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Schools Advisory Panel
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London
21 January 2008 

Dear Mr Earley,
Application to Dispose of Playing Fields at the former Parklands Middle School
We have been advised by DCSF that you are a member of School Playing Fields Advisory Panel responsible for reviewing the application to dispose of the playing fields at the former Parklands Middle School (Northamptonshire School for Girls East Site) under Section 77 of the Schools and Standards Framework Act 1998.
We challenge the legality of this application on both procedural and material grounds as set out below, and reiterate our request that the application made by Northamptonshire County Council (NCC) seeking permission to dispose of the playing fields is rejected for the following reasons

1)
Inadequate Consultation with the Local Community

In a letter to Sally Keeble MP, the Chief Executive of Northamptonshire County Council described the “inappropriate nature of a wide ranging consultation” regarding this application.

Further evidence of this unacceptable and undemocratic stance is provided by the fact that, in DIRECT CONTRADICTION of published policy regarding all public consultations, the council did NOT
i) Display public notices in the Parklands area to alert the local community.

ii) Publish details in the Council’s newsletter ‘In Northamptonshire’.

iii) Publish details on Northamptonshire County Council’s website, which has a section dedicated to public consultations.
iv) Contact the local County Councillor regarding the consultation.

v) Contact the local residents’ association regarding the consultation.

2) Inadequate Consultation with Authorised Users
The Residents Association have advised the Department for Children, Schools and Families of a number of community groups who use, or have recently used, the playing fields, including

Parklands Tigers Football Club

Spinney Hill Colts Football Club

Moulton Magpies Football Club

27th Northampton Scout group

Parklands Rainbows, Brownies, and Guides
Eastfield Rainbows, Brownies and Guides

Parklands Netball Club
Parklands Badminton Club

None of these groups were consulted as part of this application, and NCC has consistently DENIED that there were any authorised users of the playing fields. 
However last week, in response to our recent Village Green application, NCC provided evidence that confirms authorised use of the fields by several of the community groups listed above.  Relevant statements from this evidence are quoted below
Keith Bazeley

[31] Mr Bazeley has worked for NCC in education since 1974 and has visited

Parklands Middle School on and off since the 1970s. His recollection is that the application land (except the spinney) was fenced. He saw the school use the playing fields. The scouts usually used the school buildings with the head teacher's permission.

Sue Lomas

[32] Mrs. Lomas worked at Parklands Middle School from 1993 to 2004 and was head teacher from 1998 to 2003... The application land was often let by the school for authorised activities and a fee was paid. There was an agreement with the community centre that they could use the playing fields and the gates were opened to allow access. An earlier head teacher had agreed with a resident that he could bring his caravan across the playing fields to the rear of his garden and had given him a key to the gates.
Mr Philip Domingo

[35] Mr. Domingo worked at Parklands Middle School from 1997 until the school closed. He was deputy head for 5 years and then head teacher. He had previously been a visiting teacher at the school. The playing fields were used by the school every day during school hours and a couple of evenings a week for clubs or school team fixtures. The playing fields were also used for school sports days and summer fetes. Parklands Tigers approached the site supervisor for permission to use the playing fields as they had lost their pitch. Permission was granted by Mr Domingo hut they only used it 2 or 3 times. Mr Domingo also gave permission to Moulton Magpies to use the playing fields once or twice.

These statements support all of the evidence that we have presented previously, and clearly contradict NCC’s earlier claims.

3) 
Inadequate Consultation with Parents

As part of this application NCC were required to seek the views of parents of children attending nearby schools, including

Northampton School for Girls

Parklands Primary School

Thomas Becket Catholic School

Kingsthorpe Community College

Raeburn School

Kings Meadow School

Almost two years have passed since the original consultation with parents was undertaken in 2005.  Since that time, two out of the five relevant years have left the schools concerned, and two new intakes have joined.
Because of this, it may now be argued that the original consultation is no longer considered to be representative of the views and opinions of the parents of the pupils that attend the affected schools.

4) 
Factual Inaccuracies in the Application

The Education (School Premises) Regulations 1999 sets out a formula to determine the minimum area of playing fields to be provided by a school.  Based on public records, the figures relating to required areas calculated for this application are disputed, as are the available areas presented by NCC for a number of the schools affected.

Since the Panel’s review on 15 November 2008, and without any explanation, the figures relating to required playing field area at several of the locals school affected by this application have been altered DOWNWARDS.  

· The required area at Thomas Becket (based on DfES guidelines) has been revised down from 75,089 m2 in the original submission to 58,913 m2 (the school roll remains constant at 1117 pupils)

· The required area at NSG (based on DfES guidelines) has been revised down from 104,993 m2 in the original submission to 82,308 m2 (the school roll remains constant at 1674 pupils)

Analysis of plans submitted to NBC, Ordinance Survey maps of the area, aerial photographs, and physical measurements of the sites suggest that the areas claimed in the original application are grossly inaccurate.
It is extremely disturbing that the revised figures submitted on 8 January 2008 are claimed to be “data from WS Atkins Sec 77 Application for Parklands Middle School” – even a cursory examination of the original application will reveal that this is NOT the case.  These unexplained changes further erode our confidence in the figures you have been presented with.

Furthermore, the new ‘fitness suite’ at NSG described in this application is NOT part of the current building program.  At a public meeting of the Area Partnership Committee in December 2007, Penny Westwood (Headteacher, NSG) reported that the multi-gym referred to in the original application was no longer being provided.

Even if this decision is reversed, and a multi-gym is provided, presumably it will be built some time in the future on some of the remaining open space.  If NCC is truly committed to this ‘fitness suite’, why is it no longer part of the Schools Improvement Program – we believe it has been deliberately omitted in order to artificially inflate the figure regarding playing field area at the site.

Finally, based on their official assessment of the local amenities (including those available at local schools both pre- and post- the Schools Improvement Program) in consultation with Northampton Borough Council and West Northamptonshire Development Corporation, Sport England recommended in March 2007 the retention of a football pitch at the former Parklands Middle School site to partially offset the local deficit in playing pitch provision.

Since the original consultation closed in March 2006 we have provided the Department for Children, Schools and Families with a wide variety of evidence to support our call for this application to be rejected.  We have requested that all of this evidence, including letters, photographs, and emails be presented to the School Playing Fields Advisory Panel when it meets.
For the reasons laid out above and in our previous correspondence, we trust that the panel will continue to be diligent in reviewing the application to dispose of the playing fields at the former Parklands Middle School under Section 77 of the Schools and Standards Framework Act 1998 and not take NCC further submissions at face value.
Yours sincerely

Simon Hegarty
Simon Hegarty

Vice Chair Parklands Residents’ Association

For Parklands’ residents
