Developing New Tactics to Ensure that NEAG and Local Groups Voices are Heard

Background:

It is clear that the Local Education Authority (LEA) of Northumberland County Council is to carry through its plans to reorganise schools in Northumberland, despite objections from over 35,000 local residents.

Consultation has not taken place in any meaningful way and no alternative options to the LEA plans have been offered for discussion.

Proposal:

That NEAG and other local action groups review their tactics in the light of the LEAs refusal to listen and use direct pressure techniques on politicians, other agencies, organisations and interested parties to ensure that the message gets through to those who are making the unilateral decisions to change the existing school system.

Suggested Methods of Applying Pressure/Raising Profile and the accompanying background information. 

Notes: 

As many issues are interlinked there needs to be a co-ordinated and coherent campaign of contacts and letter writing to the parties noted.

The following are avenues that could to be pursued to ensure pressure is put on the County to follow acceptable procedures in the review of schools

I have noted the number of Labour party councillors and MPs in these proposals, I am not trying to make a political point, but trying to show how pressure can be put on those councillors and MPs to follow their own governments policies and guidelines, I believe this is a powerful lobbying tool.

1. Central Government

Ever since the publication of “Modern Local Government: In Touch with the People” (Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions 1998) (Now ODPM) there has been a presumption that local authorities will carry out meaningful consultation with local people. Chapter 4: “.....councils will have a duty to consult local people about plans and services.....” . 

The requirement for local authorities to engage in meaningful dialogue with local people has been a constant theme since the publication of this document, especially in “Sustainable Communities: building for the future” (ODPM 2003) through to  “The future of local government: Developing a 10 year vision” (ODPM July 2004). The latter including a press release statement from the Secretary of State for Education and Skills “....local authorities have a vital part to play in championing the interests of parents and pupils....”
The DfES published “Excellence and Choice for All in Every Community” in July 2004 which also suggests that LEA should be the champions of parents and pupils. This document also offers significant opportunities that the middle schools of Northumberland could capitalize on rather than squander in a re-organisation.

The DfES also published “Guidance on Statutory Proposals to Close Rural Schools” (June 2004) which includes the following:  “.....contains a presumption against the approval of rural school closures (paragraphs 52-3 of Section 1 to the guidance).    

Since the presumption was introduced in 1998 the number of rural schools closing has fallen significantly, but concerns remain that the potential impact on the community of a rural school closure may not be given sufficient consideration.....”
Therefore questions should be asked of the LEA:

a. Why have government requirements for proper consultation not been followed in this major proposal to reorganise schools?

b. How will closing rural schools impact on rural sustainability?

c. If the DfES requires the LEA to be a local champion of parents and pupils, why is it ignoring the 35,000 concerned local people?

d. Where is the presumption that rural schools will not be closed in the current proposals?

If these questions do not prompt a satisfactory reply, then the relevant government ministers should be informed. In the past this approach has produced a response along the lines of “that issue is for the local authority to decide”. 

It is suggested, however, that now is an opportune time to force intervention from central government, as a general election approaches. The ministers should be pressed on why they are not ensuring that local authorities are complying with nation and regional policies and that if they are reluctant to intervene/suggest a way forward, then 35,000 of their electorate are concerned in an area that only has 2 labour MPs out of 4 MPs.

It is further suggested that local MPs are also approached in a similar way, asking why the government is not enforcing requirements at a local level. It is further worth noting in any contact with politicians, the political changes that have occurred locally in Newcastle and the fact that in the European elections the lack of a labour vote lost 2 MEPs for the party.

Local MPs: 

Berwick, Alan Beith, liberal democrat. 

Blyth Valley, Ronnie Cambell, labour. 

Hexham, Peter Atkinson, conservative.

Wansbeck, Denis Murphy, labour.

Note: It is suggested that copies of any correspondence are sent to the Prime Minister’s Office and to a local newspaper, to ensure the issue is followed up and to highlight the serious intentions of NEAG and the local groups. The fact that copies have been sent, and to whom, should be clearly indicated on any correspondence. 

2. Regional Considerations

DefRAs “Rural Strategy” 2004 (supported by Government Office North East), One North East  “Rural Action Plan” and Northumberland Strategic Partnership’s “Rural Strategy and Action Plan” 2003 all contain statements about sustainable rural communities and the need to encourage people to live in and support villages and rural areas.

The LEA should be asked why, not withstanding the DfES presumption that rural schools should remain open, the proposed closure of schools is at odds with regional and sub regional policies on sustainable rural communities. Copies of such questions should also be forwarded to OneNE, Government Office for the North East , sustaine (regional assembly sustainability quango) and the Regional Assembly.

It is also suggested that the impending referendum on the Regional Assembly be noted in this discussion, and question what role the parish councils of Northumberland have had in the decision making process of the LEA, as the Counties submission to the Boundary Committee put great emphasis on public consultation via these bodies.

3. Local Councillors:

In June the six District Councils released a statement that lead to press reports like the one below from the Northumberland Gazette: 

“Districts demand hold on education decision

ALL district councils in Northumberland are calling for decisions on the future shape of education to be put on hold.

The leaders of Alnwick, Berwick, Castle Morpeth, Blyth Valley, Tynedale and Wansbeck councils want Northumberland County Council to delay the process until after the referendum into a Regional Assembly.
Last week, the county council's executive committee voted in favour of adopting a primary and secondary school system in principle.
The full council is due to debate the matter on Wednesday.
But the county and district council structure will be replaced by either one or two unitary authorities if people vote for a North East Regional Assembly in the autumn.
Coun John Taylor, the leader of Alnwick District Council, said: "Much greater consultation needs to take place on any proposed changes in our local education services, and that is something we would immediately put in place if the referendum vote favours establishing two unitary authorities in Northumberland.
"Every single student and pupil at every school in the county is affected by these proposed changes and parents of the current and future generations of Northumberland youngsters, as well as teachers and governors, have an absolute right to be able to express their views in full confidence that they will be listened to before any decisions are made.
"As districts we would also seek a totally independent, expert view on what structure would best serve schools in both rural and urban Northumberland, to assist us to produce a vision document governing the future of our children for generations to come.
"It may well be that what suits rural Northumberland would not be the best solution for the urban south east corner of the county."
He added: "Everyone agrees massive decisions may have to be made to ensure we create the best possible learning environment for our young people, but it is wrong to rush them through now and perhaps impose far-reaching changes on potentially new authorities.
"By all means let us examine and have a debate on the future of our schools, but not until after Northumberland residents have had a chance to vote in the Regional Assembly referendum."
Coun Dave Stephens, leader of Blyth Valley Council, said: "What the county council is considering at the moment is a momentous change in the way the education system is delivered in Northumberland.
"In the six districts we believe that is far too big a decision to make while the whole future shape of local government in Northumberland is up in the air.
"The county must call time on this schools' debate now until after we know how local government will be structured once the people of Northumberland have had a democratic opportunity to voice their opinions in a referendum that is only six months away."
He added: "The parents of Northumberland need to know that when they vote in November they will be offered the opportunity for shaping the future of education in the county and not having ill-conceived options thrust upon them."

03 June 2004”
Since this time the district councils have gone very quiet on the issue and the original statement has been removed from all the district councils web sites.

It is suggested that all NEAG and Action Group members lobby their local Councillors to find out why this statement has been removed, and why they not longer actively support the feelings of 35,000 local people.

A question should also be raised about the requirement for local authorities to champion parents and pupils, and what the districts are doing about this. The DfES suggestion on this role does not specify the LEA, so what are the Districts doing to support their local residents in this matter?  

County Councillors should also be lobbied noting the impending referendum and the potential demise of a single County structure if 35,000 of the electorate remain unhappy with the process of school reorganisation.

Questions should also be submitted to the local press along the lines noted under “local councillors” as the publicity for the referendum starts to develop in the coming weeks.

Again the need to follow Central Government requirements for consultation and community involvement should be emphasised, asking why these requirements are not being followed, especially by labour councillors.

Alnwick has 2 labour councillors

Berwick has only 1 

Castle Morpeth has 10 labour councillors but no overall control of the council

Wansbeck has 36 labour councillors

Blyth has 25 labour councillors

Tynedale has 9 labour councillors 

Northumberland County Council has 38 labour councillors

4. Church Schools

The church schools, both Church of England and Roman Catholic are supporting the change to a two tier system and this support seems to have gone very strongly down to parish level. 

Although there is no direct evidence, the LEA options document seems to have a favour for church school  development at the expense of LEA owned land (asset optimisation?). It is suggested that the church support for reorganisation is based solely on this financial gain and that church going members of NEAG and local groups should be challenging their own parishes and churches about this issue.

The following questions are suggested:

a. Why is the church supporting the abolition of the three tier system?

b. What financial gain is the church to receive by supporting the move to a two tier system?

In relation to the above, another question that could be asked by all campaign members, to all local councillors and MPs is:

As a council tax payer, I am concerned that local council assets are being sold off and that council money is being used to support church schools to the detriment of local state schools. Is this contrary to the accepted role of a local authority?

