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PROPOSED WORKS ON TOOTING BEC COMMON
APPLICATION REFERENCE NUMBER  COM/3263104


SUMMARY STATEMENT FROM SOUTH LONDON RESIDENTS


1. The developer, TFC Leisure, is seeking to build a pay-to-play floodlit football facility behind an 80 yard long, 15 foot high mesh fence on Tooting Common Triangle. The plans have been backed by Wandsworth Borough Council, who seek to cut the costs of maintaining the common, despite petitions being signed by over 10,000 people.

2. The council now requires official permission from the Secretary of State via the Planning Inspectorate to enclose this 38,500 square foot area of common land in a locked compound.

3. The value of the commons is beyond price to London and Londoners. Yet the capital is at a tipping point where it is faces a rapid depletion and degradation of common land for commercial purposes. 

4. Common land plays a very significant role in the health, wellbeing, and quality of life for inner city communities. However each decision taken in favour of commercial development on common land makes it exponentially more difficult for the public maintain and protect the capital’s remaining public space.

5. Tooting Commons should not be privatised, commercialised, locked and enclosed for commercial gain. Wandsworth Council is seeking to dispose of land on a 25 year lease to a private company, that values its price at £712,000.  In real terms, the value of this area of Tooting Common to its surrounding community today, now and into the future is immeasurable.   

6. The common should remain open and free to access for all, however the proposed new facilities, the fenced-in football facility, the proposed Stay and Play centre and the café will primarily be accessed by those who can afford to use them.

7. All available evidence demonstrates a widespread public consensus against the development. This has informed the council’s actions and explains why the proposed plans have been devised and implemented without due regard to the public interest and in an underhand manner.
 
8. The six five-a-side artificial pitches will be intensively used seven days a week until 9pm, but there has been no assessment of the consequences of hundreds of cars dropping young children at the narrow and congested entrance to the park and on surrounding streets.

9.  The new facility will not benefit the wider public. Its intended users include a selective football club with 28 teams who play at semi-professional level and whose members comprised 93% of supportive comments to the council

10. The development is in contravention of Wandsworth’s own pledges on Biodiversity. It will permanently and irrevocably damage one of the few large areas of common in London not bounded by roads, an area that is currently devoted to informal recreation, a site of Special Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation.

11. Existing floodlights on the common are only in rare and occasional use. The new floodlights would be in use from late afternoon, through early evening and until 9pm at night through autumn, winter and spring, radically changing the aspect of the common for all its local users.

12. The development, light, pitch and facilities will cause irreparable damaging to biodiversity and wildlife and act to urbanise and undermine the rare quality and seclusion offered by this rare area of common.

13. The entire area is subject to constant drainage issues - meaning the pitch is often one of the only dry areas of the common regularly used by the public in winter. As detailed in Enable’s own review of the area, the flooding issues also entail far greater attention than the remedial work suggested by the developer.  

14. The area is currently used for informal activities for a variety of leisure pursuits including cycling, skipping, cricket, football, running, the old and young and by parents and toddlers for informal activities of all descriptions. It is a public resource that must be managed in the interest of its users and not as a financial asset for the council.The commercialisation of such a significant area of common land in central London is not in keeping with the history and character of this area. 

15. Local people have fought since the nineteenth century to protect Tooting Bec Common from enclosure and development, but today the common is subject to constant attempts at encroachment, sadly some successful. The Victorians had the foresight to draw up laws to preserve the common for recreation and to prevent enclosure of the land. The 1873 Act in respect of Tooting Bec Common  confirming the 1866 Metropolitan Commons Act 1866 banned any such enclosure. Any subsequent legislation must be seen in the light of these original Acts and their intended purpose. While the London Parks Act 1967 may have extended the powers of Councils as to what they could introduce onto our commons, other legislation strictly controls and limits such development so as to preserve rights of access and enjoyment and the public interest. The facility is not compatible with the objectives and values of common land as set out in primary legislation and as set out in DEFRA’s Common Lands Consents Policy document, which aims to safeguard common land for future generations. 

16. The granting of a 25-year lease to a private and limited company will inevitably lead to further commercialisation of this and other commons.

17.  The council are not only signing away access rights to the common, they are signing away the rights of access for future generations with the first possible review date being October 1, 2038.

18. The addition of a commercial facility is appropriate for a brownfield site. The most prized quality of this entire area of the common - its place as a uniquely rare and peaceful retreat in the heart of London - will be destroyed and completely lost.

19. Wandsworth Borough Council and the developer have fundamentally failed to establish this development is in the public interest and have sought to drive through controversial plans through at the height of the pandemic.

20.  Wandsworth Borough Council has failed to meet its legal obligations under the National Planning Policy Framework. The council has also acted in direct contravention of its own policies, including its own 2019 Statement of Community Involvement. 

21. It has circulated out of date data to the Inspector over the need for provision of pitches, and knowingly failed to provided an accurate history of plans and development on the common at Tooting Triangle. 

22. The council itself is developing a new park, less than one mile away, but has chosen not to develop a football enclosure there despite making the case new facilities are necessary in the borough.

23. The council has allowed a Councillor with a fundamental conflict of interest to chair the online planning hearing, in contempt of the concerns of many thousands of local residents.

24.  The council has promoted the interests of a developer who has not consulted or interacted with the local community. Instead, the developer has consistently acted to mislead the public about the benefits and beneficiaries of the development. TFC Leisure promising to meet with the community if the facility is built – this is clearly unsatisfactory and would be taking action taken after the fact.

25.  Supportive comments to the council were sourced by round robin emails to members of the selective football club, the majority of whom live a long distance from the common. These comments were sent under the premise the facility would become a training base for the club. (Wandsworth Council declined to investigate this abuse of its consultation process despite requests that identified emails arriving over two 36 hour periods and forming over 90% of the support for the development. (It has not made these important support and objection comments available to the Inspectorate, although they would prove conclusive in assessing local opinion.)

26. The current users of the pitch were not been consulted, despite developers providing evidence to the contrary.
 
27.  The development on a Site Of Importance for Nature Conservation is in contravention of the 2021 Environment Act, which contains measures to protect and improve the environment, including Biodiversity Net Gain, the concept of which is already known in the National Planning Policy Framework.


28.  The council and the developer have failed to take account of the widespread impact on traffic and parking for the area and for local residents which is already under severe stress and the severe impact on residents in Wandsworth and across the neighbouring borough of Lambeth

29.  The plans will prevent communities of all types using the Triangle pitch and accentuating economic disparity between those who can afford to use the area and those who cannot.

30.  The council has ignored evidence that has seen similar facilities rejected by neighbouring communities.

31.  These following arguments and witness statements represent a fraction of the concern that exists across communities in Balham and Tooting at these plans. 

32. These plans have been poorly conceived. They misrepresent both the letter and the intention of the law surrounding common land. They have been pursued arrogantly and with no pretence of proper public consultation. They fail to meet both the legislative tests for this level of development and for the protection of common land and nature. Embarrassingly, they also flout the basic principles of planning and engagement Wandsworth Borough Council recently set out for themselves. In seeking to foist this unwanted commercial facility on the community, and by attempting to steal land from the public at a time of national emergency, a very small clique of people, hungry for development on a public common, have left a very poor account of themselves for generations to come.


