
NRA Litigation with the Surrey Rifle Association 

The Surrey Rifle Association (SRA) is a charitable organisation which exists to promote the sport of 

target shooting.  It assists the NRA to fulfil its charter and works closely with schools, cadet units, 

universities and many affiliated clubs to train and encourage young persons, equipping them with the 

skills required to compete at every competitive level.  The building known as the Surrey Hut was one 

of the first to appear on Camp in the early 1900s, built by the East Surrey volunteer regiment.  In the 

1960s the deeds of title were transferred to the members of the SRA as the Surrey Regiment was no 

longer a going concern. The SRA continued to evolve and the building increased in size with it over 

the years. 

At the end of 2010 the SRA Committee was contacted by the NRA to begin lease negotiations.  

Jeremy Staples, the incumbent NRA CEO, directed Strutt & Parker to survey the site occupied by the 

SRA and begin the preliminaries.  The rent was proposed to increase from £2600 per annum to 

approximately £2900 in the first year of the new term.  As the negotiations progressed, Jeremy Staples 

was replaced by Derrick Mabbott as acting CEO and our proposed draft terms became bogged down 

after the SRA Committee was informed that its assertion of ownership of its building and the impact 

that this stance had on some of the clauses in the Heads of Terms was, in the NRA’s eyes, contrary to 

the facts.  An investigation into the previous lease signed in 1992, revealed that a “yield up” clause 

had been introduced into the document replacing the “offer to sell” clause. There was no supporting 

correspondence in the archived records to indicate that either the SRA Committee knew about this 

change or that their solicitor at the time had noticed it.  Eventually after some email exchanges it was 

decided in October 2012 to just sign the lease, mutatis mutandis, on the terms of the preceding 

document and without arguing the point of ownership.  The NRA sacked their previous legal advisers, 

Barlow Robbins, and contracted another firm.  The draft lease was received by the SRA Committee in 

early 2013 but it contained substantial changes from the previous lease and therefore was not mutatis 

mutandis, thus reneging on the agreed way forward.  Mabbott stepped down and the current CEO, 

Andrew Mercer, took the reins in March 2013 and our problems really began. 

It quickly became evident that the NRA’s 2007 real estate policy had been single-handedly abandoned 

by the new CEO.  This policy had evolved following considerable time, effort and expense by NRA 

Chairman John Jackman and the General Council to manage the estate and provide an environment 

enabling the clubs on Camp to assist the NRA with its charitable objectives. The 2007 real estate 

policy recognised the generosity of voluntary work and member-donated investment in the Bisley 

clubhouses which have been maintained and upgraded over the years, whilst the NRA benefited from 

the support to target shooting from these very organisations.  

The SRA Committee received new draft terms which indicated the NRA wished to raise the rent from 

£2,900 to £17,500 per annum, effectively the full annual surplus generated by the charity over the past 

few financial years – thanks to the herculean volunteer efforts of the GPC who had reinvested the 

surplus funds back into the building as part of a 5 year refurbishment plan - and that the land and 

buildings were to be rentalised. The legal advice at the time was that the members of the SRA owned 

the Surrey Hut and so the issue had to be fought, since the previous lease acknowledged that the 

Surrey Hut was erected by its members. It was decided to obtain a Counsel’s opinion as to the 

question of ownership in the light of the 1997 Elitestone vs Morris case. 

The clubs on Camp offer a unique diversity which appeals to all types of shooters who over time have 

gravitated to clubs which have become centres of excellence for specific rifle disciplines ranging from 

F class through to historic and service rifle / practical rifle.  The majority of the shooting activity takes 



place between March and October; the winter is too inclement for the majority of people and this is 

reflected in the low returns available from trading for only 6 months of the year which is the typical 

shooting season.  The NRA CEO had only looked at the SRA’s past couple of seasons trading before 

coming up with his rent demand.  It was pointed out to him during negotiations that the SRA’s recent 

financial performance was unique, down to a huge volunteer effort which could not continue 

indefinitely. The SRA had been in financial difficulty at the end of 2007.  The club Steward left 

somewhat hurriedly and the members took over the running of the clubhouse. Over the next few 

years, a massive volunteer effort was choreographed by the SRA Committee.  This effort resulted in 

funds becoming available through normal trading to pay down debts and repair the balance sheet. The 

building was reclad, repainted, rewired and the kitchens, toilets, dining room and bar were refurbished 

to a high standard of workmanship.  Membership numbers improved which increased the scope of the 

works. Over £500,000 of volunteer time and materials has been expensed since 2008, vastly 

improving the building and the facilities it offers.   

The rent demand was scaled back to £9000 by the NRA as a “special discount” since based on 

historical evidence, the SRA evidently couldn’t pay the higher rate.  However, the SRA Committee 

argued that raising the rent by over 800%, linked to RPI and rentalising the building against the 

backdrop of a lease forbidding the club to trade commercially or attract business from outside of 

shooting was simply not a viable proposition.  The costs of rent in the early years can only be 

sustained with a healthy dose of volunteer input from the membership, but the latter years of the lease 

period would likely see the SRA directing more than its annual revenue to meet its rent obligations 

following the compounding effect of interest. A special general meeting of SRA members was called 

and Andrew Mercer attended to address it and answer questions.  Following angry exchanges, the 

members voted for the deal under duress ie there being no other option to the club. 

In spite of the vote, the SRA Committee couldn’t accept that this was the only way forward given the 

risks posed to the continued existence of the SRA.  Through its lawyers, the SRA Committee pressed 

the point and argued that to sign the lease was to jeopardise the charity’s future.  The NRA was deaf 

to the argument and further legal argument ensued. Finally, the best deal offered was a starting rent of 

£8000 linked to RPI along with a Trustees indemnity clause allowing the SRA Committee to give 12 

months notice to the NRA of its intention to quit in the event of financial difficulty, provided the 

service charge and rent for that final 12 months was paid.   

The lease was not signed until end November 2014.  It took over 3 years to conclude, a Counsel’s 

Opinion over the issue of ownership, several applications to the court for extensions to the process 

and well in excess of £30,000 was expended over the 2013 and 2014 financial years (the NRA’s costs 

were at least double that figure). 

The buildings operated by the Bisley clubs can only sustain a finite number of members.  Those 

members will only entertain paying a certain level of annual premium for the services that the various 

clubs offer.  When the tipping point is reached the battle will be over very quickly.  Ironically the 

NRA will find that with the demise of the clubs, it will be unable to fulfil its obligation under charter.  

The true purpose of this action against the Bisley clubs is as yet unknown but represents an alarming 

disregard for the history of the Camp and its future which is now uncertain as a direct result. 

 


