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	SAVE OUR SCHOOLS
LOBBY OF PARLIAMENT

Monday, 19 July 2010



Briefing for lobbying MPs 
This paper provides briefing material on Building Schools for the Future (BSF) and the Academies Bill which is intended to help inform lobbyists’ discussions with MPs. At the end of the briefing are some suggested questions to put to MPs. 
Building Schools for the Future

· The Secretary of State for Education made an announcement on the Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme on 5 July 2010.

· The ending of the BSF programme means the cancellation of over 700 projects for the rebuilding or refurbishing of schools.  The NUT obviously regards this as a major setback in the vitally important work to secure better conditions for teaching and learning.

· The Secretary of State has sought to justify this action both by reference to the state of the public finances and on value for money grounds, arguing that the programme is inflexible and needlessly complex.  Instead, he wishes to set out capital investment plans for education up to 2015, with the aim of targeting schools in the worst condition.  

· In terms of overall public capital investment, the Government has confirmed that the plans made by the previous Government would remain in place with no further cuts.

Details of the Announcement

· The following headline details appeared on the DfE website following the announcement of 5 July.  Since then a series of errors have emerged in the DfE lists – details of these errors are given in a separate section below.

· 706 schools are to be opened under new arrangements, of which some 55% are projected to be new build.  A further 37% are to be remodelled or refurbished, with the remainder being ICT only or unconfirmed projects.
· 715 schools will no longer be rebuilt or refurbished through BSF of which nearly 180 schools are projected to be new build, over 319 to be remodelled or refurbished and 63 to be ICT-only. The building programme in 153 schools has not yet been confirmed. 
· 123 academy projects in development, which have not reached financial close, will be reviewed on a case-by-case basis. 
· 14 cases, prioritised locally as the first taken forward in the area, will be reviewed on a case-by-case basis in recognition of local need. Although financial close has not been reached in these cases, very significant work has been undertaken to the point of appointing a preferred bidder at 'close of dialogue'.
· The DfE will take action to address “unrealistic” inherited spending commitments for 2010-11, where funding was reliant on underspends or contributions from the Government’s reserve funds.  This will entail £156.5 million of savings from capital budgets where commitments are not affordable.
· The £972,000 annual fund associated with the BSF programme for the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, which has given advice on improving the standards and suitability of the accommodation provided under the BSF programme, will also be ended.
DfE Errors 
· As noted above, a series of errors have emerged in the lists of schools published by the DfE.  A number of schools were misled into the belief that their building projects would go ahead.  
· These errors were first brought to light on 5 July, the day of the announcement, when it became clear that the list published by the Government differed from the one provided to MPs.  On the following day, a new list was published.
· As further errors emerged, more lists were published.  At the time of writing the latest list, published on 12 July, was the fifth.  Ed Balls argued that even this list contained errors.  

· Officials at the DfE have stated that they cannot explain the errors.  In the Commons debate on 12 July Ed Balls asked the Secretary of State whether he had been given advice not to publish the list until the criteria and facts were checked, but the Secretary of State did not answer the question directly.

· The Secretary of State has issued several apologies and has promised to visit each of the schools affected by the errors.  Nevertheless, there has been mounting criticism of the errors, including from Conservative MPs.

Government Review of Capital Investment in Schools

· The Government has also announced a comprehensive review of all capital investment in schools, early years, colleges and sixth forms.

· The review will be led by Sebastian James, who has a background in private sector retail and services.  The review team includes the Chief Executive of Lewisham Barry Quirk, as well as members with a background in the private sector.

· The review will assess parental demand, cost efficient design and procurement, and the allocation and targeting of capital funds.  

· Though the DfE has said that the work of the review will guide future spending decisions over the Spending Review period 2011-12 to 2014-15, the terms of reference note that decisions on capital spending will be taken by the review group “within any spending constraint.”

Funding Issues Raised

· The negative reaction to the BSF announcement has not been restricted to the educational impact of the cancellation of so many school building projects or the number of errors made in the published lists of schools.

· Legal experts have been quoted in the media arguing that the Government could face extensive litigation from local authorities and contractors.  Such legal costs, alongside the costs of any termination provisions, may be significant.

· Local authorities will have incurred significant costs in planning and commissioning building projects which have now been cancelled.  A similar situation was encountered by a number of FE colleges when the Learning and Skills Council rescinded its approval for a number of college building projects at a late stage.

· The ending of the BSF programme comes at the same time that the Government is seeking to encourage “free” schools.  Funding released by cancelling building projects for existing schools could be spent on building work for free schools.     

Academies Bill
The Government clearly intends for the Bill to receive Royal Assent prior to the summer recess.  It is extremely difficult to see what justification there can be for fast-tracking this Bill through the Commons and by-passing the usual democratic process in this manner.  These are not matters of national security or economic melt down.  There is no justification for fast-tracking this Bill through Parliament. The last time any Government attempted something similar was in 1991 when they passed the Dangerous Dogs Act.   
 
One of the NUT’s main concerns is that very few of the interested bodies or organisations have had an opportunity to scrutinise or effectively influence the legislative process in this case.  

If this Bill is enacted as it stands there will be little opportunity for the public examination of legislation governing Academies in the future and so it is vital that there is adequate parliamentary scrutiny during the remaining stages of the Bill.

Consultation before a school can become an Academy

The NUT considers it of the utmost importance that any decision to transfer the status of the school and control of its assets should involve proper consultation with parents, pupils, school staff and the relevant local authority. The changes brought about through transfer to Academy status are so far reaching that it is not appropriate or justifiable for such a decision to be taken without full and meaningful consultation with all key stakeholders. Any such decision should also take into account the impact on neighbouring schools. 

The point that must be made is that without consultation the local community’s relationships with its schools will be nullified. Schools are at the centre of their local communities. The lack of adequate consultation clauses within the Academies Bill drives a wedge between schools and their communities.

Questions to ask MPs

Are you aware that the Government’s announcement on 5 July on Building Schools for the Future was made without any consultation with the relevant schools and local authorities?  

Do you agree that dilapidated school buildings, equipped with out of date facilities and some containing asbestos, are not the best environment for children and young people to learn?

Do you agree with the suggestion that money earmarked for the Building Schools for the Future programme may now be redirected to fund the creation of ‘free schools’ and to support already ‘outstanding’ schools to transfer to Academy status? 

Are you aware that local authorities have incurred significant costs in planning and commissioning work for building projects that will not now go ahead?”
Will you try and ensure that there is adequate parliamentary scrutiny of the Academies Bill and resist efforts to rush it through before the summer recess?
If you have not already done so, will you sign Early Day Motion 135 ‘Proposed Academies Legislation’ which calls for proper consultation with parents, staff, pupils and the local community before any school becomes an Academy?

Thank the MP for her or his time and ask if they would be happy to let you know of the Minister’s responses to the issued you have raised.
Please make a note of your MP’s responses and either hand your notes to an NUT steward after the lobby or email them to Liz Love at NUT Headquarters l.love@nut.org.uk. To assist with the analysis of MPs responses it would be helpful if you included the name of the MP and their constituency in your email.  
