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Farewell to Tressell! 

This will be my very last report for Tressell Ward. I have been the Tressell Ward 
councillor for 16 years, and it’s been an honour and a privilege to represent all its 
residents.  In those 16 years, Tressell Ward has seen quite a few changes – in this 
report, I’ll look back over my time as a Tressell councillor, and examine the key 
issues that have been particularly significant in the ward over that period. 

Speckled Wood 

If you’re not familiar with 
the history and geography 
of Speckled Wood, there’s 
a page on the Tressell 
Councillors website 
dedicated to it, so I won’t 
go into the detail here. In 
brief, it’s an area of mostly 
privately owned woodland 
in the northern half of the 
ward, to which the public 
have free access. 

When I was first elected as 
the Tressell councillor, the 

area then more often described as the ‘Upper Ore Valley’ had an uncertain and 
unpromising future. The name ‘Speckled Wood’ eventually caught on locally for the 
woodland, partly after the Speckled Wood butterfly that is often seen there, and 
partly (although more confusingly) from the Speckled Wood housing development at 
the edge of the woodland. 

When I was first elected, the whole of the woodland was included in the council’s 
local plan for housing development, and the northern part, bordering Victoria 
Avenue, already had planning permission for around 30 homes – even though it was 
an impossible site to develop. Several different campaign groups had sprung up to 
save the woodland, including Ore Valley Action, Sad Owls and Friends of Speckled 
Wood. There was a very strong feeling in the local community that the woodland 
should be saved, and I made a commitment in my first election campaign in 2006 
that I would do all I could to save it as public open space. 
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When, in 2010, Labour regained 
control of Hastings Council, I 
took on the role of cabinet 
member with responsibility for 
regeneration, which included 
planning policy, giving me a key 
role in developing the next local 
plan for Hastings. Labour’s 
policy was by now to protect 
Speckled Wood, which I was 
able to pursue through the 
development of the new Local 
Plan.  We were also helped by a 
sympathetic planning inspector, 
who not only endorsed the protection of the woodland as open space, but also 
withdrew planning permission from the Victoria Avenue site (much to the 
consternation of the offshore company that owns the site), to include this site in the 
protected open space. 

Most of the campaign groups that had been fighting to save the woodland coalesced 
into one group, called Ore Community Land Trust (OCLT). They now organise 
volunteers to work in the woodland, and own a couple of pieces of land there, which I 
was able to get transferred from council ownership to OCLT.  The Trust is always 
looking for new volunteers to get involved – you can find out more and contact them 
at: 

 https://www.orecommunitylandtrust.org.uk/ 

However, the future of Speckled Wood is still not secure. Most of the land is still in 
private ownership, by property developers, who are biding their time in the hope that 
pressure to build more homes will mean the council will eventually re-classify the 
woodland as development land in a future local plan.  Sadly, there is no process to 
protect the land in perpetuity all the time it remains in private ownership. Labour’s 
policy remains to protect the woodland, and it remains protected in the draft of the 
new Local Plan, which is in preparation.  But continued vigilance is important. The 
Local Plan has to be approved by a government inspector, as it was last time.  This 
time, the inspector might not be so sympathetic to protecting open space, and could 
reclassify the land for housing development following representations from the 
landowners. So when that new local plan emerges from consultation (all local plans 
have been delayed by several years because of the Covid pandemic and cuts to the 
Planning Inspectorate), it will be important for as many people as possible to 
respond in favour of protecting the woodland as publicly accessible open space. 

I know that Cllr Ali Roark (the other Tressell Hastings Borough councillor) and Liam 
Crowter (Labour’s candidate to replace me in the May elections) are both fully 
committed to protecting this valuable and important open space.  I shall continue to 
take an interest in Speckled Wood after I cease to be a councillor, and do all I can to 
help that cause. 

 

 

https://www.orecommunitylandtrust.org.uk/
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Frederick Road Site 

This development site, to 
the west of Frederick Road 
at the southern end, was 
part of the site of the 
former St Helens Hospital, 
demolished in the 1990s. It 
was incorporated in a 
government Millennium 
Communities scheme for 
the Ore Valley, initiated by 
the then Labour 
Government, in the early 
years of this century. The 
scheme was to be 
implemented by the now 
defunct South East 
England Development Agency (SEEDA), who began the process of land acquisition 
for new housing, business and community development from Ore Station through to 
Frederick Road. A lot of work was done on the land acquisition, public consultation, 
and initial outline plans, leading to a ‘masterplan’ for the area. Then, when the 
international banking crash happened in 2008, the whole thing was put on hold. 
When the Tory-Lib Dem coalition government was elected in 2010, they scrapped 
the whole thing. So rather than a comprehensive plan for the Ore Valley, sites were 
developed piecemeal (or not).  In the end, the only site that has now been developed 
is the Ore Valley Way area around Ore Station, although a pale shadow of the public 
transport and community hub that was originally planned.  The development of the 
new Hastings College campus (as it then was called) at Parker Road also took 
place. But much of the rest of the site remained abandoned. 

The Frederick Road site was eventually bought by local developer Gemselect, who 
now have planning permission for around 40 homes on the site, to be built in two 
phases.  Crucially, the development will include a cycle path greenway route through 
it, to connect to Ore Station via Broomgrove Road and the Ore Valley power station 
site (which has also been acquired by Gemselect). So far, Gemselect have not 
committed to any start date. They have cleared the Frederick Road site and have 
signed all the necessary agreements with Hastings Council, although applications for 
some ‘reserved matters’ (more detailed plans for specific aspects of the development 
required as part of the planning permission) are still being submitted for approval. 
Details of the main part of the scheme can be seen on the council’s website here: 

https://publicaccess.hastings.gov.uk/online-
applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=_HSTBC_DCAPR_116552&activeTab=su
mmary 

As this is a brownfield site, the planning permission requires that 25% of the housing 
should be ‘affordable’, but in practice Gemselect usually works with a local housing 
association to provide a large portion of their developments as social rented housing, 
for which there is an overwhelming need in Hastings. 

https://publicaccess.hastings.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=_HSTBC_DCAPR_116552&activeTab=summary
https://publicaccess.hastings.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=_HSTBC_DCAPR_116552&activeTab=summary
https://publicaccess.hastings.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?keyVal=_HSTBC_DCAPR_116552&activeTab=summary
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Ore Business Park 

This is a housing development 
site on Farley Bank, which had 
formerly been a useful 
employment area, with small 
workshops employing local 
people, providing jobs within the 
local community. Its status was 
changed from employment use to 
residential use because 
employment sites were to be 
provided elsewhere in the 
Millennium Communities 
development, although this of 
course never happened. 

As an employment site however, it had never been well-maintained, and several of 
the workshops were derelict.  The one at the lower end of the site eventually 
collapsed completely, leaving a very dangerous structure in an abandoned site that 
was never secured. Although part of the Millennium Communities masterplan, this 
site was never acquired by SEEDA, remaining in private ownership, and was 
eventually sold for housing development. Two planning applications were turned 
down, one for 47 units and one for 33 units, with planning permission eventually 
granted for a more realistic 19 units in 2015. Development commenced on this 
permission, with the construction of Bishop Avenue, and the completion and sale of 
houses at the bottom of the site.  However, the developer then abandoned the site 
and put it on the market, without completing the necessary landscaping and road 
construction works in Bishop Avenue.  

The site was then acquired by another developer, who built the rest of the planned 
houses, but largely ignored the planning conditions or any other requirements 
pertaining to the site as a whole. So the roads, footways, landscaping, and pretty 
much everything else on the site hasn’t been done in accordance with planning 
permissions. Importantly, the required portion of the cycle path Greenway route has 
not been constructed, and a makeshift wooden fence has been erected at the 
junction of Bishop Avenue and Hurrell Road – this should be a thoroughfare, for 
pedestrians and cycles, as it forms part of the Greenway route.   So there is now a 
long list of enforcement actions the council is pursuing against the landowner, to 
make sure all the conditions of the original application are met, and the portion of the 
Greenway route is properly installed. This hasn’t been helped by a lack of planning 
enforcement officers on the council, and the fact that any new ones recruited only 
seem to remain in Hastings for a few weeks, leading to a big backlog of enforcement 
actions across the town. Hopefully this will be sorted out soon – I know Ali and Liam 
will pursue this vigorously after I stand down. 

Highways and Potholes 

Prior to 2012, Hastings Council maintained highways in Hastings under an agency 
agreement with East Sussex County Council.  Most county councils do this, as it 
means highway maintenance gets a local focus, from staff who work solely in the 



5 
 

borough and usually 
live locally too. It also 
allows for a greater 
involvement from local 
councillors. This 
arrangement pertains 
in Kent and Surrey, for 
example. However, in 
2012, East Sussex 
County Council 
decided to privatise 
highway maintenance through one big contract across the whole county, ending the 
agency agreements with the district councils. Hastings Council had provided a good 
service, which was recognised by ESCC, and offered to run the service at a lower 
price than the lowest bid from a contractor. However, this offer was turned down – 
ESCC was doing this for frankly ideological reasons, rather than for good value for 
money or to provide a good service. 

Since then, the highway maintenance service has gradually deteriorated, with the 
state of Hastings roads now woeful, potholes going unrepaired, and some roads 
almost unusable.  Traffic avoiding badly surfaced roads by using small, residential 
roads instead makes those roads more dangerous, and also increases wear and tear 
on those roads too. Here in Tressell Ward, North Terrace and Bembrook Road have 
been particularly bad for a long time, with no work done to fix them. 

The private contract let by ESCC in 2012 is now about to end, and is to be re-
tendered. Labour councillors in Hastings are demanding that the county council 
reinstates the agency agreement with Hastings Borough Council, to bring back a 
locally managed, more efficient service. Ali and Liam will be supporting that strongly. 
We need our roads maintained effectively and locally in the best possible way, not in 
a way that’s driven by irrational ideological motives. 

Social Housing Estates 

Here in Tressell, we have 
two major social housing 
estates: Farley Bank and 
Halton.  These were 
developed by the old 
Hastings County Borough 
Council, and remained as 
council housing until 1998, 
when they were sold to a 
housing association, under a 
deal done by a short period 
of Liberal Democrat control 
of the council. 

This was a big mistake in my 
view, although the decision was taken two years before I became a Hastings 
councillor (in the old Broomgrove Ward). At first, it worked reasonably well, with a 
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new housing association set up to manage the former Hastings council housing, 
called (somewhat unimaginatively) 1066 Housing Association.  In effect, this was the 
former Hastings Council housing department operating as a housing association, so 
not much changed. However, it didn’t take long for 1066 Housing Association to get 
into financial difficulties, following which it was taken over by Amicus Housing 
Association.  Then they got into difficulties too, so merged with Horizon HA to form 
Amicus Horizon HA.  But this didn’t solve their problems either, with Amicus Horizon 
merging with other housing associations to create Optivo, a new, mega-association 
running housing right across the country. 

And this has been the problem with housing associations.  Once they were small, 
local charitable organisations, running rented housing for local people as an 
alternative to council housing. But some of them became national corporate 
organisations, swallowing 
up the local philanthropic 
bodies that housing 
associations once were.  

When I first became a 
councillor in Tressell, the 
former Hastings council 
estates were run by 
Amicus, and we still had 
local estate managers.  
Tenants, and councillors, 
could contact these estate 
managers about problems 
on the estate, individual 
tenant repair requests, or 
any other issues.  The estate managers worked closely with local councillors and the 
borough council.  However, when Amicus was swallowed up by Optivo, these estate 
manager posts were abolished, replaced by an anonymous contact centre where 
staff had no local knowledge, and who are largely unable to understand particular 
problems on an estate as they don’t know the estate and have never visited it. The 
regular estate inspections carried out by estate managers with ward councillors were 
also scrapped. Not surprisingly, the overall condition of the estates deteriorated 
rapidly, with litter and rubbish accumulating and basic problems, particularly with the 
landscaped communal areas, not dealt with.  The transfer of the estates to a housing 
association led to other problems too, around responsibilities for keeping the estates 
clean.  This is particularly problematic on Farley Bank, with the roads and footpaths 
cleaned by Hastings Council, but all the landscaped areas cleaned (or not) by Optivo 
HA’s contractor. This makes no sense at all – Hastings Council is negotiating with 
Optivo to take over the cleaning of the whole estate, both Farley Bank and Halton, 
using the council’s in-house street cleaning team.  Ali and Liam will continue to 
pursue this ambition for the Tressell estates, to make sure there’s a locally 
accountable service responsible for the whole of the ward, and to avoid frustrating 
buck-passing between different organisations. 

Recently, after a lot of pressure from local Labour councillors and a visit from their 
Chief Executive, Optivo have reinstated estate inspections, with named Optivo staff 
again taking responsibility for Farley Bank and Halton estates.  This is certainly a 
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step in the right direction, although it isn’t as good as reinstating proper estate 
managers, which is what we would like to see. Following a couple of these 
inspections, there have been some improvements, but recently the state of our 
estates has worsened again. A lot more work is needed, and in the end Hastings 
Council might have to take legal action against Optivo under anti-social behaviour 
legislation – something we’ve threatened to do before. 

Cuts and Deprivation in Tressell 

Tressell Ward is in the ten percent 
most deprived council wards in 
England, according to the 
Government’s Index of Multiple 
Deprivation. The neighbourhood 
around Farley Bank and Halton 
estates (what’s called for statistical 
purposes a ‘super output area’) is in 
the one percent most deprived, 

ranking 186th most deprived out of 32,844 such neighbourhoods. This means 
Government cuts, cost of living increases, fuel bills, and the rented housing crisis 
affect residents of Tressell Ward particularly badly. 

In the past, schemes provided by Hastings Council, through funding from the 
government before 2010, did help to offset this extreme deprivation, and helped to 
tackle the circle of homelessness, worklessness, poor health and poverty many local 
families find themselves trapped in. For the first four years I was a councillor in 
Tressell, Hastings Council had a number of focussed programmes to help Tressell 
residents in the most deprived areas. We had apprenticeship and training schemes 
for young people and we had a community development team that worked in local 
communities to help organise residents’ associations and other community 
involvement programmes. We also had the Ore Valley Forum, a community-led 
regeneration forum that had funding available to promote local projects and schemes 
to help and involve local people, along with the Area Management Committee, a 
devolved council structure where local councillors and community representatives 
could be consulted on council policy and spend a devolved budget on local 
programmes. And we had a community warden team too, with two council wardens 
in each ward patrolling the area, monitoring and dealing with anti-social behaviour, 
as well as day-to-day issues such as getting potholes repaired, dealing with 
overhanging vegetation, and clearing flytips. 

However, when the Coalition Government came to power in 2010, the austerity cuts 
began, and all those services were gradually eroded away.  Since then, Hastings 
Council has lost getting on for £70m in cumulative government funding cuts, from an 
annual net budget of just £14m. Now, the Area Management Committee has gone, 
Ore Valley Forum has gone, the entire communities team has been cut, the ward-
based street wardens have gone, and funding for pretty much all other local 
initiatives has disappeared.  Hastings Council has managed to keep a few policies 
going to help the most deprived in our communities – for example, we’re one of the 
only councils in the country that still provides a 100% Council Tax discount for those 
on out-of-work benefits. But not surprisingly, these cruel cuts have affected the most 
deprived areas, such as Tressell Ward, the worst, with levels of poverty, poor health 
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and educational achievement declining, and dependency on food banks and local 
charities massively increasing. 

But this isn’t just about cuts to councils across the board.  The formula through which 
local government is funded means that the cuts have hit the poorest council areas 
the hardest. In particular, one of the main funding streams for councils, called New 
Homes Bonus, has made sure that local government funding was diverted away 
from more deprived areas and into the wealthiest areas. For example, this year, 
Hastings Council, the 17th most deprived in the country (out of 317 English councils) 
received just £158,000 in New Homes Bonus.  Nearby Wealden, the 268th most 
deprived, received £2,225,000. Because of this ridiculously biased allocation of 
funds, which has continued for the last ten years, Hastings now has a £2m budget 
deficit, while councils in some of the wealthiest parts of the country have piled up an 
embarrassment of riches that they can’t or won’t spend.  One fairly small district 
council in a wealthy, rural area has accumulated over £100m in reserves from New 
Homes Bonus. This is unfair, inequitable, and simply ludicrous.  It has to change. 

Next year, it’s going to be even harder for the council to achieve a balanced budget, 
and more service cuts seem inevitable – although there’s now not much left to cut. I 
don’t envy my successor in the role of portfolio holder for finance, which I’ve held for 
the last seven years, that task.  

Local Elections 

And so that brings us to the Hastings 
Council election, to be held on May 5th, 
following which I shall no longer be a 
councillor. The Labour candidate for 
Tressell Ward will be Liam Crowter.  
Liam is a young, enthusiastic local 
campaigner who was brought up in 
Tressell Ward, so understands it well.  
He works in IT security, doing things I 
couldn’t possibly begin to understand. 
But he works hard, has a genuine 
connection with the local community, 
and I know he’ll do everything he can 
to fight for the best possible deal for 
Hastings and for Tressell Ward, and to 
represent the interests of its residents. 
Please vote for him on May 5th.  You 
can find out more about Liam on the 

Elections page of the Tressell Councillors website. 

On that note, I’ll end this, my last report. It has been frustrating to watch the impact 
of cruel government funding decisions on our local community, but it’s still been a 
pleasure to serve the people of Tressell Ward.  I’ll miss it, and I won’t forget it. 

 

 


