distinctive needs of the population...” omitting the final sentence which reads “The needs of those working in and visiting areas, as well as residents should also be included”. 

15. This is significant because membership of the Lambs Club has been drawn predominantly from the working population in the area (and is a direct result of the management policy for the Club - promoting corporate membership and not opening at weekends) a point which is used to seek to justify that loss of the built facility should not be regarded as significant for the London Borough of Islington (paragraph 2.10 of Pan). This appears to ignore this specific advice in PPG17. It also fails to separate consideration of the management policies of the Lambs Club – which determine the sporting needs it can meet, from the built sport facilities themselves – which are leased by the Club. PPG17 requires that consideration be given to whether the built facilities themselves are surplus to requirements. This should properly take into account also potential opportunities for expanding use of the built facilities which new management policies could create. For example through weekend opening, promotion of membership among local residents, outreach work with local schools, school club links and coaching provision, the Club could play become a significant part of the community sporting infrastructure of the Borough. Support for this approach is provided in PPG17 paragraph 3 which advises local authorities in their audits to identify potential for increased use through better design, management and maintenance of sports and recreational facilities. 

16. The assessment of whether sufficient capacity exists at other squash facilities in the locality to meet the needs of current users of the Lambs Club courts is very important. However, it is not sufficient simply to identify clubs that are willing to take on new members. Sport England’s methodology for carrying out playing pitch assessments is of relevance here because it focuses upon identifying peak period demand for pitch use. Are there sufficient pitches available to meet demand when teams want to book them for matches in the peak period (a Saturday or Sunday morning or afternoon)? If not, then a shortage of pitches has been identified, despite the fact that pitches may be underused at other times of the week. 

17. Similarly, the capacity of other squash clubs in the area to accommodate displaced demand from Lambs Club members seeking to play squash at peak periods during the working day (usually during lunch breaks and shortly after work) is more significant that available memberships. If sufficient courts are not available for booking at peak periods then it is unlikely that the needs of Lambs members can be accommodated elsewhere. Sport England considers that peak period capacity at the other squash clubs identified is unlikely to be sufficient to replace the loss of the nine courts at the Lambs Club. This is because the other clubs are also most likely to experience peak demand at the same time. Since many Lambs members are part of the working population of central London, their flexibility to play at other times is likely to be more restricted than, for example, local residents.

18. Having quoted in paragraph 2.4 the requirement of PPG17, paragraph 10, that “Developers will need to consult the local community and demonstrate that their proposals are widely supported by them”, Pan-Leisure’s assessment continues by trying to find ways to justify not doing so (paragraph 4.6). However, no convincing justification for this stance is offered and the assessment completely ignores the overwhelming evidence that current users of the Lambs Club do not support the applicant’s proposals, as evidenced by their objections to the planning applications. Paragraph 4.6 of Pan-Leisure’s assessment states that “it is inappropriate and therefore unnecessary to carry out a consultation of the local community referred to in paragraph 10 of PPG17 and that this (does) not constitute a breach of the guidance.” For the reasons set out in paragraphs 4-8 above, Sport England does not concur with that view and regards it as contrary to PPG17 advice. 

19. In paragraph 5.9, the Pan Leisure assessment states that Lambs has not hosted the preliminary rounds of the British Open since 2001. However, the Club was booked to host the qualifying and early rounds of the British Open Squash Championships as recently as October 2005, with the finals to be held at the RHS Horticultural Halls. Although the competition was transferred to Manchester due to disappointing ticket sales at the Horticultural Halls, it demonstrates that Lambs Club still has potential as a venue for significant tournaments.

Housing provision targets

20. A further consideration is whether there is any overwhelming need for the built sport facility to be lost to redevelopment for housing as a competing land use, although this would not provide justification for the loss in terms of PPG17advice. The Greater London Authority (GLA) monitors housing provision figures against annual targets for each borough. Taking the last two years (2003 – 2005) together, the London Borough of Islington has exceeded its housing provision target by over 17%. This suggests that there is no necessity for the Lambs Club site to be redeveloped for housing in order for the borough to meet GLA housing provision targets. However, one of the principal objectives of PPG17 is to reduce the loss of sports facilities to other uses by imposing strict tests that should be applied in order to assess whether such facilities are truly surplus to requirements before planning permission involving their loss can be considered.

Sporting infrastructure of London

21. Sport England considers that a dangerous precedent would be set if this major built sports facility for squash, leased by Lambs Club, were to be lost without replacement. The Sports Minister Richard Caborn has also been reported, in the Evening Standard, as supporting calls for the Lambs Club to be retained. Separate representations are also being made by England Squash about the importance of the game and its plans for the future development of squash in which British players are currently among the best in the world.

22. In conclusion, Sport England continues to press for all avenues to be fully explored to allow squash to continue to be played on the Lambs site. For the reasons set out above, and in Sport England’s previous letters dated 3 November 2005 and 19 January 2006, we strongly object to the applicant’s proposals and recommend that planning permission should be refused. Sport England continues to maintain the view that there are clear planning grounds for refusing the application. Sport England would also support the local planning authority in defending such a refusal in the event of an appeal. 

23. I would be grateful if you would inform me of the outcome of this application in due course. This is needed to update our database on planning application consultations.

Yours sincerely,

Peter Durrans

Senior Planning Manager

Direct Line 020 7273 1961

E-mail peter.durrans@sportengland.org

