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Dear Cabinet Education Members,

Congratulations both to those taking up new posts and to those returning. | welcome the
opportunity to work with you in the future.

Local government and the Welsh Government is a partnership and there must be strong
accountability underpinning it. You will know that education, and improving school
standards in particular, is a central priority of this Welsh Government and | look forward to
working with you to deliver on this agenda. The Welsh Government has protected spending
on schools, fulfilling the First Minister's commitment to ensure we spend 1% more per
annum than we receive from the biock grant from the UK Government. In these tough times,
with shrinking budgets, you will appreciate that this is a serious commitment to support our
joint ambitions for children and young people in Wales.

| know that you will be wasting no time in reviewing the plans for the future of education
provision in your authority. | therefore want to take this early opportunity to raise a number
of areas where urgent action is required and where early decisions will be to the benefit of
learners in your authority. As you know, on 8 May Estyn published a report on surplus
places. There is currently a higher than necessary level of school places across Wales
resulting in a drain on resources which could be better used to improve the quality of
education for all learners. As | have said before, every surplus place is a tax on the head of
learners currently in the system. Although the WLGA and individual authorities have signed
up to this view, too little progress has been made in recent years.

There are 10 local authorities with more than 20% surplus primary places, and 6 local
authorities with similar levels of surplus places in secondary schools. This represents a
substantial waste of resources, and suggests that little regard has been given to Welsh
Government Guidance that local authorities should aim to retain no more than 10% surplus
places overall.

Information provided to my department on capacity and numbers on roll, together with
forward projections to 2016, has revealed a likely worsening in the position of every local
authority in respect of the proportion of secondary school surplus. Although all local
authorities are expected to see lower levels of primary surplus by that date as a result of the
upturn in the birth rate, for some the improvement will be very marginal. The projections
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enclosed with this letter do not take account of statutory proposals for school reorganisation
already agreed, or those in the pipeline. They represent what the position will be if no action
is taken to remove surplus by 2016.

I am setting a clear expectation that action must be taken now to avoid excessive surplus
places, and to improve the balance of supply and demand across the board. | am of course
aware that several local authorities have action in hand or under consideration that will
impact on this scenario.

I am now requesting, from those local authorities that have more than 20% empty places in
either sector, or are projected to have more than 20% empty places by 2016, statements
setting out what plans are under consideration or are already underway to reduce the level
of surplus to below 15% at January 2015, thus avoiding the scenarios projected for
January 2016. | would like to see assurances from the 16 local authorities that fall into this
category that this will be achieved, or failing that, a stretching target that can be achieved by
that time. Statements need not refer to specific schools but should refer to areas within the
local authority. The information should be presented separately for the primary and
secondary sectors. Statements can refer to projects where Welsh Government funding has
already been agreed in principle, but | am not expecting a resubmission of plans for funding
for 21% Century schools, as these are not due to be funded within the relevant time frame.

From remaining local authorities | require a statement on how places will be managed to
January 2015, with an estimate of what levels of surplus will remain in each sector at that
time. | expect to see improvement in respect of those local authorities carrying more than
10 % surplus in either sector, and assurances from those with lower levels of surplus that
provision will be sufficient and efficient between now and 2015. These statements should
be submitted by 29" June to Mary Davies, Schools Management and Effectiveness
Division.

You will be aware that we have introduced legislation in the National Assembly for Wales
which would provide local authorities with a more streamlined framework for school
organisation. The Bill also includes powers to reduce the capacity of certain schools that are
full or almost full, which has the potential to achieve an alternative distribution of pupils
across an area. | currently anticipate that if enacted, the powers will be in force by
September 2013.

The second matter which requires early decision-making relates to catchment areas. The
primary school population is beginning to increase in a number of areas. There is
consequently an opportunity for many local authorities, through decisive action, to reduce
substantially the proportion of primary school surplus so that the supply of places closely
matches demand, whilst allowing for projected growth in the pupil population in areas where
this is likely. | would like to see all local authorities with rising demand ensure that current
school provision is used to the best possible effect, before consideration is given to the
establishment of new schools or the expansion of popular ones. Changes to catchment
areas of schools might be pursued to this end, provided such action will not lead to
unsustainable additional transport costs. Action needs to be taken in the determination year
2012/13 which starts in September 2012 ending in the determination of new admission
arrangements by no later than 15" April 2013, Such action, upon which parents should also
be consulted, can make changes to catchment areas, or establish catchment areas, which
can assist in the management of admissions to schools for September 2014. | want to see a
reduction in the number of schools that are oversubscribed, which should lead to increasing
numbers of pupils being admitted to schools where there are surplus places.

Secondary populations will continue to decline for a number of years before starting to
recover in the next decade. | expect local authorities to use this breathing space to ensure



that they have the best possible pattern of secondary schools to deliver, in partnership with
other providers, the top quality education and training that learners require.

Where reorganisation is not a feasible or economic action, | expect local authorities to use
surplus capacity in either the primary or secondary sector for other purposes that increase
the efficiency and effectiveness of their education service or contribute to similar outcomes
in respect of other public services. My officials are working with stakeholders on a guide to
the utilisation of surplus places which you will find useful in this regard.

Local authorities were asked to profile the reduction of surplus places that would result from
their plans under the 21* Century school buildings programme. Investment under the main
programme is not due to commence until 2014, but | am asking local authorities to take
early actions to reduce surplus which do not depend on substantial investment, but which
can reflect the prudent and imaginative use of resources.

The third area relates to the effective planning of Welsh-medium education. We are
legislating to place Welsh in Education Plans on a statutory basis. We expect local
authorities to assess carefully and accurately parental demand for Welsh-medium places.
Planning for future provision for Welsh-medium education should sit naturally alongside
plans to review surplus places and catchment areas, and | would expect local authorities to
give due regard to this issue in advance of the legislation that has been introduced.

Fourthly, you will be aware of the commitments given by local authorities to delegate 80%
of education funding to schools by September 2012 and 85% by September 2014. At
present, my understanding from the WLGA is that these plans are well-advanced.

The driving up of schools standards is a central element of our Programme for Government,
and | know that you will share our ambition for swift and sustainable improvements in our
children’s education. | would like to remind you that Welsh Ministers have powers under
Schedule 7 to the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 to direct local authorities to
make proposals for school organisation where they consider that the provision for primary
or secondary education in maintained schools is either excessive or insufficient. Given the
historic lack of progress on the issues raised above, | am giving active consideration to
whether | should exercise these powers, either shortly or in 2015, and whether other
penalties will apply if local authorities do not reach the position set out in their submitted
statements.

The statements now requested will inform my considerations.

Finally, | would be grateful if you would personally review urgently with your Director of
Education the role and responsibilities of the Education Service in your authority in relation
to the safeguarding of children, taking particular care to ensure that all mandatory practices
are being effectively completed.

I look forward to working with you in the coming years and | am confident that together we
can improve standards and give Wales's children the best start in life.
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