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	Mr Simon Hegarty
Vice Chair Parklands Residents’ Association

33 Stowe Walk

Northampton

NN3 6EE




Dear Mr Hegarty
Response to Consultation on the Proposed Disposal of Northampton School for Girls East Site (formerly Parklands Middle School)

Thank you for your letter of the 18th May to Stephen Gee regarding the proposed disposal of the Northampton School for Girls (NSG) East site (formerly Parklands Middle School) which has been passed to me for comment.  The information has been gathered for me by both Mr Stephen Gee from Atkins and Mr Chris Borderick from NCC.
I would like to respond to the points raised in your letter as follows:

1. Inadequate Consultation

Throughout the Northampton Schools Reorganisation, Northamptonshire County Council has undertaken a robust consultation process that has been open in seeking views and comments of all interested parties and not simply canvassing for support for proposals. The comments received throughout this process have been fundamental to the decision to proceed with the Schools Reorganisation and the proposals for each school. 

DfES guidance in DfE-1017-2004: The Protection of School Playing Fields and Land for Academies do not expressly state the methods of consultation that should be employed. However, it does produce a list of what, in the Secretary of State’s view, represents full consultation. The County Council considers that the consultation undertaken satisfies this requirement. 

i) No explanation has been given for the fact that the council failed to display public notices in the Parklands area to alert the local community. 

There is no specific requirement to display public notices in the local area. The County Council ensured that public notices were in local newspapers which the DfES guidance states is an acceptable method of public consultation. As part of the Northampton Schools Reorganisation programme a number of public meetings have been held in the Parklands area over the past five years. Notices of these meetings were posted in the local area and on the County Council’s website.

ii) No explanation has been given for the fact that the consultation was not published in the Council’s newsletter ‘In Northamptonshire’.

At the time when other consultation documents, including the public notices in the local newspapers and letters to local schools, were distributed, the deadline for articles for the January/February edition of ‘In Northamptonshire’ magazine had already passed. However, the County Council had been consulting on the Northampton Schools Reorganisation programme since 2001 through public meetings and notices in addition to printing the most recent public notices in the local newspapers. This was considered to meet the DfES requirements for adequate public consultation.  
iii) Northamptonshire County Council’s website has a section dedicated to public consultations. At no point was the consultation regarding the proposed disposal of the NSG East site, or indeed any of the proposed disposal sites listed on the website. No explanation has been given for this. 

Northamptonshire County Council has posted many news releases on the County Council’s website regarding the Northampton Schools Reorganisation and the proposed disposal sites:

The first news release ‘Northampton Schools’ was posted on 9th February 2001 and outlined the Council’s proposal to change from a three-tier to a two tier education system following the first round of consultation parents, school headteachers, staff and governors and the Diocesan Education Board between 11th October and 22nd December 2000. 

‘Consultation on Northampton Schools Steams Ahead’ was posted on 31st October 2001. This news release announced a series of public meetings inviting anybody with an interest in the proposed disposal sites to attend. A public meeting to discuss Parklands Middle School and Parklands Lower (now Primary) School was held on Wednesday 31st October 2001 at Spinney Hill Hall at the Northampton School for Girls site. A further public meeting concerning Northampton School for Girls was held at Spinney Hill Hall on 22nd November 2001.

‘Northampton Schools Review: Final Consultation Starts’ was posted on 7th January 2002. This news release announced the final round of consultation on the Schools Review. The news release refers to all the schools affected by the Review by area. Parklands Middle School was specifically mentioned as a school that would close in the Kingsthorpe Area. The news release also invited members of staff and governors, parents and the general public to attend a consultation meeting. The Kingsthorpe Area meeting was held at University College Northampton on 21st January 2002. A meeting on secondary school provision within Northampton was also held on 15th January 2002 at Spinney Hill Hall. An address was provided to any members of the public who wished to provide any comments. 

‘Northampton Schools Review Latest’ was posted on 5th February 2002. This news release informed the general public that the Northampton Schools Reorganisation proposals were being considered at a full council meeting at County Hall on 18th and 19th February 2002. Due to the importance of the debate, a special video and audio link was set up allowing 350 people to watch the meeting from 27 Guildhall Road. People were also invited to speak at the meeting if they wished. 

‘Council Backs Schools Transformation’ was posted on 19th February 2002. This news release followed the full council meeting on 18th and 19th February and announced the support of the Council for the Northampton Schools Reorganisation. A full list of the schools affected by the School Reorganisation was provided. Parklands Middle School was specifically mentioned as a school that would close. 

‘School Review gets Final Go-Ahead’ was posted on 18th June 2002. This news release announced the backing of the Schools Organisation Committee for the Northampton School Reorganisation. Again, Parklands Middle School was listed as closing.
iv) No explanation has been given for the Council’s failure to contact the local County Councillor regarding the consultation.

There is no requirement in the DfES guidance to specifically consult with the local County Councillor. However, the local County Councillor would have been informed of the Schools Review and the proposed disposal of the Parklands Middle School site at full council meetings and would have been able to attend the local public meetings referred to above. This includes the most recent public meeting on 28th February 2006 

v) No explanation has been given for the Council’s failure to contact the local residents’ association regarding the consultation. 

The County Council considered that the local residents’ association would have the opportunity to comment following the public notice in the local newspapers. There have also been a number of publicised public meetings and council meetings since 2001 where the local residents’ association could attend, including the meeting of 28th February 2006.

Following a request by the local residents’ association, the County Council agreed to allow the residents’ association to reply to the Council’s response. In effect, this extended the consultation period beyond the recommended 10-term time week period considered acceptable in the DfES guidance.  

vi) No explanation has been given for the comments made by the Chief Executive of Northamptonshire County Council regarding the ‘inappropriate nature of a wide ranging consultation’ in his letter to Sally Keeble MP.

Applications to the Secretary of State under Section 77 of the School Standards and Framework Act are concerned with whether the playing fields are surplus to educational requirements and not future use. This is stated clearly in the DfES guidance. Raising the issue of future use clearly creates confusion.
The consultation undertaken by the County Council since 2001 on the Schools Review and the proposed disposal of the Parklands Middle School through a number of methods represents a willingness to be open in seeking the views of all interested parties. This includes local public meetings, letters to local schools and the MP, invitations to comment and speak at full council meetings, public notices in local newspapers and on the County Council’s website. It is considered that this satisfies the local consultation criteria and guidance contained in DfE-1017-2004: The Protection of School Playing Fields and Land for Academies.  

2. Inconsistent Information

The discrepancy arising from the two figures quoted in your letter has arisen from the difference in definitions between ‘playing field’, ‘team game playing field’ and ‘sports pitch’ areas and also between the existing and proposed site areas. 

In your correspondence of 16th March 2006, you refer to the plans for the development of the Parklands Primary School site from which you quote a total playing field measurement of 2,055 m2. 

It should be noted however that for the purposes of Section 77, school ‘playing fields’ are defined as ‘any land in the open air which is provided for the purposes of physical education and recreation’.  This includes not only the areas you quoted, but other informal and social hard and soft areas and habitat areas not necessarily used for team games. 

The figure of 6,495 m2 refers to the ‘team game playing field’ areas only that will be provided following the approved development of the Parklands Primary School site. ‘Team game playing field’ areas are defined as areas, which having regard to their configuration are suitable for the playing of team games. This may include grass, all-weather and hard surface areas. The school’s ‘team game playing field’ area forms part of its total ‘playing field’ area

A ‘sports pitch’ forms part of a school’s ‘team game playing field’ area and is defined as a grassed area that is capable of forming at least a small pitch which is equal to or larger than the FA’s recommended areas for games played by under 10s that is 2000m2. This includes borders and run-off areas and should also have a configuration and topography making it suitable for a sports pitch whether it is laid out or not.  

To clarify, the figure of 6,495 m2 consists of a hard play area of 442 m2, a formally marked hard-court area of 930 m2 (465 m2 x 2) and 5,123 m2 of grassed sports pitch area. This includes the 1,125 m2 marked out as a mini-football pitch and a running track and also includes borders and run-off areas and other grassed areas which have a configuration and topography making it suitable for a sport pitch. As your letter of 16th March 2006 rightly states the land to the south and east of the site is on an incline and is not suitable for playing games. There are also a large number of trees and a nature area. These areas have been included in the school’s ‘playing field’ area but have not been included in the school’s ‘team game playing field area’ figure.

The figure of 8,200 m2 supplied by Chris Borderick is based on the ‘playing field’ area including area which is excluded from the ‘team game playing field’ area.

i) The council has deliberately supplied incorrect information during the course of the public consultation in order to assist their case for disposal of the NSG East site.
This is not the case. A plan indicating the proposed disposal site was available for public inspection at County Hall which clearly outlined the whole NSG East site (formerly Parklands Middle School) in red and identified this area as the proposed disposal site. This plan was made available at the public meeting on 28 February 2006.
ii) When considering the case for the disposal of the NSG East site, the Council have not conducted a thorough and accurate assessment of the schools affected by the proposed disposal, and the council do not have sufficient systems in place to control the storage and dissemination of information. 

When considering the case for disposal, the County Council has been aware of the need to make arrangements that secure long term education and recreation provision for schools in Northampton. The decision to proceed with the Northampton Schools Reorganisation was based on an assessment of the current and future needs of each local school. Specific arrangements on a site by site basis have been included in the Review plans which secure this outcome. The Council’s approach has been developed in consultation with the DfES School Assets Team, Sport England, Northampton Borough Council and includes consultation with the staff, governors and parents of pupils of schools affected by the proposed disposal.  

3. Incomplete Information

i) No further information has been provided regarding the origin of the data used in the assessment of the Parklands Lower School site. 

The information used in the assessment of the Parklands Primary School site (formerly known as Parklands Lower School) is based on a site visit to assess the existing site areas and assessment of the proposed development plans where the different ‘playing field’ areas, as defined in paragraph 56 of the DfES guidance, are recorded and measured. These site areas are as follows:

· Sports pitches - capable of forming the minimum areas for team game playing fields  

· All-weather team game playing surfaces - which can be counted twice

· Hard surface games courts - marked out for games

· Informal and Social (Hard) area - including paved areas not marked out for formal team games

· Informal and Social (Soft) area – including grassed areas, paths and outdoor seating

· Habitat area – including gardens, trees, wildlife, livestock enclosures and nature trails

· Float (Marginal) area – including shared use of other playing fields

These areas were assessed against the recommended minimum area requirements outlined in DfES Building Bulletin 98 and 99 for the present Number on Roll (NOR), maximum potential capacity or the highest projected NOR over the next 5 years (whichever figure is the highest).

ii) No further information has been provided regarding the origin of the data used in the assessment of Northampton School for Girls.
The origin of the data used in the assessment of the Northampton School for Girls (and all local schools) is the same as that used for the assessment of Parklands Primary School.

iii) No explanation has been offered as to why the area of available playing fields supplied by the County Council differs significantly from that shown in the school plans submitted by the County Council to the Borough Council as part of the planning process. 

Explanation has been provided above on the differences between figures for the Parklands Primary School site.

iv) No specific information has been provided regarding the anticipated proceeds from the disposal of the NSG East site.

We have previously stated that we are not willing to make public information that we consider to be commercially sensitive.
v) No specific information has been provided regarding how any of the proceeds arising from the disposal of the NSG East site will be spent. 

All proceeds arising from the disposal of land at the NSG East (former Parklands Middle School) site contribute towards the provision of new outdoor and indoor sports facilities at schools in the local area. This includes a new all-weather playing pitch, multi-use games area, relaid grass pitches, six-court sports hall, gymnasium dance studio and multi-gym at Northampton School for Girls. 

4. Points of Clarification

With reference to your point of clarification on consultation with local clubs and community groups, I would reiterate that paragraph 71 of the DfES guidance states that only authorised community use of the playing fields should be taken into account. The DfES expects the County Council to state any existing community use of the playing fields and consult with these organisations. As your letter of 16th March 2006 confirms there is no longer any authorised community use of the playing fields. The local community generally, which includes any organisation that may once have used the playing fields, were consulted through the public notices in the newspapers.

The County Council has received responses to consultation from all the local schools confirming that they do not object to the proposed disposal of the former Parklands Middle School site. The County Council has also received a number of responses in support of the proposed developments which will be funded through the sale of the site. 

A copy of your response together with this reply will be forwarded to the Secretary of State when the application is submitted. The County Council are committed to open consultation with stakeholders. However, in order to allow the necessary consents to be obtained to enable the successfully delivery of the Council’s PFI Scheme the consultation period has to end at some point. 

If you therefore have any further comments please write to the DfES direct for the Department to consider at their discretion. I would be grateful if you could copy any further correspondence to me and Stephen Gee at Atkins, Chilbrook, Oasis Business Park, Eynsham, OXFORD, OX29 4AH. 
Best wishes

Yours sincerely
Peter Burrell 

Head of Buildings & Capital Development / Project Director Northampton Town Learning Partnership 
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