Elmbridge Borough Council
Annual Report

Elmbridge
Borough Council

2020-2021

2

Elmbridge Borough Council Annual Report 2020 -2021

Stories from our
COVID response

I am proud to introduce our latest Annual Report. Traditionally you would read examples of how we support
the Elmbridge community; you would read about our vision to promote the interests of all our residents and
businesses and to have a community for all.
Instead as we sit here in November 2021, with COVID still present in our community, I want to tell you about our COVID
response through the real-life stories of our employees.
We can tell you that during COVID we delivered over 100,000* meals to vulnerable residents, that we made approximately
50,000 calls to isolated residents and that we provided £24.6M in grants to help keep our local retailers in business, all to
support our residents and businesses at a time of tremendous uncertainty and worry. However, the figures just don’t bring to
life the magnitude of the work undertaken by our employees during 2020/2021 in response to the COVID pandemic.
We hope the following stories** do just that.
Thank you for reading.
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Dear residents,

Robert Moran,
Chief Executive, Elmbridge Borough Council

“The figures just don’t bring to life the
magnitude of the work undertaken by
our employees”

*

100,000 meals delivered as of November **names have been changed where appropriate
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Trudy and Claire
Trudy is the manager at our Claygate Centre for the Community. Closing
our Centre on 20 March 2020 was a huge blow not only to her but to
those who rely on the Centre for their social support.
One such person is Claire, who has been a long-term client at the Centre. Approximately
five years ago, Claire suffered a severe stroke which left her with dysphasia, a language
disorder that affects the ability to produce or understand spoken language.
For Claire, the Claygate Centre for the Community is not only the place she comes for lunch, social contact and activities, but
somewhere she can access support for the other areas of her life she struggles with due to her disabilities. She has little family
close by and it is no exaggeration to say, the Centre is her lifeline.
Throughout the months of 2020, Claire started visiting the Centre, coming to the doorstep twice a week for company to see Trudy
and her team as they prepared meals on wheels.
“It was a good opportunity for us to keep an eye on her welfare and wellbeing, as telephone welfare calls just did not work; they
just left her feeling very frustrated and misunderstood” explains Trudy.
“Throughout 2020, Claire would come to the window and we would wave and talk to each other through the window. Sometimes
she would have letters she needed help with, and we would read them for her and help her understand them – all in a COVID
secure way of course.”

Trudy adds, “We re-opened our support café in June 2021 and
Claire was one of our first members to attend, she could not
wait to get back here.”
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When lockdown happened, especially the first lockdown, we all explored our local area more than ever. In
Elmbridge we are fortunate to have 20 countryside sites covering approximately 550 hectares. Our countryside
rangers are normally found deep in the commons clearing paths, removing invasive species and other nature
conservation work.
However, during the months of 2020, our countryside rangers were instead removing fly tips, emptying bins and keeping our
commons in good shape for our residents to enjoy their daily exercise. Litter clearance and fly-tips still amounts to 20% of their
working hours every week.
Simon, our senior countryside ranger, explains how the focus changed from solely conservation work during lockdown to
maintaining the spaces for the mental and physical wellbeing of our residents.
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Reconnecting with nature

Our Commons, especially
Esher Commons, were
so popular with residents
during lockdown.

“Our Commons, especially Esher Commons, were so popular with residents during lockdown. We saw a huge increase in people
visiting countryside sites. We understand the benefit people found, reconnecting with nature and finding joy as they explored the
spaces and appreciated the wonderful views. However, an increased number of visitors also translated into a rise in litter.
“It was our responsibility to keep the spaces as litter-free, accessible and enjoyable as possible. I am very lucky to work in
these woodlands every week and I am grateful many of our residents were able to appreciate the beauty on their doorstep at
such a difficult time.
“We all know how beneficial these
sites are for our physical and mental
wellbeing. Help us keep them in the
best conditions so we can all carry on
enjoying the views and the incredible
benefits of spending time in nature.”
5
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A faulty kitchen door
During the pandemic, a group of Elmbridge employees took on the responsibility of welfare calls.
These were check-in and support calls to vulnerable residents, locked down with no one around to
help them with food or medical supplies. One of the callers, Nic, recalls one person he called who
was isolated and desperately needed help.
Nic explains: “When the lady answered my call, I could hear the panic in her voice as she explained that she couldn’t access
her kitchen or downstairs loo due to a faulty kitchen door. She didn’t know what to do and was feeling very worried.”
Trying to reassure and calm the lady, Nic explained that he would contact her landlord and make a plea for an urgent repair.
Through his perseverance he did manage to resolve the situation for the lady and the faulty door was repaired once again
providing the lady with access to her kitchen and toilet. Nic was also able to arrange regular food and prescription deliveries
for the lady.

“If we had not have called this
lady, I do wonder what would have
happened, but I am delighted we
were able to help at a critical time.”
Nic concludes: “If people didn’t need help, they were appreciative of the
call – just hearing a voice was good enough. Many people remarked on
how amazed they were to receive a call and they were eager not to take
up too much of my time, so that I could call someone more in need.”
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The COVID pandemic has left some people sadly feeling
desperate and isolated. Jack, an Elmbridge employee,
witnessed it first-hand when he met Matthew.
Matthew was having medical, as well as financial issues. He had recently
moved to Elmbridge after working in Europe – he had slept rough, stayed
in a B&B and was now in a local flat.

Jack continues the story; “Matthew was receiving Universal Credit
and was distressed due to being in arrears with his council tax.
He was unaware that he was eligible for council tax support, so
I began helping him to complete an application form to apply for
council tax support. But before that, I had to take a step back and
set up a new email address for him as he couldn’t recall the email
address used to set up his Universal Credit.”
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Jack and Matthew

Matthew was also struggling to set up his pay-as-you go mobile and Jack helped him with that too, as well as showing him how to
access his emails through his phone.
As a result of setting up digital services for Matthew, his financial situation immediately improved as he was awarded council tax
support. Matthew was also able to connect with family and friends using his mobile phone. Additionally, Jack supported Matthew
with a call to the hospital to start working through his medical needs.
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Testing times for Martin
Mobile Testing Units (MTU) and Agile Testing Units (ATU) have become
a key part of our fight against COVID. However, finding appropriate sites
is only one part of the huge logistical undertaking to get them up and
running. Martin from our Environmental Services team, has been leading
this work on behalf of Elmbridge residents:
“To accommodate the vans of testing kits, parking, one-way traffic management
and rest areas for staff takes quite a large space. In Elmbridge, Torrington Lodge
car park in Claygate and the Xcel Sports Hub car park
in Walton-on-Thames have been most used for MTUs and I have been
arranging everything from onsite porta loos to directional signage for residents.”
In more recent months, Agile Testing Units have been available in Elmbridge for non-symptomatic COVID testing, these
require areas with high footfall such as a high street or a car park and Martin has arranged for these ATUs to come to
Elmbridge for the benefit of our residents.

Martin concludes: “From the comments I have received from
residents, I know they appreciate being able to access a test
quickly and easily. We have all been through a very worrying time
and I am proud to have been part of Elmbridge’s COVID support
for residents.”
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It’s lockdown one and while we are home bound, our environmental enforcement team are patrolling the
borough supporting residents and businesses. Andy, Wayne and Robert, spread themselves around Elmbridge’s
towns and villages speaking to local businesses and working through the COVID rules with them, especially the
businesses evolving their offering to deliver essential goods to residents. Robert picks up the story:
“We really did see Elmbridge’s entrepreneurial spirit during lockdown, as food businesses especially fought to keep their
heads above water.
“I remember speaking to a pizza café owner in Thames Ditton. He had just started his business six months before lockdown,
and he needed to do anything he could for his business to survive; anything within the COVID rules of course.
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Elmbridge’s entrepreneurial spirit shines through

“Not only did he start delivering pizzas, but he also supported his own suppliers, by offering food boxes of produce to residents.”

By talking to Robert,
Wayne and Andy,
businesses like this
one, adapted to work
within the COVID
rules and to keep
themselves and their
customers safe.
9
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Digital connection at Cobham Link
During lockdown we all relied on digital to connect especially video calls. Our Cobham Link group was no
exception, we provided the members with iPads to help them get online and to keep connected.
Rebecca manages Cobham Link and explains the importance of the iPads:
“As Cobham Link supports adults with mild to moderate learning disabilities or autism who want to be as independent as
possible, it was vital for our members to be able to have iPads and to join support sessions remotely during the lockdowns.
“Socialisation is key to the ethos of our group and during the lockdowns we needed to ensure no one was left on their own;
that no one felt alone.”
Cobham Link has now reopened and is welcoming back their
members with further iPad training every Tuesday morning.

Rebecca concludes: “Our groups
know about video calling now
and we will develop their digital
confidence more by teaching them
to shop online, to bank and to
book tickets online.”
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“Lockdown was incredibly difficult for all our clients”, explains Nikki the Manager of our Dementia Services team,
“we witnessed the significant impact of loneliness and isolation.”
When a person has dementia, they usually need lots of support from care services and the most important of these is the
socialising and significance of friendships; our day care groups provide that for our clients.
It is vital that they have stimulation and company as this can prevent a faster deterioration from the symptoms of dementia.
The Elmbridge Dementia Services team adapted to the changes that lockdown presented and quickly recognised the need to
rethink how they could continue to support people.
“Margaret was attending two groups a week until lockdown and enjoyed a range of activities at the day care groups, the sudden
loss of this was very confusing for Margaret and our other clients”, continues Nikki.
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Nikki and Margaret

“We were able to support Margaret with a Zoom singing session every week. She thoroughly enjoyed it and it was a pleasure to
see her smiling face.

“As lockdown eased, we were able to provide COVID secure walks in
her local area and trips to sit outside for a coffee and a cake, along
with trips to the garden centre for a change of scenery. This brought
some normality back to her life and were always a welcome treat.”
Margaret thoroughly enjoyed the visits and since lockdown has eased, she has returned to our day care groups three days a
week. She is now happily meeting her friends again at the day care groups, full of fun and laughter as she was before lockdown.
Without the support we provided and the support from other agencies, Margaret would have been unable to stay in her own home
and the outcome for her would have been very different from the impact of lockdown.
11
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Andy and Arthur
We knew during lockdown that loneliness and isolation had a huge impact on people.
Being cut off from people and everyday interactions took its toll on some of our residents.
Andy, one of our environment enforcement team, who was regularly patrolling the borough during lockdown supporting
residents and businesses, tells us about Arthur.
“I was on my normal patrols in Molesey along the River Thames. Sitting for a moment, I got talking to local resident Arthur.
During the course of our conversation, Arthur told me that I was the first person he had talked to in the last ten days!
He went on to explain that his family lived in the north of England and lockdown and social distancing rules made it especially
hard for him to see his family and friends.
“I sat with him for half an hour and said I would keep an eye out for him
when I was next in the area and he thanked me for just talking to him.
“I made sure that same area was part of my regular patrols and I saw him
again a couple of more times during lockdown.”

With lockdown restrictions being eased,
Andy hasn’t seen Arthur recently but
hopes he is keeping well and has his
friends and family to talk to now.
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Democracy must prevail even in the midst of a pandemic. In May 2021, our Democratic Services team successfully
executed three elections – the Elmbridge Borough Council, Surrey County Council and Police and Crime
Commissioner for Surrey elections.
The complexity of running three combined elections was challenging, involving hundreds of hours of work and gallons of strong
coffee consumed by the team. Alex, our elections manager, talks us through it.
“There had been much uncertainty as to whether the elections could safely go ahead in May 2021. There was talk of a delay
until September, however, in February 2021, the Government gave councils the go ahead to deliver the elections with COVID
secure arrangements put in place at every stage. We had 683 people work at these elections and their safety and that of the
public was our top priority.”
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42,000 steps for democracy

Alex continues: “We anticipated the Government’s decision and I was already prepared, ordering 140,000 envelopes for postal
votes and enough paper to print 360,000 ballot papers. We also ordered copious amounts of hand sanitiser, face coverings,
antibacterial spray and carried out risk assessments with plans to deal with social distancing at venues for polling stations, the
count venue and the postal vote opening sessions.”
“We needed to make sure that the 80,000 electors on the register, who didn’t have a postal vote, had the chance to vote by post
if preferred. Our team, together with colleagues in Customer Services, made themselves available via phone to answer queries
including residents’ eligibility to register, voting by post or proxy amongst a range of other matters.
“The weeks and months sped by, as we all worked together to ensure our residents had access and confidence in these elections.

“We hired a much larger venue for the elections counts to accommodate
the 170 counting staff to be socially distanced and I recorded 42,712
steps in that venue over 48 hours! It was all worth it to protect
democracy, keeping our residents and employees safe.”
13
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Stepping up in the fight against COVID
When the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) put a call out for local testing and vaccination centres,
Elmbridge answered! Stuart from our Asset Management and Property Services team stepped up to find suitable
locations in Elmbridge.
“We knew we wanted or rather needed to help, and we knew we had buildings and connections locally that could be used but
assessing the criteria against the possible locations was tricky, especially when the requirements were still being determined
by DHSC,” explains Stuart.
“Parking, staff facilities, space for social distancing, easily accessible, available for a long period of time…the list of
requirements was long, but we worked with DHSC until we found the most suitable locations.
“For testing, we provided the Hersham Village Hall free of charge as an LTU (Local Testing Unit) and for vaccinations
the Thames Ditton Community Centre was made available after a fire at a local GP surgery forced a change of location
at short notice.
“The fire broke out at Emberbrook Community Health Centre on a Saturday. Thankfully no one was hurt and by the following
Wednesday, we had opened the Thames Ditton Centre for the Community as a vaccine centre.
“We also worked with our partners at The Heart shopping centre in Walton-on-Thames to provide an empty
shop unit as a vaccination centre there.

“Testing and vaccinations have been key to
the fight against COVID and I am proud that
Elmbridge stepped up and played its part.”
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Community spirit was certainly evident in Elmbridge during the COVID lockdowns, as we all looked for ways to
connect virtually. It was this sense of community and resilience that our arts officer Tristen, working with the RC
Sherriff Trust and the Riverhouse Arts Centre, wanted to harness in Elmbridge.
“During COVID, local choirs got together virtually to sing, practise and rehearse performances via Zoom. We knew they were
keen to keep in touch with their audience during lockdown to bring them some much-needed cheer in the winter days”,
explains Tristen.

“We discussed the idea of an online festival and the Light Up
Elmbridge Festival was born.”
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Lighting up the dark lockdown evenings

“We shared with the members of the Elmbridge Arts Forum on their Facebook page and soon theatre groups and other
performing arts groups got onboard. The result was a virtual festival across many genres, music, radio, theatre, drama and
comedy.
“Some performances were live with a few spectators in the audience at the
Riverhouse Barn Arts Centre and with all performances streaming online.”
The festival ran from November to December 2020. All streamed performances
on the Riverhouse YouTube channel attracted over 6000 views.
“Our residents reaped the benefits of local cultural life from the comfort of their
home and the festival brought a bit of festival spirit in the borough at a very
unsettling time,’ Tristen concludes.
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Less is more
Sometimes helping residents and businesses during the pandemic was lower key and in fact doing nothing was
more helpful. Paul from our planning team explains.
When hospitality businesses were able to reopen but only for customers outside, pubs, cafés, bars and restaurants had a real
dilemma. Did they stay closed? Or did they try to find an external, creative solution to host customers. Often the answer was a
structure outside their premises with tables, chairs and heating.
“In normal times these structures need planning consent but we all understood the devasting impact COVID lockdowns had
on businesses and we wanted to support our local economy, not present it with further hurdles. This meant doing nothing.
“Of course, the structures had to be safe, but we let local eateries and the like
know they had an amnesty as they tried to survive.”

Presenting a compassionate approach
was essential during the COVID
lockdowns of 2020. Businesses needed
flexibility to take deliveries at different
times, to get creative with their offering
and to find new ways of serving customers
and we did all we could to support that –
even if that meant doing nothing!
16

These stories of course are merely the tip of the iceberg both for Elmbridge Borough Council and the wider
Elmbridge community. Throughout the COVID lockdowns we witnessed numerous acts of kindness all in support
of our friends, family, neighbours and the wider community.
The pandemic proved that our personal health, wellbeing and lifestyles are fragile and depend to a much greater degree than
we previously appreciated, on social interaction, a vast caring network of informal community support and the simple things of
showing empathy for your neighbour.
We must cherish what we have and increase what we do to look after each other in the coming weeks, months and years.
If you would like to get involved and be part of what we do and how we support our Elmbridge community, there are lots of jobs
where you can make a difference and plenty of volunteering opportunities that really make a big difference to our community.
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Thank you for reading

Elmbridge
Borough Council
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