Minutes - Cabinet Meeting - 10 February 2005

Present 

Chair S Foulkes 

Councillors A Bridson, George Davies, PL Davies, JE Green, PJ Hackett, J Hale, SE Kelly, M McLaughlin, Mrs LA Rennie 

Minute 439 - DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

The members of the Cabinet were asked to consider whether they had a personal or prejudicial interest in connection with any of the items on the agenda and, if so, to declare them and state what they were. The following declarations were made:

Councillors G Davies, P Davies, Foulkes and McLaughlin - a personal interest in minute 441 by virtue of their being governors of schools in the areas under consideration;

Councillor Green - a personal interest in minute 441 by virtue of his wife's employment as a teacher in a Wirral primary school. 

Minute 441 - EDUCATION AND CULTURAL SERVICES: REVIEW OF PRIMARY SCHOOL PLACES - AREA REVIEWS OF NORTH BIRKENHEAD AND BEECHWOOD, CENTRAL BIRKENHEAD AND SOUTH BIRKENHEAD 

The Director of Education and Cultural Services reported on the outcome of the first stage of area reviews of primary school places that had been undertaken following the decision by the Cabinet on 20 October 2004. The first stage of the reviews had been to conduct a process where, on a confidential basis, he and/or his officers had met with key stakeholders in each of the areas under review. They included ward councillors, officers of the Dioceses of Chester and Shrewsbury, headteachers and chairs of governors of schools potentially affected by the reviews and officers of other departments whose activities were linked to school provision. Following those discussions he was making recommendations for options to be given further consideration in the second stage of the process, which were set out in detailed appendices to his report.

The Director gave a comprehensive presentation that explained the review process, the detailed analytic and background material that had been assembled and the reasons why specific schools had been included in the options that would form the basis of consultations. He emphasised that "no change" was not an option. Wirral's school population, particularly at primary level, was falling, and statistics of births indicated that the trend would continue up to 2009. Wirral currently had 10% of its primary school places vacant. The Audit Commision had indicated that a level of empty spaces of between 5% - 10% was acceptable, in that it allowed for a degree of parental choice; above 10% was considered wasteful. The prediction was that by 2009 Wirral would have 18% of its primary school places empty. However, some schools were already at that level, particularly in Birkenhead.

The Director stressed that the options being put forward were not based on the quality of individual schools or linked in any way to the Council's current savings exercise. However, he was convinced that the process would result in a fairer allocation of resources across the Borough. He went on to describe the areas that had been reviewed. 

(A) Birkenhead Central

The conclusion of the review was that no action was required at the current time in respect of the six schools in the area. However, the situation would be kept under review.

(B) Birkenhead North and Beechwood

Twelve schools had been included in the review, and the options for consultation took in the four schools that had the largest percentage of vacant places:

Option A1 - Close St Paul's RC Primary and Vyner Primary;

Option A2 - Close St Paul's and merge Vyner and St Oswald's CE Primary at the St Oswald's site;

Option B1 - Merge St Paul's and St Oswald's at St Oswald's and Manor Primary and Vyner at Manor;

Option B2 - Merge St Pauls and St Oswald's at St Oswald's and close Vyner.

The Director explained each proposal in detail.

(C) Birkenhead South

Six schools had been included in the review area (though there were in fact 22 primary schools within a two-mile radius of The Dell Primary School). The options for consultation were:

Option A - Close The Dell Primary;

Option B - Close The Dell and Well Lane Primary;

Option C - Close The Dell and Well Lane and build a new school.

The Director again explained the options in detail and referred to the possible impact that Option C might have on the adjacent primary planning area, particularly New Ferry. The timetable for the process envisaged that implementation of the final proposals would not take place before September 2006.

In addition to the Director's report a letter from the Director of Schools for the Diocese of Shrewsbury was circulated to the members of the Cabinet, which contained a proposal to explore the possibility of a federation between Holy Cross Primary and St Paul's Primary as an alternative to closure or amalgamation. With regard to the suggested merger of St Oswald's and St Paul's as a joint denominational school (Options B1 or B2), the Director pointed out that he could consult formally on the opening of such a school only if the two dioceses supported it (and the letter from the Shrewsbury Diocese indicated that, after due consideration, neither diocese saw it as practicable in the circumstances of the Beechwood Estate).

With the permission of the Cabinet, David Wynne, Chair of Governors of Vyner Primary School, addressed the meeting. He felt it was wrong for the Director to have made his recommendations without reference to the high educational standards that existed at Vyner. The school had won three national achievement awards, which was all the more commendable when its location in one of the most deprived wards in the country was taken into account. The other three schools within the Birkenhead North/Beechwood options were either below or well below the national average in their results at Key Stages I and 2. Of the four schools, Vyner had the lowest cost per pupil. He was concerned about the reaction of both parents and staff to the proposals, which he felt would help to hasten the reduction in numbers. He asked the Cabinet to accept the view that standards should be paramount and that the best school in the area be retained. 

Frank McCoy, Chair of the Governors of The Dell Primary School, stated that he understood that the recommendations were not based on academic quality, but he believed that some information had been omitted from the report and he had sent an additional document to the members of the Cabinet. He was most concerned that closure of The Dell had been included in all three options for the area. He stressed the importance of the existing school environment: considerable progress had been made at The Dell in spite of the fact that 87% of the children qualified for free school meals. Behaviour and attendance had improved considerably and children were learning to respect one another. He felt more account should have been taken of the position of Grove Street Primary School, which was attended by many children from The Dell's area; also, the fact that there were three schools in the vicinity that were located in outmoded two-storey buildings, which he felt should be the first to close, for safety reasons.

The Director responded to the points made. He accepted that standards and quality had not been taken into account in formulating the options, but they had been acknowledged. It was likely that the same staff and children would remain in the area, and the ethos of particular schools need not be lost in any amalgamation. The Cabinet member for Education and Lifelong Learning added that the options were not intended to cast aspersions on any particular school. It was inevitable that bringing forward the proposals might cast a shadow over particular schools but he assured those present that the consultation exercise would be a full and meaningful one and that he was not ruling out any other possibilities that might emerge from it. The intention was to move forward in as sensitive and inclusive a way as possible.

In response to the Chair's query, the Director explained that, in relation to the suggested amalgamation of Vyner and St Oswald's Schools, the latter was felt to be easier to adapt, but that the potential of both sites could be examined. Other members commented on the various aspects of the proposals, in particular, the importance of maintaining the standards that had achieved by Vyner Primary and the need for the consultation process to be open to any new ideas that might emerge. 

Minute Decision :

Resolved (10:0) - 

(1) The Cabinet agrees that action is necessary to address falling rolls in Wirral's primary schools with the overall aims of ensuring that public money is spent more effectively and improving educational opportunities for the young people of Wirral.

(2) The Cabinet therefore agrees to undertake full and wide-ranging consultation on all of the options identified by the Director of Education and Cultural Services in respect of provision in North Birkenhead and Beechwood and in South Birkenhead, together with the options identified in (3) below and any additional options that are identified in the course of the consultation.

(3) That the Director also consult on: 

(a) a variation of option A2 that would allow for the suggested merger of Vyner Primary School and St Oswald's CE Primary School to be located on either site and

(b) an option to keep Vyner School open (the details of such to be drawn up by the Director and approved, in advance of its inclusion in the consultation exercise, by the Cabinet member for Education and Lifelong Learning in consultation with the three party leaders).

(4) That a further report be brought back to the Cabinet on the outcome of the consultation.

(5) That Mr Wynne and Mr McCoy be thanked for their contributions and the members of the public for their attendance. 

