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From the Tooting Commons Management Advisory Committee.  

Planning Application Balham Boxing and Youth Club 336 Cavendish Road and Football Pitch 

East of 336 Cavendish Road SW12 0PP. Planning Application number 2019/4206: 

 

Executive summary 

1. TCMAC approaches the application to refurbish and upgrade the triangle site from the point of view of 

its role as a guardian of the Tooting commons and in the light of the planning law and guidelines that 

apply to the London Borough of Wandsworth.  

2. The relevant thrust of the law and guidelines is to balance organised sporting use of commons against 

other demands on them. That balance is to be met in the context of a national, metropolitan, and local 

move towards de-urbanisation for the sake of the health of human users, the improvement of the natural 

ecosystem, and in mitigation of climate change. 

 

3.. TCMAC recognises the advantages promised by the development and appreciates the time and effort 

taken by the council and developer to mitigate damage to the environment, to those many users of the 

common who will not benefit from it, and (to a degree) to those who live alongside Tooting Bec common. 

 

4. It notes, however, considerable public disquiet at the prospect of the site being ‘privatised’, so that 

what was once freely open to the public will now be enclosed and the activities within subject to 

charging. 

 

5. Planning documents treat the Tooting commons not as a park or recreation ground but as a common. 

Tooting Bec and Tooting Graveney are a mixture of natural habitat and open spaces. They provide a wide 

range of leisure and recreational amenities together with spaces for general relaxation, retreat from city 

pressures, communion with the natural environment, individual contemplation and shared socialising. 

Research undertaken over several years shows that the demand such for passive, unorganized, uses, far 

exceeds that for organised sports. 

 

6. The Triangle area in which the site is located is geographically, hydrologically, aesthetically and 

ecologically unsuited to the development proposed. It is best suited to passive human use, the 

preservation of wildlife, and the proliferation of appropriate grasses, trees and shrubs. Nevertheless, there 

are decaying facilities on it, and there is a reasonable case for improving them rather than removing them. 

 

7. In these circumstances TCMAC supports the application with reservations, as to: 

 

• The unwanted generation of noise, and 

• The use of floodlighting at any time 

 

8. TCMAC believes that much of the noise pollution can be avoided with a little more attention, but that 

floodlighting would not only increase noise but be a great and intrusive step backwards in the progress of 

de-urbanisation. Other sites in the borough should be reconsidered if floodlighting is thought to be 

essential to the workings of the applicants’ business plans. 

 

 

____________________________*********************___________________________ 
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Chair’s account of TCMAC’s detailed views 

1. I write, as its Chair, on behalf of the Tooting Commons Management Advisory Committee 

(TCMAC). TCMAC is a 24-member publicly-elected body tasked by the Council of the London 

Borough of Wandsworth (LBW) to advise it on matters contained in the Tooting Common 

Management and Maintenance Plan (TCMMP) of 2015.  

TCMAC very much appreciates that three of its members were conducted around the site by the 

applicant. We are grateful too, to the officers of Enable.  Since about 2007 they have had 

informative and helpful conversations with us as to the future of the site. TCMAC also 

appreciates the considerable amount of work put into what may be called the Triangle question 

by LBW committees over the years, most recently recorded in their papers 16-451 and 18-432. 

2. We see much to commend the application. The current run-down buildings will be refurbished 

minimally, with only a small addition to its footprint and in keeping with the site. The redgra 

pitch alongside them will be resurfaced but not extended. The boxing club will enjoy improved 

facilities.  Certain anti-social aspects of current usage will be addressed by the presence of staff 

at the entrance to the facility, and by the design of the north side of the building with its abutting 

planting.  Parking on the common will be more effectively discouraged.  The gates to the 

common by the nearby railway bridge will be kept locked. Thoughtless noise pollution from the 

boxing club will be minimised. Respect for the users of the abutting children’s playground will 

be enforced. More people, especially younger ones, will be encouraged to play organised 

football. The public will have access to toilets and a café. A play space for young children will 

be provided within the building complex. Overall, more people will enjoy use of the site at a 

commercially-sustainable price. 

 In addition, a financial benefit to the council may also be expected: £295,000 worth of annual 

payments made over 25 years, plus 0.5% of revenue share each year. Annual savings on 

maintenance of the site are estimated to begin at £14,500, rising to perhaps £20,000 at the end of 

TFC Leisure’s lease. (See 16-451, Summary, and Recommendation 3a.)  

3.1 Against these advantages to future clientele of the site are the disadvantages that accrue to 

current clientele.  

One might be that parents of young children could lose equivalent access to the ‘play and stay’ 

activities currently provided. That will depend on the hours of opening of a child play facility in 

the refurbished building, the price charged for use, and the age range of the children who may 

use the facility. 

 A second disadvantage will certainly be that the casual users of the redgra pitch will be deprived 

of free access to it because of the fencing off of the football-playing area and policing of the 

entrance to the building through which the pitch will be reached.  

There may also be a problem in that the entrance to the buildings will be very close to the 

existing child’s playground and such a mixed use of the space may impact on the convenience of 

playground users.  
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3.2 TCMAC expects that LBW will weigh the advantages and disadvantages of present and 

future client usage taking note of Wandsworth’s Local Plan as set out in its Development 

Management Policies Document (DMPD). DMPD, policy DMO 2f has it that: ‘Proposals 

involving a loss of children’s play facilities will only be permitted where there is no identified 

need for the facilities or if the site is replaced by equivalent facilities in an appropriate location’. 

Thought will also no doubt be given to current usage of the redgra pitch, mostly by children and 

families.  

3.3 But there remain questions as to the externalities of the proposal: the undesirable wider 

impacts of a plan designed to improve a narrower, site-and-client centred, aspect of public utility. 

TCMAC’s objections to the application rest on such externalities. 

3.4 The most sweeping calculus of externalities often leads to opposition to every element of the 

application. This is not TCMAC’s view, but we are aware of extremely passionate and 

widespread local views of this kind.  Many consider that to allow the application would be to 

exclude the general public from using what they see as common land to be enjoyed by all. The 

case against ‘privatisation’ by fencing off and requiring payment for use may well not be legally 

sound, but that formulation of the objection needs to be given great weight by the council. Many 

members of the MAC share it, informed by a social philosophy rooted in a very long English 

tradition and legal precedent of protecting the commons against enclosure. So TCMAC advises 

that enclosure and charges for use of the site ought to be of great political and moral concern to 

the Planning Committee. It is worth their noting that there could be unforeseen legal implications 

of Muir v Wandsworth Borough Council (2018) where a central issue was the exclusion from 

public use of what was previously freely open to all.  But whatever way Muir may be read, 

TCMAC’s advice is to take the question of privatisation extremely seriously when balancing the 

utilities of the plan for future use. 

4. In the end though, of greater concern to TCMAC than these balances of risk and benefit, are 

the deleterious external impacts of two aspects of the proposed development. These will affect 

the surrounding neighbourhood, other users (one can’t call them clients) of the common, and on 

the wildlife and ecology of the area in which the site is set. These concerns of TCMAC are in 

accordance with the planning law and policy which both it and the Planning Committee must be 

guided. And they are set in a countrywide planning context which urges local bodies to take into 

account the unique character of commons and the increasing need to de-urbanise them for the 

sake of citizens and the natural environment. In brief, TCMAC has serious doubts about the 

planning proposal insofar as (1) it seeks to floodlight the resurfaced football pitch and (2) it 

entails an increase in noise pollution especially during the early hours of the evening.  The 

details of its case will follow after this introduction, but for now: 

TCMAC supports the application overall, but objects to any use of floodlights on the site and 

cautions the WBC as to the increase of noise in the area.  See sections 6.3, 10 and 11 below. 

 

___________________________           ***********   ____________________________ 
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5.1 TCMAC’s objection and its caution are based on the TCMMP -- prepared after considerable 

local and expert consultation — and on the WBC’s Local Plan set in the context of the London 

Plan and the National Plan Policy Framework (NPPF).  

5.2 The members of TCMAC consider their core remit is to act as guardians of the common. 

They think it their duty to act as defenders of its interests, even if they may at times run counter 

to other legitimate interests such as the promotion of organised sport, community events and 

usage, commerce, motor transport, transmission of electronic communications, etc.  Other 

interests have their voices -- sometimes those of individual members of the MAC. The more 

fragile commons do not otherwise have a voice. This is known among economists and 

environmentalists as an aspect of ‘the tragedy of the commons’. Commons stand in continual 

danger of appropriation for uses which damage their character as havens of quiet for humans, 

and a home and refuge for other living things. Such guardianship of otherwise inarticulate 

entities is increasingly recognised in overseas legal systems and is a principle expressed in 

TMAC’s Character and Position Statement (2019), at https://tootingcommons.org/  

6.1 To turn to the TCMMP on which TCMAC is asked to advise the Council. That plan suggests 

that the area (Area 7. ‘The Triangle’) in which the site is located be further de-urbanised. Group 

consultations suggested that it should be considered as one not to be used for any formal sports at 

all so as to keep a balance between formal and informal uses over Tooting Bec Common and 

Tooting Graveney Common as a whole (11.53.8). Consultations also suggested that the nearby 

Emmanuel Field might be a better place for the children’s playground and sports than the 

Triangle. (11.60.4). The plan noted ‘flooding issues near the Triangle Children’s Centre’ (7.20; 

Table 15.1, 3). Recent memory records flooding on the One O’clock Club site--the predecessor 

of the children’s’ play and stay facility.  In view of the situation in 2015 the TCMMP 

recommended that the Council should ‘Consider a long-term aspiration to remove formal sport, 

the playground and Balham boxing club from the Triangle’ (13.1.9z) and should consider 

reduced grass cutting so as to promote a desirable ecological variety. (Table 14.1, 7). TCMAC 

supports the thrust of these recommendations as an important consideration to lay against that of 

increased client usage on the site. We further note that attempts over the years to drain the 

Triangle fields for formal sports use have failed in their purpose, which was to move formal 

sports from the fields near the Tooting Bec Road which might then have been restored to native 

heath.  The applicant claims there is little risk of the site flooding, but in 2016 and 2017 the play 

and stay site was seriously flooded (18-432, 43). 

6.2 It is clear that the TCMMP considers that the application site lies in a dominant corner of an 

area most naturally fitted for informal public use and for the promotion of ecological values.  

Leaving aside ecological values for the moment, promotion of informal public use should not be 

overlooked. It meets a continued, demonstrated, community need.  In 2015 the TCMMP 

recorded current usage of the commons. Its findings closely echoed those of previous studies of 

1993 and 2007 (Wandsworth Open Space Study, §3.83-84, 125-27).  Organised sport, excluding 
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visits to the Lido and the Athletics track, was the reason for only 9.1% of visits. Informal usage 

was massively predominant. 

It is true that the Lido attracted 32.5% and the Athletic Track 12.3% of users, and that organised 

events and activities requiring little and temporary interference with the common attracted 

15.2%; and the café (presenting organised eating) attracted 30.6%. But even though the Lido’s 

and the café’s attractions were great, informal usages were much greater.  Taken separately and 

together (the surveyed users could give more than one reason for visiting) informal uses rated far 

higher than organised and institution-dependent activities. As many as 64% went to the 

commons simply ‘to walk’; 60.2% went ‘to exercise’; 42% went ‘to relax’; 32% went ‘to meet 

friends; 25.2% went to cycle; 18% went to walk their dogs. Informal sports and games attracted 

12.5% of those who visited— 3% more than those who visited to play organised sport (TCMMP, 

p.93.).  

TCMAC considers it a mistake for social engineers to underestimate the value of self-chosen, 

self-administered recreation and sport, not forgetting that families and groups have made those 

choices as well as individuals. The informal community use of the common is to be promoted 

rather than interfered with. 

6.3 It is, however, the case that on the site there happen to exist a children’s playground, a set of 

deteriorating buildings which has provided a useful community facility for boxing and for 

childcare, and a redgra pitch which is often used though only informally. The proposal is that the 

use of the site be intensified, and that the number and quality of the uses be improved and 

supervised to the public benefit and a modest profit to LBW.  

TCMAC appreciates those considerations and therefore supports the application in general. 

The only realistic alternatives seem to be to allow the continued degradation of the buildings 

or their removal in whole or in part. Neither of these options is disastrous--and the second 

might be reasonable in the circumstances—but neither seem optimal providing that noise is 

controlled and floodlighting disallowed.  

TCMAC’s support does not extend to floodlighting and evening noise generation. It opposes 

the application if those conditions are not met, and recommends that an earlier search by the 

council for more suitable sites for boxing and football be recommenced. 

7.1 TCMMP does not provide unambiguous guidance for these conclusions. It is a matter of 

balance between encouraging formal sport and community activity over and against not only 

preserving but enhancing the unique features of what is a common, not a park.  

7.2 On the one hand TCMMP supports ‘De-urbanisation of the Common (8.40-2). Its ‘overall 

strategy’ in managing and maintaining it is to ‘Retain, enhance and de-urbanise’ it, ‘to conserve 

the essential character of the Common. Restore the historic and natural heritage of the Common 

whilst integrating recreation and landscape conservation. Restore biodiversity and habitats, 

heritage features, improving access and visitor experience. Increase the levels of awareness…so 

that [people] understand its special qualities and character as a Common as opposed to a park’ 
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(14.2). The stakeholder view was that LBW should: ‘Sustain sporting use (but control 

floodlighting)’.  

7.2 On the other hand, LBW’s policy derived by the TCMMP from LBW’s Local Plan, DMO 2, 

on ‘Playing fields and pitches, sport, play and informal recreation’, was: ‘The council will 

support improvements such as floodlighting which will improve access to or use of facilities 

provided there are no unacceptable impacts upon open space, local amenity or biodiversity’.   

7.3 The question then is one of floodlighting and increased noisy usage set against ‘unacceptable 

impacts upon open space, local amenity or biodiversity’. And it is a question which arises in the 

context of the unique ‘Landscape Character’ (on which see DMPD 2.7) of the Triangle, a 

secluded open space with vistas, set in a common which is to be distinguished from a park. 

8.1 Besides the site’s individual characteristics suggesting informal use which is demonstrably 

desired, Tooting Common as a whole is, legally speaking, a Site of Metropolitan Importance 

(SMI) for wildlife conservation and is also Metropolitan Open Land (MOL), and therefore falls 

under Wandsworth Plan policies, Core Strategy Policy (CSP) PL 4, and DMPD, policy DMO1, 

as well as DMO2, 3, 4 and 5 which naturally apply.  The formulation and context of those 

policies, set out in the London Plan, chapter 7, and adhering to the NPPF, give great weight to 

the mitigation of climate change and encouragement of ecological diversity. They continually 

stress the importance of the preservation and enhancement of the natural character of such sites 

as the Triangle. PL 4f states: ‘New development should avoid causing ecological damage and 

propose full mitigation and compensation measures for ecological impacts which do occur’. 

DMO 1a has it that: ‘The Council will continue to protect MOL from inappropriate development 

in accordance with the London Plan and NPPF’. DMO 2 encourages formal sporting use but 

restricts their approval  as in (d): ‘Improvements to sports facilities which would lead to 

improved access to, or use of sports facilities (such as floodlighting) or meet and identified need 

will be approved providing there are no unacceptable impacts on open space, local amenity or 

biodiversity’. DMO 3 encourages the expansion of Open Spaces. DMO 4a warns against danger 

of harm to ‘bio/geodiversity value’ to protected species such as bats, and DMO 4b requires that 

‘All development proposals should aim to provide gains for biodiversity’ in the light of the 

‘adaptability to climate change’ of species introduced in an area. DMO 5 lays down policies in 

mitigation and improvement where development entails the loss of trees. 

8.2 The amenity of the neighbours of any development site are also attended to in WBC’s local 

Plan. 2.6: ‘Developments should aim to minimise their impact on neighbouring properties. 

Future developments will be expected to avoid potentially conflicting uses’.  And while 

infrastructural requirements regarding parking (2.8) might seem to be largely the responsibility 

of Lambeth Council, the effect of floodlighting on neighbours and wildlife is LBW’s 

responsibility.  The principle stated in 2.13 is that: ‘Developments which include a lighting 

scheme will only be permitted if the amount of lighting and light spillage from the site is 

minimised to that necessary to achieve its purpose, and any adverse effects are minimised. Light 

pollution can have a detrimental effect on wildlife, particularly to birds, bats and other nocturnal 

species that will avoid over-lit areas’.  The avoidance and mitigation of noise during and after 

construction is also a principled objective of LBW’s CSP (2.6; DMS 1). Higher noise levels are 
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appropriate in town centres and other ‘focal points of activity’, but otherwise are to be avoided 

(4.11). The EU Environmental Directive and related English regulations (6.5) commend ‘respite 

from noisy environments. ‘Tranquil spaces where unwelcome noise is low and there are 

opportunities and there are opportunities to react with the natural environment can be key to 

protecting and improving quality of life in urban areas’. 

9. TCMAC is mindful of the applicant’s proposals in mitigation of works on the site and its later 

use, and of its willingness to explain gaps in the submission and to consider further actions. 

Having been shown them, we are satisfied that the four trees proposed to be removed should be 

removed. We welcome the further assurance from the applicant proposal that extra tree plantings 

might be considered on the east side of the site abutting on the Triangle area so as to provide 

screening for the neighbours and a more diverse and sheltered natural environment outside the 

site. We are not expert enough to comment on the techniques proposed as to tree pruning or 

protection while works are in progress or the impact of the proposed drainage system on the 

ecology of the area to the east, but expect that Wandsworth’s Biodiversity Officer may have 

expert advice to offer on these matters. We appreciate the thought behind the proposal that the 

floodlights never be used after 9pm and the height and the design of the new fencing around 

football pitch. The fence is designed to be as unobtrusive as such an intrusion on the vision is 

possible to be. 

10. Nevertheless, TCMAC opposes the installation and use of floodlights on the site on grounds 

of de-urbanisation, nature conservation and local amenity. 

 It is not just (though it includes these objections) (a) that the proposed Kelvin of 4000 is much 

more than the 2700 recommended by the Bat Conservation Trust together with the Institute of 

Lighting Professionals (guidance Note 08/18), or (b) that the light housing is proposed to face 

upwards at a 20⁰ angle for no apparent reason, or (c) that warm white lighting is not proposed to 

minimise impacts on biodiversity, or (d) that no comparison is provided between the existing 

system of floodlighting (long and vociferously complained of by Lambeth neighbours) and the 

proposed one, or (e) that the bat report is inconclusive as to the harm that might be visited on 

bats by the continuation and/or improvement of floodlighting on the site, or (f) that the actual 

improvement of the habitat for bats is not considered as an alternative, or (g) or that no account 

has been taken of recent research on the deleterious impact of light on insects and the whole 

feeding regime depending on them (Biological Conservation, online 16 Nov 2019).. It is rather 

that the provision of floodlighting is out of keeping with the unique ‘Landscape Character’ of the 

area where the site sits, runs contrary to the de-urbanisation agenda of LBW, and would detract 

in the evenings from the demonstrated passive recreation use of the Triangle area by local 

residents and visitors, who currently enjoy tranquil evenings except on some Thursdays. 

Floodlighting has been proposed by the applicant precisely to attract adult users from a good 

distance to enjoy organised competition. This amounts to a proposal to sacrifice the interests of 

the common and its current users of the wider common to those of people who currently have no 

connection with it. It will not be so enjoyable for them to walk, walk the dog, or just relax.  It 

also amounts to a neglect of the amenity of those who live in Lambeth to the east of the Triangle. 

No matter what measures are taken to minimise the impact of floodlighting, the pitch area will 
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stand out like a lighted stage in a darkened theatre. Besides this being to the detriment of the 

provision of dark areas, the contrast between light and darkness will provide space in which 

malefactors may more easily lurk. 

11. No convincing study of the impact of noise on the Triangle has been provided by either the 

applicant or the council. Of course, noise is inevitable during daylight hours as the product of 

many normal activities, and the sound of school children playing on the football pitch is to be 

welcomed. Local schools suffer a deficit of sporting facilities, including facilities for football, a 

game which many enjoy. Their merry laughter and excited cries may even add to the enjoyment 

of passers-by and neighbours. But it would be a different matter from the time evening falls Then 

and adults, having left work, would proceed to play up to four games at a time on the pitch area. 

The noise, added to the floodlighting (the necessary condition of the noise), would spell an end 

to all peace and tranquility. One set of health-giving and enjoyable activities would preclude 

another more locally-rooted and established set. The common would lose its character and take 

on the aspect of an urban land-scape, light-scape and noise-scape. And if the promotion of adult 

football on the pitch were the success the council hopes, it would destroy the peace of the 

Triangle not just on Thursdays but for many nights a week.  

TCMAC already receives numbers of complaints from café users about noise on weekends from 

the hockey pitch belonging to the school to the east of the common across Bedford Hill and 

perhaps 600 yards away. It is likely that he acoustic effect of organised football, uninterrupted by 

a road, will be worse on the Triangle, not only on people on the common but in the houses 300 

yards away. The very geographical characteristics that suggest the limited impact on neighbours 

of the site development—the presence of two railway embankments surrounding it except from 

an easterly direction—in fact make it potentially one of quietest havens on the common, and 

certainly one of the quietest in the evenings. There is no road nearby. The Triangle is an enclosed 

space.  

Tranquility is a community value as much as organised activity, and organised activity ought not 

always to be valued above spontaneous community choice, especially on a common. 

 

Dr Andrew Sharp: Chair, Tooting Commons Management Advisory Committee. 22 November 

2019 


