Response to Consultation and Proposed Next Steps in delivering the Every Child Matters – Primary Capital Programme

Introduction

The Department issued for consultation in March 2006 a prospectus setting out proposals for a new long-term capital investment programme for primary schools. Consultation ran from March to June 2006 and included three well-attended national consultation events.  

The primary capital programme signals the move from patch and mend to a long term strategic approach to transforming the primary school estate.  It is intended to support the delivery of primary schools and primary age special schools that are appropriately equipped for 21st century learning, that are at the heart of the communities they serve and that support the delivery of key national and local policy objectives - in particular those linked to raising standards and the Every Child Matters Agenda.  

The programme is an ambitious one.  To rebuild remodel or refurbish at least 50% of all primary schools over 15 years.  This in turn will support wider national policies on raising standards and improving services for children and families.   
The prospectus set out the objectives of the programme and sought stakeholders’ views on implementation.  This report summarises the consultation responses received and explains how these will be taken into account in the further development and delivery of the programme.    

The Consultation 

The Department is grateful to all those who responded to the consultation.  Overall, we received 103 formal responses. The Department also held three well-attended national consultation events.  There was significant and widespread support for the long-term commitment for a transformational primary capital strategy to deliver 21st century schools as the focal point of the communities they serve.  Issues raised in response to the specific consultation questions are summarised below. 
Overview

The majority of respondents fully supported the Government’s aim to ensure a strategic and transformational primary capital programme to deliver 21st century schools at the heart of our communities.  In the light of the overwhelmingly positive response, we do not propose to make significant changes to the broad principles set out in the prospectus.  

In the main, responses to the detailed consultation questions reinforced the generally positive overall reception.  A summary of the detailed responses is included in the final section of this report.  These reveal a number of key themes which we discuss below.  

The need for a joined up approach.  Most respondents said improving, refurbishing and extending existing buildings, or undertaking new builds, would enable primary schools to become the focal point of their community, delivering a range of services for children and families.  Many respondents pointed to the role of schools in delivering extended and community services through working with or developing as children’s centres. They believed that the primary capital programme offered real opportunities for a joined up approach supporting and urged the government to do more to align capital programmes to support this.  Our response:   We agree.  The prospectus emphasises the benefits of a joined up approach.    The Department will continue to work with local authorities and across Government to maximise flexibility across relevant capital funding programmes. 
Formula Funding:  There was also widespread support for proposals to allocate resources by means of a universally applied formula, providing this was clear and transparent.  Many respondents thought a universally applied formula would bring significant benefits including certainty, predictability and objectivity.  However, local authorities in particular said it was crucial that the methodology facilitated flexibility to enable them to manage their programmes more effectively by coordinating with other funding streams.  Some respondents were concerned about how the formulaic allocation would be determined, and what indices of deprivation would be used.  A minority would prefer a phased approach along the lines of that used in Building Schools for the Future.   Some respondents from the voluntary aided sector were concerned about their ability to meet their legal requirement to contribute 10% of capital costs for voluntary aided schools.  Our response: We remain of the view that in order to encourage a strategic approach and shared commitment across all local authorities, the resources available for the primary capital programme should be allocated by means of an open formula.  This means that all local authorities will benefit from additional investment from 2009 and can plan accordingly.  We are not persuaded of the case that voluntary aided schools should be exempted from their legal obligation to contribute 10% of capital costs.  We will nevertheless monitor closely the impact of the programme on the voluntary aided sector.       

Proposed Monitoring Arrangements.  Most respondents agreed with the proposed approach to monitoring against national targets providing that any such arrangements did not place unreasonable burdens on those providing the information.  Our response:  We are committed to ensuring that the approach to monitoring the effectiveness of the programme is suitably light touch.  We will work with pathfinder authorities to finalise the arrangements during the pilot phase.   

Sustainability.  The majority of respondents agreed that the primary capital programme offered the chance to design attractive, imaginative and stimulating primary schools.  However, there was some concern that the design standards may not adequately address health and safety issues.    Some respondents raised specific issues such as the need for fire sprinklers and fire lifts.  Our response: We welcome the support for the emphasis on sustainability.  Compliance with the relevant building regulations and school premises regulations will continue to be a pre-requisite for local planning approval of all new education buildings.  The Department will also encourage local authorities to comply with non-statutory guidance as set out in the relevant Departmental Building Bulletins 
Procurement – achieving value for money:  There was a mixed response.  Over half of all respondents either disagreed, or were not sure that Local Education Partnerships (LEPs) were appropriate for the primary capital programme.  A number of respondents added that the current Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme was not sufficiently advanced to enable a judgement as to whether the LEP model achieved the best efficiency and value for money or would prefer to use other procurement models.  Many had reservations about involvement of the private sector interest in long term contracts.  Some respondents said authorities without LEPs should receive additional support in the early phases to develop alternative local procurement options.  Our response: We note the reservations about the use of local education partnerships for the primary capital programme.  It is not presently our intention to make this a mandatory requirement.  The prospectus already acknowledges that local authorities will be able to use alternative procurement arrangements providing these deliver better value for money.  However, we remain of the view that local authorities should at least consider and keep under review the potential for using local education partnerships – where these exist.   

Summary of Responses to Consultation Questions.  
As some respondents may have offered a number of options for questions, total percentages listed under any one question may exceed 100%.  Throughout the report, percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.  
The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

Local Authority



61

Other*





14

School Governor



  8

Head Teacher



  7

Diocesan Representatives                         7

Charity Organisation


  4

Government Office



  2

*Those which fell into the ‘other’ category include Unions, Independent and Public organisations, Fire service, Health and safety, and those respondents who did not specify a type.

The prospectus included eight specific questions on aspects of the primary capital programme.  This section summarises the points raised.  
Q1 What are the most important ways that capital investment can help primary schools play a role at the heart of the community and deliver wider services to children?

There were 89 responses to this question.

There were many comments from respondents regarding the ways in which capital investment could help primary schools play a role at the heart of the community and deliver wider services to children.

59 (66%) respondents said it would afford an opportunity to provide additional facilities and services, such as childcare, after school provision, adult learning, and social and health services to benefit the whole community. 

35 (39%) respondents commented on issues linked to the quality and condition of school buildings.  There was general recognition that good quality buildings could be a real source of local pride, reinforcing their role at the heart of their communities.   The scale of additional investment was welcomed.  Investing in school buildings was an essential plank in supporting the delivery of higher standards and improved services for children and families.  However, resources would need to be appropriately targeted to take into account variations in condition and suitability.  Concerns were raised that some school buildings, particularly in inner city areas, were difficult to adapt, being of Victorian design and built on constrained sites.  Ensuring that all schools were adapted or improved to enable physical accessibility for the disabled was also flagged as a particular concern.

33 (37%) respondents commented that the programme would give primary schools the opportunity to re-position themselves as a focal point of the community, delivering a wide range of additional services and facilities. It would also help schools fulfil their wider responsibilities under the Every Child Matters engage with and support families from a wide range of backgrounds, helping to reduce inequalities and ensure all children have the best possible start in life.

32 (36%) respondents said that there needed to be sufficient flexibility in the Primary Capital Programme to enable Local Authorities (LAs) to manage their programmes effectively.  Comments included:

· Capital investment must allow schools the flexibility to address local needs  

· The initial focus of capital investment must be to achieve the suitability, condition and sufficiency needs of the school, but with an ‘eye’ on flexibility of use, rather than targeting funds to ‘bolt on’ periphery community services

· There should be more recognition that additional flexibility was required to provide accommodation for both community use and extended school activities.  


23 (26%) respondents said it must allow for a safe and secure environment.  A concern was that there was no mention of any fire prevention measures throughout the document and that this should be seen as a vital consideration at an early stage to protect such huge capital investment.

11 (12%) respondents believed the programme could provide an opportunity to relocate schools in response to demographic changes. 

Q2 Do you agree with the proposal to allocate funding on a formulaic basis, with every authority benefiting from funding from the second year of the programme?

There were 99 responses to this question.

69 (70%) agreed 
12 (12%) disagreed

18 (18%) were not sure

The majority of respondents agreed with the proposal to allocate funding on a formulaic basis.  This would provide greater certainty of funding and would allow Local Authorities to plan more confidently and strategically over the longer term.  

46 (46%) respondents made further comments or expressed concerns, such as:

· There would be a need to fund minor works of various kinds alongside this programme as Devolved Formula Capital would be unable to meet all requirements

· The potential benefits could be reduced if funds were spread too thinly. 

· There was a need to ensure that regional variations in construction costs were adequately reflected in the resource allocation formula

· It would be essential that the formula for determining each authority’s allocation was fair, equitable and transparent.

25 (25%) respondents warned that the emphasis on funding being aimed at deprivation levels meant that it would work against authorities that had overall, low levels of deprivation, but still had significant building need.  It was highlighted that in many cases, the condition of school buildings was not directly related to deprivation levels.  

24 (24%) respondents believed that the formulaic approach would enable authorities to plan with some degree of certainty and allow a consistent approach to development.

21 (21%) respondents were concerned that smaller or rural authorities might be disadvantaged.  It was suggested there should be some underpinning to allow these authorities the opportunity for at least one rebuild or major refurbishment each year.

15 (15%) respondents were concerned that some local authorities may not prioritise projects at Voluntary Aided (VA) schools and that this should be closely monitored.  The Department was also urged to consider waiving the requirement the 10% contribution for projects in the VA sector.  

Q3 Do you agree with the proposed framework of national targets, planning and monitoring?

There were 99 responses to this question.

74 (75%) agreed
7 (7%) disagreed
18 (18%) were not sure

Most respondents agreed with the proposed framework of national targets, planning and monitoring.  Respondents recognised the importance of target setting and monitoring to ensure that the investment was being targeted where it was most needed.  It was noted that the use of on-line monitoring could be effective but there was a need to ensure that the system was integrated with existing ones to meet everyone’s needs.

32 (32%) respondents, whilst acknowledging the need of a monitoring system, cautioned that it should not be overly prescriptive, bureaucratic or burdensome.

25 (25%) respondents said targets needed to be clear and measurable.

9 (9%) respondents suggested that it would be better to develop targets that were agreed locally to gain best use and fit.

Q4 What are the barriers to joined-up planning and funding?

There were 80 responses to this question.

50 (63%) respondents believed that the main barrier to joined-up planning and funding was that capital funding and the priorities of the various providers were seldom properly aligned.  This in turn impacted on collaborative working and planning.  It was suggested that streamlining and simplifying processes for funding streams at local level would be helpful.

50 (63%) respondents cited contradictory or unrealistic timescales as a barrier.  It was said that tight deadlines on capital spend coupled with the inflexibility of rolling forward the funding on various programmes could make it difficult to join up funding.

20 (25%) respondents believed there should be better communication.  Comments included:

· There was still not enough ‘joining up” of policies and programmes at national or local level.  

· More work is needed to develop a shared vision and a common language.

· Government departments should give a clear lead. 

· Parent groups and local agencies should be involved in local decision making.

· The Department should do more to help manage expectations by clarifying that only 5% of schools will be completely rebuilt and half of all primary schools would not receive any funding through the Primary Capital Programme.
Q5 Do you agree with the proposed approach for ensuring good, sustainable design in the primary capital programme?

There were 96 responses to this question.

80 (84%) agreed
5 (5%) disagreed
11 (11%) were not sure

The majority of respondents agreed with the proposed approach for ensuring good, sustainable design.  

45 (47%) respondents highlighted the cost implications.  It was important to recognise that some aspects of sustainable design came at a premium price.  This should be acknowledged from the outset as providing good value in terms of future investment.  

16 (17%) respondents mentioned the Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM).  Whilst it was recognised the BREEAM assessment would support sustainability, the requirements would again have an impact on cost.  

10 (10%) respondents questioned whether smaller authorities, with limited means, would be able to meet the aspirations with regard to sustainability.  Some added that the Department could do more to prioritise (and fund) expectations around sustainability.  

6 (6%) respondents mentioned health and safety issues.  There was a concern that fire safety needed greater consideration.  It was suggested that fire sprinklers should be installed to protect the financial investment in new school buildings. 

Q6 Is this the best way to achieve efficiency and best value for money?

There were 94 responses to this question.

36 (38%) agreed
 11 (12%) disagreed
47(50%) were not sure 

There were mixed views on the issue of local education partnerships.  Respondents felt there should be further investigation regarding procurement mechanisms to ensure value for money, and said these should preferably be developed at local level to reflect individual authority’s circumstances.

26 (28%) said a challenge would be meeting and delivering each individual school’s aspirations and expectations within the overall funding package. Respondents mentioned the following:

· Collaboration between partners and stakeholders was essential if efficiency and value for money was to be delivered in procurement

· More investment was needed on developing and disseminating design solutions delivering efficiency savings in the revenue running costs

· Investment in ICT was a significant concern in terms of delivering value for money because of the speed in technological improvements.  With this in mind, a number of respondents felt ICT development should not be capital funding but revenue funding

· Buildings must be properly maintained and ‘lifecycle’ funding should be factored into the programme.  

· Private Finance Initiative (PFI) and the establishment of LEPs may not be appropriate for delivering value for money in the primary sector

· The level of funding for each LA was clearly not intended to cover the whole estate.  DfES should make clear what later funding would be available to make sure the full estate was considered.   

24 (26%) believed that many LAs already had successful strategic partnering and framework agreements in place which identified the procurement and delivery methods that delivered the best outcomes for their communities.  Respondents stressed the need to retain the ability to engage local contractors.  

16 (17%) said the timescale for setting up an LEP needed to be carefully managed, and within the funding model proposed the procurement programme of fifteen years was very long.  Respondents thought the length of the programme would not be attractive to major providers. 

9 (10%) were concerned that the requirement placed on the VA sector to contribute 10% for all schemes would place considerable pressure on the diocesan authorities.   

Q7 Do you agree with the aims and approach for ICT within this programme?

There were 91 responses to this question.

69 (76%) agreed

4 (4%) disagreed

18 (20%) were not sure

Respondents supported the aims and approach for ICT within the programme and said ICT was the way forward for the children of today.

26 (29%) said that technology moved forward so rapidly that it would be impossible to ‘future proof’ buildings that were expected to last for many years.  , 

25 (27%) supported the aims and approach for ICT within the programme and said the financial implications of preparing to deliver a programme of this scale would be considerable.  They felt that additional revenue support would be needed.   

Q8 What additional support is needed to build the skills and capacity of those involved in making the programme a success?

There were 80 responses to this question.

48 (60%) believed effective partnership working to be key in ensuring that all stakeholders have a clear, shared understanding of the vision.  Skills in developing effective strategies for engaging with and involving children and the wider community would also be important.  

35 (44%) said training and the sharing of information was vital.  Respondents mentioned the following:

Awareness and understanding of issues around disability and equal opportunities.  

Community involvement. 

Training programmes for school governors on procurement and design of school buildings.
Sustainability training

Effective sharing of best practice.

23 (29%) respondents raised a range of issues around funding.  These included: 

· The need for greater long-term certainty on future capital investment. 

· There should be some recognition of the costs associated with the commitment from head teachers and teaching staff

· The future revenue costs arising from the capital investment should be recognised and taken into account. 

15 (19%) thought it was crucial that the department ran the proposed pilots in a range of different environments so that the real level of additional support could be assessed.  The VA sector in particular sought a commitment that if no proposals involving them as a pilot were put forward, the department would approach the national bodies of all faith communities and identify one or more VA projects for inclusion. 

10 (13%) respondents said there should be a skills audit underpinned by a commitment to essential training for all partners.   
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