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1. Purpose Of Report 

1.1
To inform the Panel of the outcome of the publication of statutory notices to enlarge the premises of Greenway and Westfield First Schools in Berkhamsted, and of the additional further feasibility work on alternative options in the town. 
1.2
To enable the Panel to make recommendations to Cabinet regarding whether to enlarge the premises of Greenway and Westfield First Schools.

2.
Summary

2.1
On 18 July 2011 Cabinet authorised the publication of Statutory Notices to enlarge Westfield and Greenway First Schools to accommodate an additional 1 form of entry (f.e.) each.  A significant number of objections have been received to the statutory proposal at Greenway School, including one from the governing body of the school. These objections are considered in more detail in Appendix 1.
2.2
There were no objections to the proposal to enlarge Westfield First School.

2.3
In light of the significant objection from both Greenway School and the local community, alongside other highway related issues, the deliverability of the current proposals is considered uncertain. 
2.4
When Cabinet agreed to publish statutory notices in relation to the current proposals, officers advised that further feasibility work was being undertaken to assess alternative options for the town in partnership with the local group of headteachers and representative governors.  This work is now complete and there are alternative options which are considered to have sufficient merit to be tested with the local community.  These include:
· a revised proposal to meet demand for school places by a new school rather than the expansion of Greenway and Westfield First Schools, retaining the current three tier system; and
· meeting the need for additional places by reorganising school provision in Berkhamsted, to include a combination of infant, junior, primary and secondary schools.
2.5
These are considered more fully in section 5 of the report, with financial and equalities implications outlined in sections 6 and 7. 
2.6
A verbal update on any recommendations from this Panel will be presented to Cabinet at its meeting at 2.00pm on 14 October 2011.
3.
Recommendations
3.1 Cabinet will consider a report on this item of business at its meeting on the 14 October 2011.  The Panel is asked to recommend to Cabinet :-

“That: 
            

(i) Cabinet rejects the statutory proposal to enlarge Westfield and Greenway First Schools in Berkhamsted, by 1 form of entry. each given the significant public objection to the Greenway proposal and the town planning constraints relating to both school sites; and 
(ii) Cabinet agrees that consultation should take place on alternative options in Berkhamsted including:-
(a) 
a revised proposal to meet demand for school places by a new first school rather than the expansion of Greenway and Westfield First Schools, retaining the current three tier system; and 
(b) 
meeting the need for additional places by reorganising school provision in Berkhamsted; to include a combination of infant, junior, primary and secondary schools.

(iii)
the form and detail of the consultation referred to in (ii) above be determined by the Director of Education and Early Intervention  in consultation with the Executive Member for Education and Skills.”
4. Background

4.1
The rising demand for primary school places is being dealt with by a programme of primary school expansions.  Consultation was carried out between January and February of this year on a number of proposals, which led to Cabinet, on 21 March 2011, agreeing to the publication of statutory proposals for 17 proposals.  
4.2
At the same time, Cabinet also agreed not to proceed with statutory proposals for the permanent enlargement of the premises of four schools, including Westfield and Greenway First schools; with this matter being referred back to Cabinet in the autumn for determination.
4.3
At its meeting on 18 July 2011 Cabinet agreed that, in order to ensure that the required additional places (2 f.e.) could continue to be secured for 2012/13, statutory proposals should be published at that time for the expansion of Westfield and Greenway First Schools.  Decisions on whether to proceed with the proposals would be taken in light of the concluded work on alternative options for the Berkhamsted in the autumn.
4.4
Statutory notices were published on 20 July 2011 for four weeks; up to 17 August 2011.  A significant number of objections,103 in total, were received to the proposal to enlarge Greenway First School, including one from the governing body of the school. These objections are considered in full in Appendix 1.
4.5
There were no objections to the proposal to expand Westfield First School.
4.6
Since publication of the statutory notices a number of factors have emerged which make it likely that planning permission would not be granted for the current proposals, for the following reasons:

· there is significant public objection to the development of the Greenway School site; 
· the delivery of a town planning permission relies upon the co-operation of Greenway First School and St Thomas More RC Primary School to agree to stagger start and finish times.  This agreement has not been secured;

· the delivery of Westfield First School may now be reliant on significant additional highway works, and a ‘parent drop off’ area on a very limited school site and at additional cost (c£350K). 

4.7
The expansion of Westfield First School cannot be undertaken separately from that of Greenway First School, since any expansion plans need to provide a full rather than a partial solution to the need for additional places. Both proposals must, therefore, stand or fall together.

4.8
In light of this it is recommended that the current proposals should be rejected at this stage.  Alternative options for the town are considered below in section 5.
5.
Alternative options for Berkhamsted
5.1
Alternative options for Berkhamsted have been considered with a local group of head teachers and representative governors.
5.2
The following concerns were raised by the group about the original proposal:

· short-sighted education planning because of the need to expand     middle school provision within a relatively short time period;
· proposals locking Berkhamsted into a 3 tier system;

· short-comings of the three tier in terms of 

· the viability of any upper school (due to fewer year groups and the recent changes to pupil funding arrangements, particularly with regard to sixth form pupils).  

· the loss of pupils in middle and upper schools to neighbouring 2 tier areas.
5.3
A number of options were assessed with the group.  The view of the headteachers is that the Council should consider the reorganisation of the current system in Berkhamsted to one which retains all existing schools, but expands or reduces the intake and changes their age ranges.

5.4
Whilst officers do not wholly share the views of the group in every respect, there are merits to a change of system – an analysis of advantages and disadvantages is set out below.  If a change to a two- tier system is considered worth pursuing, there will be a case to further consider in detail options for, or permutations of, change.  
5.5
There are a number of ways in which such a reorganisation could be delivered, but given the limited nature of a number of first school sites, it is unlikely that a pure primary/secondary school model could be achieved without potential school closure. 

5.6
Ideally a two-tier system would contain a number of primary schools, so as to avoid replicating the number of transitions from school to school which is one of the disadvantages of any three tier system. Heads have made clear that they would not support consideration of any school closures.  It is, therefore, likely that any proposal would result in a number of primary, infant and junior schools.
5.7
Lastly, there is an option to continue with the current three tier system, but rather than expand Greenway and Westfield First Schools, to look to a new first school on the Council’s reserve school site next to Bridgewater Middle School. This is in the greenbelt, and was not previously a favoured option because of town planning constraints. However, the non-deliverability of the other expansions and a changing town planning environment means that it is now almost certainly practicable. It is not significantly different to the expansions in cost terms. In due course Middle School expansion would be required as always envisaged.
5.8
Set out below is an initial analysis of each approach, taking into account the “Four Tests” which the Council applies to any school reorganisation proposal, namely:

· Does it provide the right number of places in the right location?

· Does it support and not undermine school effectiveness?

· Are the implications for buildings and environment acceptable in terms of

· Town planning

· Site constraints

· Highways

· Estimated cost

· Transitional implications for pupils

Analysis (cost is dealt with separately below):

	
	Option: maintain existing three tier with new First school
	Option: Reorganise and move to infant/junior /primary/secondary



	Adequate places
	Yes. Location of provision better if new provision added next to Bridgewater Middle School
	Yes, but .spread of provision will depend on which option for the town is progressed

	Support school effectiveness
	Neutral
	Head teachers argue that there is a need to move away from the current system because of risks to the viability of any upper school due to fewer year groups and the recent changes to pupil funding arrangements, particularly with regard to sixth form pupils.  
Were Ashlyns to fail, this would undermine the three tier system, and potentially leave the town with no upper school. This would leave pupils with no option to transfer at year 9.  The likely consequence of this would be pupils leaving the three tier system at the end of year 6, which would in turn undermine the viability of the middle schools.  This could result in the need to reorganise at that point.

The Headteacher group do not accept that this could be addressed in the way that is planned in East Herts, by schools amalgamating/ federating.

Brings local system into line with neighbouring areas

A move to a two-tier system can have educational benefits through reducing pupil transitions. But this may or may not be a result of a reorganisation, if the system is infant/junior in nature.

Transition to a new system may adversely impact attainment.



	Deliverable in terms of planning, sites and highways
	A new school next to Bridgewater Middle School and limited subsequent higher-tier expansions are likely to be relatively easier to deliver

Less cost/time risk – associated with on developing/building on fewer sites.

Affects and requires statutory proposals for a smaller number of schools

Development of a green belt site may be unpopular locally and will require planning case to be made


	Likely to be deliverable, but greater number of projects means that there is greater risk

Higher cost/time risk – working on more sites, all of which are occupied, and returning in separate phases. 

Affects and requires statutory proposals for a number of schools. 

Conservation area/greenbelt designations and or listed buildings on some school sites



	Pupil Transition
	No initial disruption through building works. 

No transition problems. 

Some later stage building works.


	Potential issues with building works on occupied sites, pupil transition and staff transition. But not likely to require pupil moves. Such problems are not insurmountable.

	Other: Parental perception
	Parents may be happy with the current system and be adverse to change 

Consultation response has included suggestions of looking at new school site


	It is possible that parents may welcome the opportunity for alignment with surrounding areas.

 

	Other: Support from local schools
	The headteacher group is concerned about the implications of continuing with three tier – viability issues. However, there is no reason to believe that schools opposition would make provision of a new school undeliverable.
	The headteacher group supports the concept of two tier, provided structural change does not result in the closure of any school.

There is a risk that one or more schools refuse to cooperate at a later stage, and move to oppose any change. Such a move could be damaging to deliverability.


6.
Financial Implications
Capital 
6.1
Set out below is commentary on the estimated cost implications of implementing the current proposal (as a benchmark) and alternative options in both the short term and beyond (for strategic comparison purposes). The base position is to provide at least adequate capacity at each phase, set against a forecast need as follows (and the primary/secondary equivalent):

	
	2015/16
	2017/18 and thereafter

	First
	10.4 FE
	10.4 FE

	Middle
	8 FE
	9 FE

	Upper
	7 FE
	8 FE


6.2
It is not possible simply to compare costs of each option on a strictly comparable basis.  This is because re-organisation involves a commitment to a series of changes in organisation and size, which could potentially result in over providing reception capacity by over 1 f.e.  This may – or may not – be an advantage in the future. Staying with the existing system allows evolutionary change in capacity to match the way in which pupil numbers evolve. The analysis below is based on our central forecasts of what will be needed. But there are many different permutations of changes which would give slightly different outcomes.

6.3
The options presented are as follows:

· Option A (benchmark option): The current option which involved expansion of Westfield and Greenway First Schools (which officers believe may no longer be deliverable):

· Option B New First School instead of Westfield and Greenway First Schools
· Option C Re-organisation to infants/junior/primary/secondary

	
	Implementation cost (phase 1)
	
	 (phase 2)

	
	2012/13 (m’s)
	2013/14 (m’s)
	2014/15 (m’s)
	Subtotal
	Future cost
	Total

	Current option (A)
	£5.4
	
	£0.8-0.9
	£6.2 – 6.3
	£4.8-5.8
	£11-12.1

	Three tier – new school option (B)
	£0.2 
	£5.6 – 5.8
	£0.8-0.9
	£6.6-6.9
	£4.8-5.8
	£11.4-12.7

	“Two tier” Option (C )
	£0.2
	£5.6 - 6.6
	£2.7-3.5
	£8.5-10.3
	£4-4.9
	£12.5-15.2


N.B. assumptions around the need for temporary accommodation for 2012/13 are included. 

6.4
A series of observations can be made based on the analysis above:

· The option offering evolutionary change to the current system (option B), at £6.6-6.9m is cheaper in Phase 1 than a move to re-organise at £8.5-10.4m (option A). Overall, it is also cheaper.

· The option B is less risky in cost and delivery terms in the early stages because it involves one major project on a vacant site and one minor project, as opposed to 6 projects all on occupied sites.

· In the medium term (i.e. up to the end of the decade), if the County Council has underestimated pupil numbers the costs of the options would converge, as more capacity would be needed under Option B

· There is a case from bringing forward the necessary provision of a sports hall at Ashlyns under either option, to enhance its attractiveness and the facilities offered. This would cost c£3m for a conventional sports hall.

· There are variant re-organisation options at more or less the same cost.
6.5
It is acknowledged that there is no certainty on central government capital grant allocation beyond 2012.  All costs are estimates at this stage. However, within the existing budget allocation for school expansions there is sufficient room in terms of funding earmarked against Berkhamsted (£5.4m) and in contingency to cover the Phase 1 costs of Option B. 
6.6
There is also the possibility of disposal by the School’s Governing Body of some playing field land at the Ashlyns’ site that would lead to a release of value which could be offset against costs of works to that school. The achievability and value of such a disposal remains to be established, in particular the extent to which the land continues to be required as a potential reserve school site against future expansion needs in the longer term. Any alternative use of a potentially surplus part of the Ashlyns’ site would need to be identified though the development plan process and the whole site is currently in the Green Belt.  Further analysis could be undertaken during any consultation process and a conclusion reached on how and if there is a prospect of a disposal by the School at a value that would be available to offset in part the costs of any expansion programme. Any consultation would include establishing with the Governing Body of Ashlyns their willingness to contribute land or funding to offset costs so as to help to ensure any proposals are affordable. 
6.7
The second phase of all options will depend for funding on future allocations of government capital. 

6.8
If a decision is taken to move to further consultation on alternative options for Berkhamsted, cost estimates will be refined as options solidify. 

Revenue

6.9
Continuing with the current system by creating a new school is low risk in revenue terms is low risk.

6.10
Reorganising the schools system would lead to the Council being at risk of incurring a range of costs. It is very difficult to quantify these at this point.  However, primary, infant and junior schools receive a significantly lower lump sum compared with middle schools.  Initial analysis suggests that additional revenue costs could, therefore, be contained within the current budget share across the town. Any such approach would need to be agreed through the Schools Forum.

6.11
Should there be additional costs relating to this reorganisation, additional costs could be met from the retained schools’ contingency budget.  However, changes on which the Government is currently consulting raise a risk that this may become more difficult .

7         Next Steps
7.1
The rejection of the current proposals will mean that temporary measures will be required to accommodate reception children in 2012/13.  This has already been discussed with the group of head teachers and assumptions about temporary accommodation have been made in the capital section above.

7.2
If a decision is taken to move forward on alternative options for the town, a town wide consultation will be required.  

7.3
Ideally, in order to implement alternative options for the start of the academic year 2013/14, final decisions will be required by the end of this academic year.

7.4
A good working relationship has been established with the local group of head teachers, and this will be helpful in terms of engaging the local community.  Support will be offered to schools to ensure that staff and governors are kept fully informed.
7.5
Given the scale of the reorganisation proposal it is proposed that the initial consultation should last for a 12 week period.  
7.6
Should a public consultation begin in January 2012, a final decision could be reached by Cabinet on 16 July 2012.  However, this involves some potentially tight timescales in terms of reporting.  It may be possible to move the consultation forward to allow more flexibility, but this would depend on how quickly officers are in a position to consult, given the scale of the re-organisation option. .

8
Equalities Implications
8.1 
When considering proposals placed before Members it is important that they are fully aware of, and have themselves actively considered, the Council’s statutory obligations in relation to equalities.  This will include paying close attention to any equalities impact assessment produced by officers.

8.2
The Equality Act 2010 requires the Council, when exercising its functions, to have due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and other conduct prohibited under the Act, promote equality of opportunity for and foster good relations with individuals with protected characteristics.  The protected characteristics under the Equalities Act 2010 are race; disability; gender; age; sexual orientation; religious belief and pregnancy and maternity. 

8.3
Any option taken forward will enable additional school places to be made available as close as possible to the demand for them.  In that way they will improve access to school places to all sectors of the communities in which they are located.  Equalities issues will be kept under review as part of the consultation process.
9.
Conclusions 

9.1
In light of the significant objection from both Greenway First School and the local community, alongside other highway related issues pending resolution, the deliverability of the current proposals is considered uncertain. 

9.2
There are two alternative options to the current proposals which are considered to have sufficient merit to be tested in with the local community.

9.3
Background Information
· Reports and Minutes, Education & Skills Cabinet Panel, March 2011

· Reports and Minutes, Cabinet, March 2011 and July 2011
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