19 January 2006

Cllr. George Allan

Chair, Islington South Area Planning Sub-Committee

Dear Councillor Allan,

Sport England’s comments on proposals affecting Lambs Squash Club, 1 Lamb’s Passage, London EC1Y 8LE

I am writing to you about Sport England’s concerns over the potential loss of Lambs Squash Club, which is located in the London Borough of Islington near to the City of London. A planning application is due to be considered at Islington Council’s South Area Planning Committee meeting at 7.30pm on Tuesday 24th January 2006. The application proposes redevelopment of the site to provide flats and ground floor offices. 

Sport England’s role includes providing the strategic lead for sport in England. National planning policy advises local planning authorities to consult Sport England on proposals that would lead to the loss (or creation) of major sports facilities. We regard the Lambs Club as falling into this category. 

While welcoming the Council’s consultations on the application, I am concerned that our views (in a six page letter of objection) may be inadequately presented or unclear in the Committee Report, which simply states: “Sport England objected to the scheme due to the loss of the Squash Club” (para. 6). It may therefore be helpful to draw to your attention the main reasons for our objection to this application. These are summarised below. I hope this will assist the Planning Committee to take Sport England’s views into account in determining the planning application.

1. It would result in the total loss of the Lamb’s Squash Club major sports facilities, including nine squash courts, without any replacement. 

2. Islington Council has not itself undertaken a robust assessment of the future needs of its communities for open space, sports and recreational facilities, as required by national planning policy guidance PPG17: Planning for open space, sport and recreation.
3. In the absence of such an assessment by a local authority, PPG17 advises that an applicant for planning permission can seek to demonstrate through an independent assessment that the land or buildings are surplus to requirements. They also need to consult the local community and demonstrate the proposals are widely supported.

4. In Sport England’s view, the assessments submitted by the applicant are flawed and do not demonstrate that the Lambs Squash Club facilities are surplus to requirements. Evidence to support this view is provided by the assessment made by Strategic Leisure Ltd. Alternative squash courts in the area are inadequate to meet the demand, particularly at peak periods, if Lambs Squash Club was to close. In such circumstances, PPG17 advises that the facility should be retained and not be redeveloped. 
5. The applicant has not consulted the local community and demonstrated that their proposals are widely supported. On the contrary, many existing club members have voiced strong objections to the proposals. 
6. This club is important both for residents and particularly for people working in Central London who need accessible local facilities to enable them to maintain their sports activities during the working day. The Club has emphasised corporate membership and is closed at weekends. The limited membership by Islington residents is thus not surprising. However, this does not justify closure – rather it indicates the potential for increasing membership in the local residential community with off-peak use and weekend opening. 

7. The Lambs Club already meets significant local and wider needs for the playing of competitive squash to a high standard. Retaining the Club would therefore contribute to meeting important sporting needs in London while its loss would be contrary to the policy objectives of the London Plan (policy 3D.5)

8. The proposals also appear to conflict with the Islington UDP (2002). Policy R1 states: ‘The Council will encourage new and improved facilities for leisure, culture and recreation in the borough...’ Clearly, the loss of an existing important recreation facility without replacement, which is represented by the applicant’s proposed threat to Lambs Squash Club would produce a deterioration in the provision of such facilities.
9. Policy R17 states: “The Council supports the provision of additional facilities for indoor sports, fitness and active leisure pursuits. In particular it will seek a wider spread of opportunities across the borough...” The loss of Lambs would be contrary to the objective of this policy as it would narrow the spread of sporting opportunities across the borough.
10. Policy R23, Changes of Use, states: “Permission will not normally be granted for development which would involve the loss of a public cinema or theatre, or any other building suitable for public entertainment, arts or cultural use, unless it is replaced with a similar facility.”  This policy indicates that the Council wishes to safeguard its cultural heritage. The sporting infrastructure forms part of that cultural heritage and likewise should be safeguarded against this unnecessary loss.

11. The club is an important venue for squash in London, providing nine courts, including three show courts and accommodating spectators for important tournaments. Lambs has hosted international events and attracted players who provide inspiration both to club members and to many others within the sport. No other squash club in London has such significance. It has been the base for Peter Nicol, former world no.1 player, and still one of our top international squash players. 

12. The Health Sector, Sport England and others aim to encourage people to become more active. The loss of Lambs would be thoroughly detrimental to this. It is clear from the representations made by Lambs members that the loss of the Club would seriously reduce their opportunities for maintaining a healthy lifestyle.
In conclusion, Sport England considers that all avenues should be fully explored to allow squash to continue to be played on the Lamb’s site. As outlined above, we consider there are good reasons to justify supporting the retention of Lambs Squash Club and rejecting the redevelopment proposals. 

Yours sincerely,

Matthew Delaney

Regional Director, London 
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