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Standing room only with approximately 75 attendees. Meeting chaired by Mr Alan Clyne.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Mr Clyne explained this was public meeting on behalf of Save Our Services in Surrey. Purpose of the 

meeting to oppose the closure of Cobgates local authority residential home, part of campaign currently 

being run by SOSiS right across Surrey. You're here to express your views, hear what councillors' plans are 

and listen to what people in the community are saying. 

 

Mr Clyne thanked everyone for making the effort to come out on a miserable, dark December night.  

Coming towards end of SCC consultation period on future of six residential homes that SSC own and run. 

They are Cobgates in Farnham, Pinehurst in Camberley, Longfield in Cranleigh, Brockhurst in Ottershaw, 

Park Hall in Reigate and Dormers in Caterham. There were meetings last Saturday for Park Hall and Dormers. 

Information about these on the SOSiS website, http://www.sosis.org.uk/ 

 

About SOSiS. Set up by Unison in 2009. Swiftly supported by all local major trade unions. Many residents' 

associations and community groups also support. Over 300 individual members on e-mail list. Exist to defend 

and promote public services, jobs and terms & conditions. Can provide advice and resources for campaigns. 

Part of number of successful campaigns including saving a local primary school and FE College in 

Spelthorne, fighting NHS cuts in North Surrey and SW London, campaign for paid staff in libraries and, most 

recently, led campaign to save local fire services (Ashford & Spelthorne). 

 

Not part of a political party. Prepared to publicly support any candidates who agree with SOSiS program 

campaigning against all cuts in public services. Give no support to racist or divisive party candidates. Do not 

actively spend or give money for any party or candidate. Encourage ordinary people to get involved in their 

local communities to stand up for public services. 

 

Mr Clyne works for SCC as Social Worker. Not representing SCC or any trade union this evening. At the 

meeting to represent himself as Surrey resident who has known Cobgates and arranged for people to move 

into Cobgates when they were not coping in the community.  

 

SCC has preferred option in their consultation. Options are: 

 

1. Do nothing.  

2. Sell the home as going concern to private organisation 

3. Re-investment in homes 

4. Closure (SCC’s preferred option) and move the residents 

 

When thought about option 4, thought about the staff, the people who live there, their families, future 

community need for somewhere like Cobgates. Didn’t make sense. People are living longer. There will be 

more and more need for the council and NHS to help our elderly community. Call upon SCC to listen to the 

kind of comments I expect we’ll hear tonight. This is a consultation. You are ahead of the game because you 

have all turned out today. You have community involvement. All the homes have something to offer going 

forward. All are different but all have different points but Cobgates is the one we will talk about primarily 

tonight. Also, thought about what it means to be living in Farnham. It is my home of 20 years. Cobgates is 

part of the history of Farnham. It holds place in many people’s hearts. The staff members feel it is a home 

from home. Residents describe a warmth and affection which is something that many other homes do not 

have. It has a heart and care right here in our local community. 

 

http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/farnham
http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/camberley
http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/cranleigh
http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/ottershaw-and-longcross
http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/reigate?all=true
http://www.getsurrey.co.uk/all-about/caterham
http://www.sosis.org.uk/
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Tonight this is a consultation where everyone’s view is valid. 

 

Dr Louise Irvine, Chair of Save Lewisham Hospital Campaign and Prospective Parliamentary 

Candidate, National Health Action Party 

 

Thanks to SOSiS for invitation to speak. Impressive turnout on cold night and shows what an important issue 

this is for community. Recognise some people in the audience that I’ve met and spoken to at Cobgates 

recently. Hope they will say things later on. I’ve been invited partly because of my experience as a 

campaigner. I’m Chair of the Save Lewisham Hospital Campaign. We organised huge campaign to save A&E 

and maternity units from closure and we won. Our campaign really reached out into the community, garnering 

very strong community support. Also, took Secretary of State for Health, Jeremy Hunt, to court, taking his 

decision to judicial review and we won. We won again at appeal. So, some experience under my belt already 

with respect to campaigning. I’m a candidate for the National Health Action Party standing in South West 

Surrey. But, I’m not a politician. I believe passionately in good quality care, good healthcare but also good 

health in the widest sense. That also includes good quality care for older people. I believe if something is 

important, you have to fight for it and you have to fight to improve it. I’m also a GP and have been a GP for 

25 years. I’ve looked after older people as part of my job and I’ve seen the kind of care that they get, both 

good and bad, whether it’s in their own homes, in nursing homes or care homes. When I visited Cobgates and 

spoke to the residents there, I was so moved and impressed by what they told me. They told me: 

 

 They loved their home 

 They felt safe and secure there 

 They felt they were being looked after by wonderful staff 

 They didn’t want to leave. That is something that is very clear. 

 

Very impressed by the quality of the staff, from the staff working on the ground with residents to the 

leadership. When you have a good care home like Cobgates, the quality of the staff and the leadership team 

are crucial. 

 

I would say that instead of looking at Cobgates as a problem that needs to be somehow demolished, it should 

be seen as the very opposite by SCC. They should be looking at Cobgates as a centre of excellence, as a 

beacon of good practice that we can all learn from. Because we have to learn what makes good care. We 

know there are stories about bad care and that is something that we all of us hopefully do not want to see but 

how can you improve things unless you can build on what is already good and learn? I think that is a very 

powerful message about saving Cobgates. 

 

What about the claim by SCC that the kind of care is old fashioned now? We don’t need residential care 

anymore and we just need either nursing home care or care in your own home with carers visiting. Not every 

older person who needs care, including many of those with dementia, needs nursing home care. On the 

contrary, not everybody needs to be looked after in their own home. One or 2 visits per day for 15 minutes by 

a care worker, no matter how kind they are, is not enough for many people to make life tolerable. Actually the 

whole issues of loneliness is something that people in campaigns have raised over and over again. Many older 

people are lonely. I just saw on the tube a poster that said “Joan hasn’t spoken to anybody for over a month”. 

It is an issue and many people would prefer to have the community of a good home. That is their choice. By 

closing homes like Cobgates, the council is denying choice. It is saying there is a kind of care that we have 

decided on your behalf that you no longer should have the choice to have, even if you want it. I think that 

denial of choice and options is completely wrong. 
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When we think about quality of care, we have to think about dignity. “Dignity” is a word that comes up over 

and over again. Older people say one of the most important things about how they are cared for is that they 

are treated with dignity. What does dignity mean? If it means anything, it must mean having respect and be 

respected for your choices/your preferences/your wishes/your desires. If someone rides roughshod over those, 

they are not treating you with dignity. They are treating you as if you are a child. I actually think children 

have got more say in the care they have than what is being proposed here. Being told one is going to lose 

one’s home regardless of one’s wishes is the very opposite of what we call autonomy, i.e., the right to 

determine how you live your life. It is an affront to dignity. To force this on older people to me is morally and 

ethically wrong.  

 

Facing such a prospect is not only the denial of dignity but it comes at a personal mental and physical health 

cost. Plenty of evidence there is a lot of harm done to people’s mental and physical health if they are forced to 

leave their home. Why should we be surprised at that? A home is not just your bricks and mortar and soft 

furnishings, it is actually the relationships you have there. These are relationships with trusted staff and with 

friends. This should not be downplayed. These relationships are equivalent of family relationships. Support, 

trust, warmth, care, conversation, shared activity and so on. These are the things that characterise good family 

relationships. Why should we be surprised that the threat of losing that will take a big toll on people? 

 

What can be done about this? 

 

I talked about the emotional aspects of the threat of losing one’s home. Others will talk about the practical 

arguments we can use to rebut the council’s case. I think there are different levels of argument. There is a 

detailed rebuttal of all the misleading things the council is saying but also there is a positive assertion of 

people’s rights. This is a human rights issue.  

 

How do we win this fight? At my first Lewisham meeting, there were only 12 people. We built a huge 

momentum. People said there is no point fighting. It’s a done a deal. There’s nothing you can do. I say – If 

you don’t fight, you will lose. If you do fight, you may lose but you may just win. If something is worth 

fighting for, it is worth fighting to win. See what we can do as a community. To do that, we need to reach out 

into the wider community of Farnham. As our Chair said, it is not just that it matters to the people here, it 

should matter to everybody in Farnham. It is an amazing resource in the heart of this community. Anybody 

and everybody in Farnham might want to use it for themselves or a family member. I think we can reach out 

to people and say this is something worth defending for the whole community. 

 

If you look at the human rights issue, I don’t really see why we couldn’t move towards considering a judicial 

review on those grounds, if we need to. Let’s hope we don’t need to go that far. Let’s hope that SCC will see 

sense. It is a political period. It’s 6 months time until the general election. It’s a time when politicians, both 

local and national are a wee bit sensitive to public opinion. I think that if we mount a very powerful campaign 

in defence of Cobgates, I think we can actually make a big impression. I actually think we could win this 

fight. Thank you. 

 

Clyne: Thank you Louise. A heartfelt speech and a great way to start off tonight. 

 

Howard Kaye, Prospective Labour Candidate 

 

Good evening colleagues, residents and friends and fellow residents of Farnham, because I do live in 

Farnham, in Upr Hale. Lived there 10 years...Tonight is not a political meeting. Went to last meeting of 

SOSiS. I was infused about campaigns they have take up, that they can facilitate meetings in locality over 
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SCC’s proposals to close the 6 care homes. Here tonight to talk about Cobgates in Centre of Farnham, where 

couldn’t be any more central to community and transport links and hubs that will take loved ones to visit 

Cobgates’ relatives. Selected Sept to be Labour party candidate to fight 2015 general election. We all know 

who the incumbent MP is, Tory Health Minister - Jeremy, and you’ve got to be really careful how you say his 

second name. I’ll say it correctly, it is Hunt. Even though radio presenter a few months ago got his name 

totally incorrect. Infused by SOSiS, not sure if has official membership, I’m not signed up to be a member, 

however, what I did sign up for was to facilitate for tonight’s meeting. I did attempt to get a venue more 

central to Farnham but unfortunately don’t what it is but Thursday night in Farnham is the rocking night of the 

week – line dancing, ballroom dancing, modern railways clubs, could not get venue. United Church was full, 

but out of it all I believe this is a superb choice. Lovely venue, lots of space, the acoustics are good, and it’s 

brought everyone out on a really cold night. Don’t know if you’ve walked or come in your cars but thanks for 

coming out tonight. 

 

One of the things out of this meeting where I was disappointed, I attempted to be part of consultation as a 

stakeholder. I said I was potentially a local politician, and I wanted to be included in a way that a normal 

member of the public is not included into the consultation process. To be quite honest, I was denied that 

opportunity. I asked to have a visit to Cobgates to get an informed opinion. That opportunity was denied me. 

They basically said that I was not allowed. I accept that verdict. I did not impose. I did not go near Cobgates. I 

have not seen inside Cobgates. I have had that privilege to be inside because I was told I could not do that. 

 

Other disappointment is consultation for Cobgates was 2 Thursdays ago, weekday between hours of 10am and 

4pm. Who can attend during those hours? I can’t. I work for a living. Anyone who works for a living is totally 

excluded from consultation process. I feel this meeting tonight should have been held under auspices of SCC. 

They should have facilitated this meeting to consult with you people and local residents and get their opinion. 

I feel so disappointed. If there is anyone from SCC tonight, or anyone’s been sent by them, take that on board 

to learn for the future. Don’t do things in isolation. This is reaction you get if you exclude people from 

consultation process. 

 

So, tonight, I aim to listen to residents of Cobgates, their relatives, staff members. Hopefully all three of those 

issues will be addressed tonight. Those 3 speakers tonight are the important ones as far as I’m concerned. 

Without these people speaking, we are just talking hot air potentially. This is crux of matter and this is who 

we should be listening to. Also, need to understand rationale for closing a facility that the more I speak with 

people, the more I cannot understand the dogma for shutting Cobgates. No-one has said to me Cobgates needs 

to shut because it is not fit for purpose. Tonight is a democratic process and consultation as far as we are 

concerned, people should feel free to express their views on this in an open way.  

 

CQC in last visit gave Cobgates a clean bill of health. Said it was facility fit for purpose. 2001 census data 

shows SW Surrey above national average for people over the age of 65. We are aging population. You get 

older, not younger. Facility at Cobgates is totally necessary for the future benefit and welfare of Farnham 

residents. Also affordability and quality of care provided is other side. From what read, and heard said nothing 

lacking within Cobgates. Also, dementia is one of number 1 priorities at Cobgates. It’s looked on as specialist 

centre for dementia care, including for day visitors. SCC deem all 6 Surrey care homes are not fit for purpose 

and 6 should close. Is it possible that all 6 in such state of repair that not economic in any shape or form to be 

re-furbished, knocked down or, I’m not going to say, put out to the private sector? But preferred option in 

consultation is to close all 6. I do not know what the dogma is behind all that. Some say it is for the sake of 

money but, I won’t.  
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What can we do? At times you feel powerless against entity that is so compelling in control. SCC is 

dominated by one particular party. No-one to hold them to account in any shape or form. MP is same 

persuasion. No-one can hold him to account. What can we do? 1) First is what we have done tonight. Get 

active behind what is happening behind Cobgates. 2) Sign online petition set up by SOSiS. The more that 

sign, the more SCC have to take account of wishes of people that live in SW Surrey, within Farnham as a 

specific. Official consultation – everybody can take part. 3) There are statutory stakeholders where SCC must 

show they’ve consulted and there’s also general consultation process, closing 12 December. 4) Demonstration 

this Saturday outside SCC Head Office, 12pm to 2pm. Go along, demonstrate and show your position re 

SCC’s proposals. 5) Write to your SCC reps. If they don’t take notice of that, nothing will persuade them. Cllr 

Pat Frost, Cllr Denise Le Gal (she is the lady who put into papers a quote that she would not put her mother in 

any of the six care homes. What sort of comment is that to say about the service in past SCC were providing 

in their care homes when Cllr Le Gal says that? Comment was made in council chambers. – Member of 

audience interjects saying, She says she’s been misquoted. Well, it’s on camera/webcast.), Cllr Munro. There 

is Cllr David Hodge. There is Jeremy Hunt. He should have some form of persuasion over the people that 

support him. It is his party who’s controlling this county. In Herald he dodged issue saying it is SCC making 

this decision about Cobgates and I think it is going to cause a lot of distress to those people. Then he said he is 

going to keep David Hodge and other councillors to their commitments. What a load of tosh. He should get 

off the fence. The man is a dementia champion. He should say if he is in favour of Cobgates shutting or 

whether it should survive. 

 

Mark Richards, son of Cobgates’ resident 

My father, Dennis Richards, is a Cobgates’ resident in the dementia wing. Dr Louise asked me if I’d be 

willing to discuss some of the points that were made at the first consultation meeting held at Cobgates.  These 

are notes we made that are rebuttals following on from the council’s summary of the review findings and the 

assessment options of the individual homes. Many relatives here have had family in the care home for longer 

than I have so please do not think I am trying to teach you something you do not already know. But useful for 

the residents of Farnham who have come to try to support the campaign just to be made aware of some of the 

points the council are putting forward and some of the answers to those so-called problems. 

 

We’re having a public consultation now. The public consultation should have been at the very beginning of 

the council’s process. All the options for the homes should have been discussed in an open manner and not 

behind closed doors. They clearly have a pre-meditated outcome - that is to close the homes to make a 

financial gain by selling off prime real estate on Surrey land. They won’t be honest about it but that is clearly 

the issue. There is no other reason that they would do it behind closed doors. They have tried to negate any 

public opposition because they know the consensus would be against, as we are finding now. 

 

On all the points the Chairman and panel put forward, they agreed that Cobgates has a fantastic and excellent 

reputation and is seen as a centre of excellence for care. That is agreed by the Chairman of the panel. 

Therefore, they agree there is not an issue with the care that is being delivered.  

 

They say there is no special provision for very active wheelchair requirements, limited access for moving and 

handling equipment, no en-suite facilities, ratio of bathrooms is limited, increasing number of residents with 

dementia makes for different care needs presents challenges for staffing ratios, ongoing recruitment 

challenges, planned maintenance is going to be £4m or more. Some of the answers we came back with were: 

Not all the rooms need to provide specialist bariatric or hoist systems. On a small scale, re-modelling is quite 

achievable at less cost to cater for those residents’ requirements. This allows the staff to carry out their duties 

in a safe and correct manner. That was also agreed by the Chair. It was agreed that en-suite facilities don’t 
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need to be in every room. In fact, they hadn’t looked into it. It is more of a risk. A risk assessment hasn’t been 

undertaken. A trip and fall hazard for residents was mentioned.  

 

There is another national group that gives all the points by way of a handbook a council must put forward and 

how to go about shutting a care home. It becomes very evident and apparent later on. 

 

Increasing number of residents with dementia, an aging population yet SCC are saying there is a lack of 

demand locally for the service which changes the commissioning requirements. There is demand for respite 

and long term care at Cobgates. Current residents had to wait months for a placement, as my father did. 

Figures are massaged to present a distorted view with an instruction to Cobgates’ management to close a ten-

bedded wing and on 1
st
 August 2014 for non-acceptance of referrals. 

 

Today at 4pm, an email has been sent out with some of the findings that they have put through from that 

meeting. Their answer to the occupancy and referrals matter is that between 2013 and 2014 (August) the 

number of permanent residents at Cobgates has fluctuated between 29 and 37. They stopped accepting 

referrals for permanent residents. At end of September, there were 31 permanent residents. In this time the 

service has not received a sufficient number of appropriate referrals to warrant re-opening beds.  

 

Although we have discussed and found that there is a waiting list, their so-called minutes that they have taken 

of that discussion indicates they are still denying it. They are not accepting that they put a block on referrals to 

massage the figures. Even though it has been highlighted and pointed out and their cover is blown, they are 

still charging forward with it. 

 

(Audience member interjects saying: They have put a block on Cobgates receiving new residents. To pretend 

otherwise and say there is no demand is nonsense. We know there is demand. We know that day by day, there 

are requests and there is a demand. In August this year, there was a waiting list.) 

 

I‘ve done research and tried to get help and came across a website called Rage National 

http://www.ragenational.com/ Resident Action Group For The Elderly. Interesting but very disturbing 

reading. Some points...Since 1997, there has been an ever increasing closure of local authority elderly people 

homes. This coincided with a change of regulation. Local Authorities were obliged to use the proceeds of sale 

of capital assets for capital acquisition. In 1997 this changed that half the proceeds of such sales had to be 

used for capital purposes. Local Authorities are funded by grants from central government and collected from 

general taxation but it is not ring-fenced at all for care, dementia care and care homes. Whenever a residential 

care home placement takes place, the social services decision of the local authority is at the level of frailty at 

which such people that enter care has greatly risen. Care providers report they have reason to believe that 

Local Authorities have rationed entry into care which goes on to prove the point they are blocking new 

referrals. They are rationing them and they are picking this up from around the country. 

 

From 1997, the following recommendations have been made by officers to LA committees that elderly people 

need dignity, private sector provides equally good care but not as economically, national minimum standards 

require room sizes to be bigger (another quote from SCC). National minimum standard point out that room 

sizes were too small for hoists to be used. Again it reads exactly the same as SCC’s arguments. I won’t go 

through them all but look at the RAGE website. 

 

One of the most disturbing areas, and it is difficult for me to read as my father is at Cobgates, and also I work 

in healthcare and have done for 25 years. There was a Professor David Jolley who was a Consultant of 

Psychiatry of old age. He was appointed by a Court in the North of England (in The Midlands) for exactly the 

http://www.ragenational.com/
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same reason that we are going through, with Cobgates and the other care homes closing. Everyone in this 

room has the foresight to see how damaging it will be to our family and relatives that will be moved from one 

care home to another. This is coming from a medical Professor and it is his specialty and he says from his 

common experience and clinical experience in an informed review,  

 

“It is an inescapable truism relocation is a stressful event and can precipitate problems with mental 

health, physical health, and even bring forth death.”  

(See page 12 http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/jolley.pdf)  

 

“Taken as a group the deaths of seven residents are mostly in keeping with the demonstrated excess 

mortality that occurs when older frailer people, particularly those with advanced dementia are moved 

from one institution to another.” (page 3 http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/closure_facts.pdf 

 

“The ill effects of involuntary transfer cannot be eradicated. For some, careful preparation under 

psychiatric oversight can ameliorate the risk. Such preparation cannot be achieved for those with 

moderate or severe dementia because the process has to build on retained knowledge, the first of 

which is that the home is closing.” (page 3 http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/closure_facts.pdf).  

 

Most of the residents, like my father, that have dementia will fall under that category and they will not 

understand and they will not cope well to the change in being moved. Once again, this is a risk assessment 

that the council, as far as I am concerned, has completely failed to look at or are actually concerned about. 

 

If Cobgates closes, my feeling is it will bring forth an advanced and probably unnecessary premature death to 

our family and loved ones that are in these homes. It is totally unacceptable.  

 

Clyne: Thank you Mark for that very heartfelt and well researched speech. 

 

Introduction (Alan Clyne): Mr Dick has very active, very strong personal views due to his experience with his 

late wife. 

 

 

Douglas Dick, Farnham resident whose wife (recently deceased) spent 2 years at Cobgates. 
 

Cobgates has a mix of residents, with the more able residents on the first floor. “They are very active in their 

minds,” he says. At a Friday afternoon knit-and-natter session, he joined in the nattering bit as a good 

opportunity to talk to the ladies, and with their permission has brought along a summary of their views, as 

they were unsure about speaking at a public meeting themselves. 

 

Some of these residents have lived there for up to 8 years and are well-qualified to give an accurate view of 

the conditions there. He has known these ladies for more than two years, while his late wife was also a 

resident. 

 

Their overall opinion was quite adamant, that they could not have been in better care anywhere else 

throughout the whole country. During the whole time in Cobgates they have never had any cause for 

complaint and care has always been provided with kindness and consideration. 

 

On accommodation, their response was also quite simple. Their rooms have been perfectly adequate, and 

there are other rooms and spaces available if they need to entertain visitors. Toilet facilities were described as 

http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/jolley.pdf
http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/closure_facts.pdf
http://www.ragenational.com/pdfs/closure_facts.pdf
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“ideal”, although they seem to have been a key element of the Council's paper. All toilets have locks and 

“engaged” signs, and they are all large specifically to allow for help. They are close to the bedrooms and  

have access to a specialist luxury bath which they enjoyed. En suite facilities were deemed quite unnecessary 

and inappropriate, as most residents require assistance with the toilets and with washing and dressing. Also, 

en suite facilities present additional hazards to those with walking difficulties. 

 

Food is consistently well-prepared to a good standard with a variety of choices, and specialities are provided 

for special occasions.  

 

One poignant point was that these ladies have been living together in their little community for many years, 

and it would be a tragedy to move them somewhere else and break up their beautiful friendships. (This 

generated a round of applause.) 

 

On the subject of cleanliness, they were adamant that the entire home is always clean, neat, and tidy. 

 

Finally, the staff came in for particular praise: “It is well known, but not appreciated, that Cobgates is not just 

bricks and mortar, but it's the staff who provide all the kindness with caring, respect and with love. They 

looked after my wife so well; I think it is a sin, a dreadful sin that they should be treated in this abysmal way. 

I think that we owe a debt of gratitude to the staff of Cobgates and we owe them a huge apology on behalf of 

this wicked council.” 

 

Audience responses started with three residents of Cobgates. 

 

 

The first resident said “It's been my home for 8 years, and I've made friends, and I've had no complaints 

whatsoever about the place. It's home from home, and now they're going to try to take my home away from 

me, and it just isn't on.” 

 

“I've been in that home for 8 years, and have worked in the home since it first opened over 30 years ago. 

Then, it was completely different to what it is now,” continued the second resident, “I got my young son to 

bring a television, to give them some way to see what was happening with the outside world. It has changed 

now, but we don't need en-suites – we're quite happy with what we've got.” She continued “I've got no 

complaints. None whatsoever. I feel that to move us to different homes where we don't know anybody, where 

we leave our friends that we've already made, can cause depression, upset... it isn't worth it. For the amount of 

money that is needed to do [up] that home, in the long run it's better to do that than put our age in different 

homes where they know nobody, they are outcasts. It's not on. It will just cause a lot of distress.” 

 

The third resident was similarly complimentary. “Cobgates is my home, my friends, I definitely don't want to 

leave it. It has lovely staff, so I don't want to lose their friendship either.” 

 

There followed a number of points from the audience, which will not be reproduced in full but here are 

summaries of each speaker's opinions. 

 

Bruce Bennett, whose mother is a resident, said that a lot of store has been set by the “Mum test” (referring to 

a notional, subjective test devised by the CQC) which the speaker believed was being used as a defence by the 

council. Our view is that what Cobgates provides is excellent. Given a choice, we chose Cobgates, as it had 

the best combination of facility, lightness, and it's a nice place to be in a way other homes are not. Different 

people have different criteria, for example Cllr Le Gal who said that she wouldn't put her mother, or anyone 
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else's mother, into one particular Surrey care home. (Exactly which one has not been forthcoming, neither has 

an apology.) The Mum test fails as it is completely subjective. There is no objective way to settle a difference 

of opinion. 

 

Alan Clyne interjected that many private homes (not all, of course) are in rambling older buildings that are not 

purpose built, and are far from ideal, building wise. This is one the council's main stated concerns over 

Cobgates, which is in fact built as a care home. 

 

Bruce then emphasised that “Cobgates meets CQC requirements. It meets the requirements of the care home 

regulations, in full.”  

 

Alan Clyne pointed out that many private homes do not have en suite facilities either, which puts them in 

exactly the same position, just as likely to not pass the Mum test. Bathroom facilities is a red herring, not a 

reason for concern. 

 

Another audience member suggests that the Mum test is useful, even though it is simple and subjective, as 

everyone here is saying “yes”. 

 

Cobgates is not just for residents, it is also used for respite care. Another attendee's mother used the respite 

facilities reluctantly the first time, as she was fiercely independent, but was enthusiastic to return after her first 

stay. She made friends there, who would then visit her at home. 

 

Another lady stressed that “Cobgates is not just a residential home, it is a home – a real home where you feel 

welcome.” She praised the staff as very kind and caring, doing a very difficult job. 

 

Returning to the point of moving people, one lady's father “became a lost soul” after being moved, and then 

had an accident, falling (in his en suite bathroom) and breaking his hip. Sadly, he died a couple of weeks later. 

This was a horrible experience for someone who had coped well up to that point. 

 

Funding was questioned – what services would be cut to fund the improvements to Cobgates? Another 

member of audience suggested cuts to unnecessary and “outrageous” salaries that councillors are paid, and 

reduce external consultants. 

 

Bruce Bennett responded that it's not an either/or situation. The upgrades should have been budgeted as part 

of the running costs and general maintenance of the home anyway. 

 

Alan Clyne defended Surrey County Council, pointing out that it has invested in the homes – sprinklers, 

floors, decoration, and (soon) new sluices. This is actually an argument for more investment, as otherwise this 

existing investment has been wasted. Surrey County Council has lots of money in reserve and this should 

count as a rainy day. 

 

Janet Maines was a county councillor, and is involved in Cobgates via Rotary. She sees the atmosphere in 

Cobgates and wanted to get on the waiting list to go there. The way to the council's heart is simple: money. 

There is an economic argument that the ongoing cost of paying for private care will be more expensive than 

providing homes and staff funded by the county. They will therefore recoup their money from investment into 

Cobgates over “not all that many years”. 
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Another point raised was the impact of the Care Bill on the community, and the elderly care cap, which will 

mean that Surrey residents will be entitled to reduced financial support so that top-ups will have to be put in 

place by the council. The audience member had already made a submission to the consultation, focussing on 

finances as “this is all they are interested in”. He suggested that this was short term-ism in the face of 

changing demographics, and that it is critical that the right sort of care is in place. The cap in particular will 

create a two-tier care system. 

 

A lady in the front row wondered if they would be so keen if the money being capped was their “golden 

handshakes”. 

 

Surrey did come in for praise from another lady who pointed out that they do employ care staff that are 

“second to none”, to general agreement in the room. At the meetings where the care staff were told that their 

future was uncertain, their only concerns were for the residents. This passes the Mum test. 

 

The views of Farnham Town Council were sought by another audience member, observing that some of the 

councillors were in the room. The one independent member of Farnham Town Council, Cllr David Beaman, 

stood up and defended the councillors as people who try to serve the community, pointing out (in reference to 

the earlier point about inflated salaries) that he receives no allowance whatsoever and that being a councillor 

costs him money. He suggested that the community should run it in some form. He asked Mr. Kaye “Does 

this mean that no Labour authority has ever closed a care home?” “Not in Surrey” was the reply. 

 

On the community point, one man asked “Isn't it the community who elects the council to do this for us?” 

 

A lady at the rear of the room asked if we should be “nitpicking over people's lives when they are at their 

most vulnerable,” continuing that it was “quite appalling” and that grandparents were an important stabilising 

influence for the young offenders that she works with. When grandparents become ill, infirm, or die, it has a 

disproportionate effect on them. What message does it send to them that when you are old, you are so ignored, 

put upon, and taken advantage of that you have no defences? We should stand up against this, and other cuts. 

 

A man asked for information about the alternatives. What is the council suggesting as an alternative for local 

authority care? We had heard nothing about this this evening, he said, so could we hear more? 

 

Bruce Bennett replied that a County Council officer came along to a presentation and said that there were 16 

care homes within 5 miles of Cobgates. Only a handful of those would be regarded as affordable care homes, 

and that Tilford, for example is not well served by buses. They didn't really present us with anything as an 

option. The original questioner suggested that this wasn't an answer. Bruce quoted the council as saying that 

there was a “well-developed care home provision” in the private sector – that was the answer they gave. That 

was it, there's nothing more. There are a range of options, including keeping it in house, or allowing the staff 

to run it themselves as a going concern, none of which were even considered. What is the cost of putting 

people in private homes? We all know that the private sector is more expensive than what the council allows 

as their provision, and there has been no consideration of these issues at all. 

 

The original questioner then repeated his request for information about what the council does think is better. 

No, replied Mr. Dick. The paper that they presented discusses only one option, and its closure. 

 

Another audience member pointed out how disruptive it would be for the people in the home if they make 

fundamental changes. “Do they not matter?” she asked. 
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Alan Clyne asked to move on to the next portion of the meeting, which was to ask “What is the plan – what 

can we do?” He said that the mood was to re-invest and “use the heart and soul of Cobgates to move forward 

as a community resource,” rather than opting for closure. Before moving on, though, he invited Councillor 

David Munro to speak. 

 

David Munro, County Councillor for Farnham South and Chairman of Surrey County Council, opened by 

saying that he would start with some points the room would agree with, then move on to some things that we 

probably wouldn't. “I agree with everyone who says it's a wonderful home,” he said, “and I have literally not 

heard a single complaint.” He agreed that it provides “absolutely first class care”. Other homes are more 

stylish, but what marked out Cobgates is its friendly atmosphere. He said that he is very much opposed to the 

current option proposed by County, which is closure. “It would be wrong,” he said. 

 

However, he does believe that we underestimate the difficulties being faced, not just in the short term, but 

looking ahead for decades. To maintain good quality care, there is money required to be put in there, probably 

quite substantial amounts. This may be OK at the moment, but “in the next few years and decades, we will 

regret, and some have already regretted more investment [being] put in.” He acknowledged that this would 

lead to some disruption, there's no question about that. He said that he was surprised that it hadn't been 

mentioned, even in passing, that it's not just what happens within Cobgates, but its location in the centre of 

Farnham. It would be a tragedy if care for older people was removed from that central place. Far too many 

care homes are “out there in the sticks”. He said that he is more relaxed than most people in the room about 

the exact nature of the care provided on the site. There is a case for the debate and argument about that, and 

some people have suggested that it might be possible to use part of the site to replace the Gostrey centre. 

Others have suggested a joint venture with a private company, to have more nursing home type care alongside 

what we have at the moment, and this should not be rejected either. All these things should be talked about 

much more. He hopes that they will be; we must keep an open mind. There is one “red line”, he summed up, 

that there must be good quality care for older people on that site, come what may, and we must do all that we 

can to make sure that that is what happens. 

 

There was then a quick show of hands on the motion that “The council's option to close the six in-house 

provision homes is wrong and that to close Cobgates is not an option”. Almost all of the approximately 

75 people in the audience were in support, none against, with one abstention. 

 

A lady from the audience associated with Park Hall in Reigate called attention to a Facebook page for all six 

homes, including email addresses, meeting announcements, meeting minutes, and SoSiS information. It is 

called “Save Park Hall”, as it was originally set up just for that, but now is much broader in scope. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/806584889380498/?fref=ts 

 

Another participant pointed out that everyone in the hall is eligible to vote, and urged them to use their vote 

wisely. Also a phone message to the local MP can be an effective way to contact them, especially if a large 

number of people do so. 

 

Alan Clyne responded that, many other people also feel the same way. There are over 1000 signatures on the 

Save Cobgates petition already, and many more will want to sign the paper petition so please distribute 

copies. 

 

Also, he said, that a group of people associated with each home arriving at County Hall in an organized way 

would help to change the councillors' minds. Actual residents and constituents, being there, giving your view 

– that's what Surrey County Council will take notice of. There is a plan to get people up to County Hall on 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/806584889380498/?fref=ts
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24th February, to keep the momentum going. He was absolutely delighted that people have taken the time and 

effort to attend this meeting, and this was the energy he wanted to keep going. 

 

The Surrey County Council consultation ends next Friday (December 12th), but there is still time after that. 

 

One thing to note is that Surrey County Council chose not to hold this kind of open public meeting, preferring 

instead to talk to “partner organizations”, but this was held at the Maltings during work hours when very few 

people could attend. There has been no proper open public debate like this meeting, which is a flaw in the 

process. 

 

There was widespread support for the idea of a lobby of the council in February. 

 

Dr Louise Irvine added that a broad based campaign was important and that a lobby of the council would be 

more effective if more people knew about the closures. She had been giving out leaflets in Farnham town 

centre and few people knew about the issue. Could we do more over the Christmas period, perhaps, when 

people are out shopping? 

 

A lady in the audience suggested taking petitions door-to-door in our own streets. It's easy and quick. 

 

Alan Clyne says that staff may be reluctant to publicly support public action, even on their own time, as there 

are definitely boundaries on acceptable activity. Returning to the local action point, a small table in the town 

centre, he said, with a petition and a few leaflets would “go bananas”. 

 

Members of the audience also pointed out churches, local shops, and post offices as possible leaflet or poster 

sites. 

 

Alan applauded this and said that it was often more effective to organise at a local level rather than centrally. 

Now is the time to galvanize the enthusiasm in the room. 

 

A lady with experience of previous campaigns said that the Herald has always been very supportive, allowing 

people to set up tables in front of their premises. 

 

Discussion turned to local papers – the Herald's free sheets are also a good place to get news out. Their front 

page on Friday 5th December was expected to be about this meeting, for example. 

 

There was some concern that a last-minute demonstration would be too late to be effective, so a committee 

meeting earlier may be a better target for a protest. 

 

Councillor Munro agreed. There will likely be an Overview and Ccrutiny Committee meeting beforehand, but 

don't neglect the 24th February meeting either. 

 

Bruce Bennett also agreed, saying that a report would be prepared to go to Cabinet, several weeks beforehand. 

So lobbying in the run-up to the preparation of that report could be especially effective as people's minds are 

already on the problem. So write early to your councillors. 

 

Alan Clyne agreed, saying that SoSiS would support locally-organized protests. “We're here to facilitate; 

we're not here to tell you what to do.” 
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A trade union member then recalled a previous protest where the important thing was to “keep the kettle 

boiling” with a continuous campaign. When there was a protest in person outside Surrey County Council, he 

reports that the leader became angry enough to barge into a protestor, and this was now subject to internal 

investigation and a police complaint. He warned to be aware of this kind of attitude. 

 

On Saturday (6th December), he continued, a number of care home staff would be mounting a protest at 

Kingston Town Hall, and they would welcome support. 

 

Another lady raised awareness of the council consultation meetings at the Mercure Bush Hotel in Farnham on 

the morning of the same Saturday. 

 

Mark Richards elaborated further, saying that these meetings were the council's response to the request for a 

public meeting. E-mails were sent out at short notice, offering opportunities for some people to have a 

discussion about the consultation with a senior Surrey County Council representative. There are a number of 

meetings on the 6th, 8th, 10th and 15th in Farnham, Camberley, Caterham and Cranley, where relatives of 

residents only will be allowed to meet one councillor (Mel Few in Farnham). The email reads “Our aim is for 

these to be small and informal meetings, to enable individual discussions to take place. As such, meeting 

notes will not be recorded or published, and we ask that a maximum of 2 family representatives attend for 

each resident, day care or respite user.” 

 

So they are clearly trying to avoid a full public consultation again, he continued, with all the councillors there 

so that they can answer questions from all parties within a room. So instead of a public meeting we have a 

series of private meeting with no recorded minutes. Attendees will also have to make an appointment in 

advance. This provoked a widespread reaction in the room, as people were clearly unhappy with this 

arrangement. 

 

A lady from the audience suggested that she would be turning up anyway, in order to highlight the lack of 

access to the meeting. A number of other people agreed, and that this would send an important message 

especially if the local press was also present. 

 

Mr Richards reiterated that it was not requested to have personal meetings with councillors. What they wanted 

was a public consultation. Another member of the audience agreed and suggested that the council were afraid 

of that, and understood having sensed the feeling in the room. 

 

Alan asked how many people in the room were minded to turn up at the meeting anyway, and a reasonable 

number of people expressed that they would. 

 

The union representative suggested that they might be more effective turning up at Kingston instead, but it 

was pointed out that (a) it was possible to attend both as the Farnham protest would be in the morning, and (b) 

some people would not be able to attend the Kingston demonstration anyway and therefore this was a valid 

alternative way to express their feelings. He agreed with these points. 

 

Alan Clyne then started to wind the meeting up by summing up the various action points from the meeting, 

including: 

 

 Circulating the petitions 

 

 Lobbying 
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 Giving out information in the Lion and Lamb during the Christmas shopping period 

 

These were all described as great ideas and ways to keep the momentum going. 

 

Dr Louise Irvine suggested that some of the rebuttal points should be made available online, either on the 

website or Facebook, to act as an information source for consultation responses. This would be especially 

useful as a reference for some of the more technical points. 

 

Two final points were taken from the audience. The first was to inform everyone that the meetings with 

councillors were actually two separate one-hour slots, not a single two hour slot. The second was to support 

the idea of the Bush protest, and to elaborate on the previous point that these would be group meetings, not 

individual ones. 

 

Mr Clyne then wound up the meeting with a call for people to add their names to the sign-in sheet, and 

reminded everyone out that donations were welcome to cover the costs of room and equipment hire. 

 


