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Demolition of Lamb’s Squash Club, City of London

I am writing to bring to your attention the imminent closure and demolition of the long-standing and hugely popular Lamb’s Squash Club, located in Lamb’s Passage, just off Chiswell Street near Moorgate.

The freehold of Lamb’s was sold in September 2004, by the then owner, Mike Corby, to Clan Real Estate Limited (the property arm for the Duke of Buccleuch) for approximately £4m.  Clan currently has a planning application, P050441, lodged with Islington Borough Council to demolish the Club and build a 9-storey residential building containing 122 units with office use on part of the ground floor. The 1,200 members of Lambs only two weeks ago learned of the plan.  In effect, the Club has been sold from under members’ feet. 

This is a tragedy for squash and sport in London.  With nine courts, Lambs is the biggest squash facility in the City, and one of the largest in the UK.   More importantly, with 1,200 members, 800 of whom are squash players, and the largest league structure in the UK – currently 50 leagues and some 300 regular league players ranging from absolute beginners to national standard – it is among the most intensively used squash complexes in the UK. Demolishing the Club would undermine both a sport in which this country excels, and the enjoyment of the game for many of us amateurs. If Lambs closes, only seven squash courts will be left in the square mile.  Because of the pressure on court time, to all intents and purposes, squash in the City, and to a large extent London, will be finished.

Lambs is in every sense a friendly, community based Club with a very wide spectrum of members from a range of employment and ethnic backgrounds.  It is an ideal place to meet like-minded people from all parts of the world and backgrounds - a true representation of what the City of London is all about.  The Club’s closure will, I fear, mean the disappearance of another significant amenity that helps to attract and retain such a wide range of workers in the City of London.  

A number of other residents and Lamb’s members have objected to the planning application.  I am attaching some correspondence between one of them, Tania Loughran, and Bob Gilbert, who works in Greenspace at the local authority. 

Mr Gilbert’s letter states that the closure is outside the Borough Council’s control because the property is privately run and owned and as such terminating the lease is not a matter for the local authority. 

While accepting entirely that the local authority cannot compel a private company to run a sports club, is it also true to say that planning permission for any new development must heed government advice contained in PPG17: Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation, that “Existing… sports and 

recreational buildings and land should not be built on unless an assessment has been undertaken which has shown… the buildings and land to be surplus to requirements….  In the absence of a robust and-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...”.

In addition, para 11 of PPG17 states, inter alia:-  “… sports and recreational facilities that are of high quality, or of particular value to a local community, should be recognised and given protection by local authorities through appropriate policies in plans...”.    In this respect Lamb’s diversity of membership and international and national significance must surely count for a great deal?
We wish to proceed through a constructive dialogue and would like to work with the local authority and other stakeholders to find a way to preserve squash on the site. 

I am copying this letter to the MP for Islington, the Mayor of London, the Sports Minister, and the Minister with responsibility for planning and London.  We are also contacting other members of the Council.  This reflects the fact that time is short, rather than that we do not have faith in your acting decisively to protect and develop the Borough’s best amenities. 

Once again, we plead that you consider the impact demolishing a valued sports facility will have and work with us to find an acceptable resolution.   

We would very much value a meeting with you and will contact your office shortly to try and arrange this. 

Yours sincerely, 

ac. Rt Hon Richard Caborne MP, Rt Hon Keith Hill MP, Ken Livingston, Rt Hon Chris Smith MP 
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