





3 November 2005





F.A.O. Kevin Henson – Case Officer


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. P052334 and P052310





Dear Mr. Henson,





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





Thank you for consulting Sport England on 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.





I note that the proposals represent a reduction in scale compared with the previous application (122 residential units on 9 stories). However, they would still result in the total loss of the Lamb’s Squash Club and its facilities (including nine squash courts) through demolition without any replacement. This is a matter of serious concern to Sport England.





Annex B of Circular 9/95, General Development Order Consolidation (as amended 1996), advises local planning authorities to consult Sport England on proposals that would lead to the loss (or creation) of major sports facilities. Local authorities are therefore expected to attach importance to the views expressed by Sport England in such cases. We consider the proposed loss of the Lambs Squash Club to be such a case as it represents the loss of major sports facilities.





Policy considerations





PPG17: Planning for open space, sport and recreation





Paragraph 1 of PPG17 states: “To ensure effective planning for open space, sport and recreation it is essential that the needs of local communities are known. Local authorities should undertake robust assessments of the existing and future needs of their communities for open space, sports and recreational facilities. Assessments will normally be undertaken at district level, although assessments of strategic facilities should be undertaken at regional or sub-regional levels.” Sport England is not aware of such an assessment having been undertaken by the local authority into the community need for squash facilities.





Paragraph 10 addresses the need to maintain an adequate supply of open space and sports and recreation facilities. It states: “Existing open space, sports and recreational buildings and land should not be built on unless an assessment has been undertaken which has clearly shown the open space or the buildings and land to be surplus to requirements.”  It continues: “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.” 





The applicant’s planning statement (Planning Statement: Lambs Club, Lambs Passage, EC1Y, September 2005) includes Appendix 3 ‘Lamb’s Club and Other Comparable Facilities in the Surrounding Area’, comprising four pages, two tables and one map. For the reasons explained in this letter (paragraph 24 onwards) Sport England considers that Appendix 3 contains serious flaws and fails to demonstrate that the Lambs Club buildings are surplus to requirements. Consequently the proposals are considered to conflict with PPG17. 





Sport England’s Planning Bulletin 15: Strategic Planning for Sport Revisited (July 2004) stresses: “Inspectors and the Secretary of State are following the advice in paragraph 10 of PPG17 that developers who are promoting proposals which involve the loss of open space, sports and recreation facilities must demonstrate the support of the local community for their proposals. It is therefore incumbent on the developers to undertake thorough and effective community consultation to seek to achieve wide community support for their proposals. To do this, it is necessary to convince the community that any replacement or compensatory open space or sports facilities are sufficient to overcome any initial opposition to the loss of an open space or facility.”  However, no evidence has been provided that the developers have (a) consulted the local community on their proposals and (b) and demonstrated that their proposals are widely supported by them. 





Sport England’s Planning Bulletin 15 continues: “Fundamental to this process is the identification of what constitutes ‘the local community’. Clearly, in most cases this will include not just immediate neighbours to a development site but also other residents and users (past, present and potential) of the existing, new or improved facilities.”  In the context of these proposals, ‘the local community’ also includes the members of the Lambs Club and other squash players who use the Club’s facilities. Although many of these people may not be local residents, they often work nearby and comprise part of Central London’s daytime population. The large number of objections to the planning applications, submitted by Lambs members and other squash players who value the Lambs Club facilities, clearly demonstrates that the applicant’s proposals have  not met with ‘wide support’ but instead with considerable hostility. Therefore the applicant has failed to meet this test of PPG17 and the proposals conflict with national planning policy. 





The London Plan 





The Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London (The London Plan, Mayor of London 2004) contains a section on Culture and Sport in London. Policy 3D.5, on Sports facilities states: “The Mayor will work with strategic partners to promote and develop London’s sporting facilities...In reviewing UDPs, boroughs should identify sites for a range of sports facilities to meet local, sub-regional and wider needs.”





In Sport England’s view, the Lambs Club already meets significant local and wider needs for the playing of squash at a high standard. Retention of 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.





Islington UDP (adopted June 2002)





Chapter 7, Recreation and Leisure, contains policy R1. This 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. It follows that the proposals are contrary to the objective of policy R1 of improving and increasing facilities.





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...”. Again, the loss of Lambs Club would clearly be contrary to the objective of this policy as it would undermine the provision of additional facilities and narrow the spread of sporting opportunities across the borough.





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.”  It is clear from the wording of this policy that the Council wishes to safeguard its cultural heritage in the borough. Sport England considers that the sporting infrastructure forms part of that cultural heritage and likewise should be safeguarded against unnecessary loss, which this application represents.





Sport England’s Land Use Planning Policies for Sport





Sport England’s land use planning policy statement Planning Policies for Sport (1999) includes the following objective to protect existing places for sport: “To prevent the loss of facilities or access to natural resources which are important in terms of sports development. Should redevelopment be unavoidable, an equivalent (or better) replacement facility should be provided in a suitable location.”





Sport England opposes proposals that would result in the unjustified or avoidable loss of facilities for sport. Should the loss of a facility be unavoidable, we would seek at least the equivalent replacement in terms of quality, quantity and accessibility, unless it can be proved that the facility is genuinely redundant and there is no demand for a replacement based on a thorough assessment. However in this case, Sport England is not convinced by the applicant’s evidence that the loss of the facility is unavoidable or that it is genuinely redundant. 





The club is an important venue for squash in London, providing nine courts, including three show courts and accommodating spectators for important tournaments. Sport England considers Lambs to be a highly significant club in the squash world. It has been the base for Peter Nicol, former world no.1 player, and still one of the top international squash players. The club also attracts other top players and has always been a hub for the international squash scene. London has been described as the world capital of squash and the Lambs Club makes an important contribution to this role.





London Plan for Sport and Physical Activity





The London Plan for Sport and Physical Activity (Sport England, May 2004), which has been endorsed by many partners, aims to increase participation in sport and physical activity in the capital, with obvious benefits for public health. The loss of existing sports facilities, such as the Lambs Club, would contribute to undermining the achievement of this important aim. 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. If the Club can be retained, there appears to be potential to increase its use by local residents and schools through increasing off-peak use and weekend opening. 





Health and physical activity best practice guidance





Increasing levels of physical activity in the population is an important Government priority. The Department of Health and the Department of Culture, Media and Sport jointly  published a best practice guidance: Choosing Activity – a physical activity action plan (March 2004) which further stresses the importance of providing opportunities for activity in the workplace. This is a physical activity action plan to promote increased participation in physical activity across England. It is a summary of how we will deliver the commitments on physical activity presented in the public health white paper Choosing Health: making healthier choices easier. It brings together all the commitments relating to physical activity in Choosing Health as well as other action across government, which will contribute to increasing levels of physical activity. These include school PE and sport and local action to encourage activity through sport, transport plans, the use of green spaces and by the NHS providing advice to individuals on increasing activity through the use of pedometers.





It provides further detail on both the context, and next steps for action, and represents the first truly cross-government plan to coordinate action aimed at increasing levels of physical activity across the whole population – as recommended by the Game Plan report in 2002. An active lifestyle is key to improving and maintaining health. However, in 2004 only 37% of men and 24% of women were sufficiently active to gain any health benefit. Three in ten boys and four in ten girls aged 2 to 15 are not meeting the recommended levels of physical activity. 





The challenge faced by the Health Sector, Sport England and others is to encourage more people to become more active. We do not underestimate the challenge that faces us in increasing activity levels. Many countries in the world are tackling similar challenges and few have so far achieved a significant increase. Key to the successful delivery of the commitments within the plan will be the contribution and engagement of the voluntary, business and community sectors. Working together will be critical to bringing about change, and supporting individuals to make the changes that build activity back into their lives. In this context, the threatened loss of an existing sports facility, such as Lambs Squash Club, is thoroughly detrimental. It is clear from the representations made by existing members that the loss of the Club would seriously diminish their opportunities for maintaining a healthy lifestyle and therefore runs counter to these important health objectives for the community.





Sport England priority sports





Squash is one of Sport England’s top ten priority sports. These provide a focus for investment and development to deliver increased participation and success in competition. Lambs Squash Club is recognised internationally as a centre of excellence for the sport. The club has long hosted international events and attracted players who provide inspiration both to club members and to many others within the sport. 





Provision of opportunities for sport for people in the workplace setting is also a critical target of the National Framework for Sport. The closure of the club would reduce the level of physical activity among Central London’s workforce, which would clearly be detrimental. 





Sport England is also aware that the National Governing Body for squash intends to use the Olympics to raise the sport’s profile to help secure acceptance as a future Olympic sport. The development and promotion of squash in the run-up to the London Games of 2012 would clearly benefit from the retention of the Lambs Club.





Assessment of Applicant’s Planning Statement: Appendix 3





Appendix 3 of the planning statement is believed to contain the applicant’s evidence to support the proposed closure of Lambs Squash Club. The first four paragraphs raise the issue of the financial position of the club. Although Sport England is aware that Fitness Exchange Group has faced financial difficulties in recent years, it is unclear from the appendix the extent to which Lambs Club itself is in financial difficulty. To assume that the only ‘solution’ to such unquantified problems is the applicant’s proposal for closure and redevelopment of the site is unconvincing. There is neither a robust analysis of the scale of the financial problems nor an assessment of alternative options that could avoid the closure of the club and the total loss of this important sports facility. This is an insufficient basis on which to approve the proposals and, in any case, the financial position of the current use is not a planning consideration.





An un-costed list of outstanding maintenance work is provided. No detailed conditions survey has been undertaken and no other evidence provided to support the claim that “it would cost at least £1 million in order to refurbish the existing facility in order to allow it to compete with alternative facilities within the local area”. However, the need for refurbishment of the Club again provides no justification for granting planning permission for redevelopment when no alternative options have been seriously considered. If it were to do so, it would provide an incentive for owners of other sports facilities to allow their premises to fall into disrepair in the hope of securing a more profitable redevelopment. This is an argument that has been supported by Inspectors in determining past planning appeals.





Having described the Club as needing refurbishment, the appendix describes membership as declining. This may, of course, partly reflect the lack of investment in the current facilities as well as other factors. However, membership of 1,243 in April 2005 remains a substantial number and the chart shows this to have been stable over the past year. 





The National Facilities Strategy for Squash in England 2000-2005, Summary Report (SRA, July 1999) states, in paragraph 5.4: “the most useful and consistent guideline for sustainability is that clubs should aim for about 100-125 members per court. Below this number a club many not be viable; above it members may find it difficult to book sufficient court time to justify their membership fees.”  This suggests that Lambs Club, with its nine courts, needs 900 squash players, a figure already exceeded by recent membership fixtures. Some members may use the gym and other facilities, but the suggestion that the Lambs Club capacity is “approximately 3,000 members” may be an over-estimate. If so, this would exaggerate the extent of any apparent membership shortfall. 





Reference to the low percentage of Islington residents who belong to the club reflects the fact that it not open at weekends and caters mainly for squash players, many of whom work in the locality and are part of the daytime population of Central London. However, for the reasons explained in paragraph 8 above, these people should also be regarded as part of the local community in terms of an assessment under PPG17. Sport England also understands that some local schools may be interested in using courts at off-peak times, if the opportunity became available.





The applicant’s assessment of available capacity at the five ‘local sports facilities with squash courts’ is of limited use. Whether the clubs have capacity for new members is not particularly relevant. What is significant to Lambs squash players is whether the 14 alternative courts identified have sufficient peak period availability for playing matches. They would require a very high level of squash court availability in peak periods to be able to absorb the transferred demand for play resulting from the loss of 9 squash courts at Lambs. Given that peak demand (Monday – Friday) is likely to be similar to Lambs pattern, Sport England does not consider that to be a likely situation. 





Report by Strategic Leisure Limited for Lambs Action Team





Sport England has received a copy of the assessment report prepared by Strategic Leisure Limited (SLL) for the Lambs Action Team (The importance of the Lambs Club and an assessment of the implications of its closure). It appears to be a robust assessment of the significance and role of the Lambs Club describing its profile and detailing its high level of membership activity in squash at all standards. This is also reflected on the Lambs Club website (home page attached). 





Of particular importance is SLL’s assessment of the adequacy of alternative squash facilities to meet the demand if Lambs Club was to close. Although SLL identified more potential courts than the applicant’s report, it nevertheless concluded, in paragraph 4.12, that the existing level of alternative provision for squash and the consequent demand for squash participation cannot be met in the same area, if Lambs is closed. This is an important material consideration in assessing the proposals for it provides strong evidence that the sports facilities at Lambs Club are NOT surplus to requirements, a test set by paragraph 10 of PPG17. It follows that their proposed loss is contrary to this national planning policy.





If, in the light of this evidence and clear planning advice, planning permission were to be granted that resulted in the loss of the nine squash courts, it would be reasonable to expect the London Borough of Islington itself to provide, or to secure replacement provision of, nine additional squash courts within the borough, to make good the consequent shortfall.





Sport England would wish all avenues to be explored to allow squash to continue to be played on the Lamb’s site. For the reasons given in this letter, we strongly object to these proposals and recommend that planning permission should be refused. Sport England considers that there are clear planning grounds for such refusal, which can be supported on appeal. 





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
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