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Dear Members of Blackheath Village Residents’ Group

BVRG Questions to Candidates

You asked me what my views are on four topics that are of importance to you locally – on the train service, cumulative impact zone, parking charge zone and the Village library.  I am happy to give my views on these topics, although the latter three are, of course, decisions that would be made at the Council level.

1 Trains: Southeastern has severely reduced the peak-time train service from Blackheath. What steps would you take to get the services re-instated, and the off-peak timetable moved to the long-promised “clock-face”, i.e. evenly spaced, service?
The problems that residents are facing in relation to the Blackheath train service is that Southeastern were requested by the Government to alter the services in their area so that people coming from the Orpington area could reach Lewisham (for the DLR) without changing at Hither Green. The effect of doing this was to reduce train paths for trains coming via Blackheath through Lewisham. 

The No 10 response to the petition of the Blackheath residents explains what they have done and can be found here: http://www.number10.gov.uk/Page22509 

Let me start by saying that I do not believe in the micromanagement of rail franchises by the Government.  I also want to see longer rail franchises that reflect user's needs.

On the issue of the reduced service from Blackheath, Southeastern should commission an independent survey of how many passengers from Orpington are actually making use of the stop at Lewisham to change to the DLR and how many have been inconvenienced at Blackheath. The results of this should be published in full. Plainly, if more people are being inconvenienced by the changes to the services than have benefited, then our case to reinstate the services will be immeasurably stronger.
Similarly, I would support a review of train times and the provision of evenly-spaced departure times if that was shown to be in the best of interests of residents.
Southeastern has consistently failed to provide a decent service to passengers (as we saw with the Christmas week services and its weak response to the snow). I would lobby for the selection of a new franchise operator if Southeastern’s performance did not dramatically improve.

I believe that the withdrawal of the Woolwich Arsenal-Blackheath service was wrong and should be reversed.

2 Cumulative Impact Zone: The CIZ has been in operation since November 2007. There will be a review in 2010 as to whether it should remain in force. What is your policy on this?
Decisions about the CIZ are, of course, made by Lewisham Council. Saying that, Blackheath Conservatives campaigned for the Cumulative Impact Zone and welcomed its introduction. They would be likely to support its continuation. As MP, I would listen to local residents’ views and represent them to the Council.

I believe that we do need to get to grips with the alcohol-related antisocial behaviour that affects so many of our communities – not just in Blackheath but all over the country.

The Conservative Party has measures to tackle binge drinking and antisocial behaviour, such as:

· making it harder for young people to get very drunk quickly and cheaply by introducing big increases in the tax on super strength alcohol, which are generally the drinks that fuel antisocial behaviour. This tax change will not hit responsible drinkers: the ordinary pint in the pub will not be affected;

· we will ban supermarkets from selling alcohol below cost price. That also fuels Britain’s binge drinking culture;

· we will tear up this Government’s lax licensing regime. Right now virtually anyone can get a licence to sell alcohol. We even have all night takeaways selling more drink to people as they stagger home from the pub. We will change that;

· Local councils will have the power to stop town centres being taken over by pubs, clubs and off-licences;

· we will give communities a right of veto over new licences in their area; 

· there will be tough new rules for existing licensed premises. Councils will be able to restrict opening hours. There will be strict penalties for pubs and off-licences that break the rules. There will be much bigger fines if they sell to under-age drinkers and, if they do it again, we will close them for a few days as a penalty. If it still happens, we will strip them of their licence permanently;

· there is also the huge cost of policing areas that are already dominated by pubs and clubs and off-licences. Under a Conservative Government, late-night problem premises will pay more for their licence.
3 Parking: The BHA zone is very large, and many Village-centre residents find it difficult to park their cars near their homes. What is your policy on this?
Thanks to Labour’s recession, we are all living through times of economic constraint. In this context, the Government is cutting grants to local authorities. Many local authorities have, therefore, increasingly looked at raising income by other means and, for many in London, this has meant the use of parking revenues as an alternative income stream.

When I speak to people about this, there is an understanding that Councils need to raise revenue from parking but that they expect it to be balanced and proportionate. Above all, people expect the Council’s charging policy to be directed at improving traffic management within the Village – not about making money out of them. 

There is a feeling locally, however, that the charging policies imposed by Lewisham Council are all about revenue-raising first and foremost and not actually about traffic management at all. That is not proportionate and that is not fair to residents. 

The final decision on this rests not with the MP but with the Council. As MP, I would listen to residents’ concerns on this issue and would be prepared to take it up with the Council, of whatever political hue, on their behalf. 

4 Library: Many residents remember 1999, when the council attempted to close the Village library. Can you assure us that the Village library will remain open, and be adequately funded? 
In my view, community libraries are a resource that we should protect and cherish. I have two main reasons. 

Firstly, the Village library is very much part of the soul of Blackheath Village – it is as much a place where members of the community meet on an informal basis as it is about books. So, it is good for fostering bonds in local society. 

Secondly, I believe that books should be accessible, at low cost, to everyone.

The final decision regarding funding rests with the Council but, as your MP, I would support the Village library remaining open and having adequate funding. 

I know that my colleagues standing as candidates on 6 May for Lewisham Council in Blackheath (Caroline Attfield, Simon Nundy and Dru Vesty) share this view. So, under a Conservative Mayor and administration on the Council – and backed by a Conservative MP – the Village library would remain open. 

I would also like to make a general point about frontline services. Everyone understands that, in the months ahead, cuts in public expenditure are likely to be made. It is my view, however, that it is not frontline services – like libraries – that should be the subject of cuts. Rather, Lewisham Council should be dealing first with the operational inefficiencies within its own organisation. It charges the highest Council Tax in Inner London but residents are not getting anything like the best services. Like the Labour Government, Labour Lewisham Council is wasting a lot of our money.

I hope that these answers give you reassurance that Blackheath would be safe and flourish under a local Conservative MP, Mayor and Council.

Thank you for asking me for my views.

Yours sincerely

Jonathan Clamp

Conservative Parliamentary Candidate for Lewisham East

