Minutes of the Meeting of the Consultation Committee of Urchfont Parish Council

held on 6 May 2008 in Stableyard One of Urchfont Manor
Present:  Cllrs Read (Chairman), Cannon, Donlon, Dutton, Masterson, Mitchell, Newell, Thomas and the Clerk.  There were approximately 40 members of the public present.

Cllr Read opened the meeting by explaining that the Parish Council regularly met to discuss consultation documents, these meetings were always open to the public and that the first part of the meeting would be for public participation.  He welcomed Dist. Cllr Jonathon Seed to the meeting.  Dist.Cllr Seed explained that he had come to listen to the views of all.  He brought apologies from County Cllr Jerry Willmott who had a prior engagement, but will report back to him as he has influence at County Hall.  He will also report to Cllr Nancy Bryant – Cabinet Representative.

Public participation

Points raised by parents of children at Urchfont school or whose children will be going to the school in due course:

1. The Parish Council was thanked for holding this open meeting

2. The proposal to merge both schools should be strongly opposed

3. Urchfont school derives its strength and support from the community, parents, children and staff.

4. There are 2 other schools nearer to Upavon than Urchfont

5. There are no existing links with Upavon school which is 7.5 miles distant

6. Difficult to achieve unity with school events when school is on 2 sites

7. The only way to use the facilities at Upavon school is to travel there

8. This should be about our children, our school and our community, not about teachers and careers.

9. It is detrimental when children are at different schools and cannot easily visit their friends 

10. There is a lack of understanding to this proposal – parents cannot appreciate why Governors appear to favour the proposal

11. A surgery process is arranged for this Saturday – not an open meeting

12. Genuine very deep concern from parents

13. Do not know the financial state of Urchfont school. What happens if merger doesn’t go through.

14. This is happening so quickly – no time for proper consultation

15. Can see benefits for Upavon but no benefits for Urchfont children

16. If budgetary issues are a pressure, what other alternatives exist

17. There is a feeling that this merger is being arranged in order to retain staff

18. It is healthy for teachers and Heads to move on after a number of years

19. Urchfont school will only remain attractive if the performance is good

20. Parents have not heard a balanced view

21. Governors have said in the past that the school should not be changed

22. This appears to be a speculative project – don’t want our children to be part of this.

23. Risks seems significant – every Governor, parent and resident must be certain that the school won’t be left in a poorer place in a few years’ time

24. There is already some division in the community over this

25. Merger cannot be rushed through – needs new team to take Upavon forward

26. Need advantages, disadvantages and then action plan, backed up with case study
27. Need to know how the process will benefit Urchfont children’s education

The following points were raised by Residents of Urchfont:

1. Concerned with the tight time scale

2. If two companies were considering merging this would not be done so quickly

3. Seems to be ‘sharing a head’

4. Such speed brings great risk

5. The ultimate responsibility for Upavon’s plight is in the hands of WCC

6. WCC is making excuses about staffing problems

7. WCC wants Urchfont to extract them from a hole

8. There is serious risk to Urchfont children – some benefits to staff

9. Children of Urchfont not mentioned under the advantages in the scheme

10. Upavon requires full time commitment, not delegation

11. This will be a very stressful time if goes through

12. Not practical to run two site school
The following points were raised by Governors of Urchfont School

1. The Governors had come to listen to the views of the community

2. Governors agree the time scales have been rushed

3. They want to explain the merits in the proposal

4. Governors are not trying to railroad things through – having consultations with parents

5. Do see some merit with the scheme but need to move process forward

6. They have to balance the views of all against the strategic future of the school

7. Notes from all meetings held have been sent to parents today

8. The merger would enable the school to be taken forward to a new stage and secure Urchfont school for the future

9. The Governors have retained the right to veto the amalgamation

10. They would however struggle to understand why they should cast the zero vote

The Vice Chairman of Governors thanked the meeting for the very useful and positive comments.  Some very valid points have been raised.  The Governors went to Consultation because they have been pilloried for not doing so in the past.  The parental surgery on Saturday will give everyone the chance to speak.  No teacher has threatened to walk away.  Teachers need to be rewarded – those that do well teach well.  New teachers bring in freshness.  Not enough head teachers available in the County.  Urchfont school is at capacity.  The downwards fluctuation presents budgetary issues.  A different way forward will be found if necessary.  Teachers at Urchfont are experienced and at the top of the pay threshold, while funds from WCC are dwindling.  Adverts have had to be placed because of the time scale involved.

End of public participation.  The Parish Council meeting then commenced.
1.  Apologies from Cllrs Batt & Myers.  Co-option of Dist.Cllr Seed to the Consultation Committee, together with Cllrs Donlon, Dutton, Masterson, Mitchell & Thomas

2.  Declarations of Interest – none.

3.  Minutes of the consultation meeting held on 5 December 2007 were signed as an accurate record.

4.  Documents for discussion:

a. Proposal to close Upavon Primary School and amalgamate it with Urchfont Church of England Voluntary Controlled Primary to form one Primary School on two sites. 

Members of the consultation committee thanked everyone for attending the public participation part of the meeting.  This had been very helpful and all the points raised were taken on board.  In particular the Parish Council thanked those school Governors who were able to attend this meeting.  The Parish Council understands that the Governors and Head have an extremely difficult job.  They have acted in good faith and their decision to take part in consultations is to be applauded.
The Parish Council is disappointed in the short time allowed for consultation, although we understand that to be legal, it nevertheless leaves very little time for constructive consultation on such a major proposal.  Dist.Cllr Seed will take these concerns back to County Cllr Willmott.
From these discussions the following conclusions are made on behalf of the community of Urchfont Parish.

1. The Parish Council appreciates the issues for Upavon but our concerns must be with the children of Urchfont

2. We can see no tangible advantages for the children of Urchfont school but fear for the detrimental effect that we believe there will be at Urchfont, while the Head and other teachers spend time away from Urchfont classes.

3. The distance between Urchfont and Upavon is too great for good community and school links.

4. The catchment areas and secondary schools into which the children feed are different and unconnected by geography and ethos.

5. The financial benefits to the children of Urchfont are not well defined in the proposal.  It is likely that the majority of any additional funds would be diverted to support the failing Upavon school.  

6. The benefits of the facilities at both Urchfont and Upavon schools cannot be shared as it has been stated there will be little movement of pupils between the schools.  Either that, or the children will be bussed frequently, which is not desirable.

We have the best education and welfare of the children of Urchfont in mind as we state our strong objection to the proposal to merge Urchfont and Upavon into one school on two sites.  We have consulted widely and have found very few parishioners who agree that the proposal would be of benefit to the children of Urchfont school or to the community.

Urchfont Parish Council is unanimous in its objection to the proposal to merge Urchfont and Upavon schools.
The Consultation Committee meeting continued with Cllrs Read (Chairman), Cannon, Donlon, Masterson, Newell & the Clerk.

b.  Draft Alcohol Strategy for Wiltshire 

After discussion, it was agreed that this was a good document but its success hinges on more resources being made available.  It is hoped that the funding is there to back it up.  It was agreed that there were no apparent alcohol related problems in Urchfont. 

c.  Review of working with the Voluntary and Community Sector.  A consultation document provided by WCC and the Primary Care Trust
After studying the documents provided, the following responses were made to the consultation document:

1. Mapping and assessing the economic and social impact of the voluntary and community sector in Wiltshire is very useful and must include all voluntary organisations.

2. All organisations should be members by right when exploring the potential for clear proposals that will lead to the creation of single infrastructure gateway organisation for Wiltshire.

3. There is a need for branch meetings in local areas rather than a single Assembly or Forum.

4. WCC & PCT staff should be dedicated advisors to the VCS and have knowledge of bureaucratic administration systems.

5. A limit of £10,000 rather than £5,000 is recommended for the shopping, giving and investing framework.

6. Agree that all funding arrangements with the VCS should operate within the proposed framework.
7. Disagree that there should be a strengthened performance assessment framework in the VCS.  Smaller organisations can get overpowered by excessive assessment.

8. Agree that a principle of full cost recovery is adopted by the PCT and WCC.

9. Agree that quality assurance framework would be useful to support the accreditation of the VCS.  This is often too onerous on smaller organisations.

10. Agree that a VCS support unit in WCC would be useful.

11. Agree that a review of the Wiltshire Compact should be undertaken.

12. WCC does not always follow its own Compact.

5.  Matters for report – none.

.Signed:  ………………………………………..      Date:  ………………………………
Letter sent to WCC from Urchfont Parish Council,  dated 9 May 2008

Stephanie Denovan, Assistant Director

Dept for Children & Education, (SND/AMG)

Education Department, County Hall

Trowbridge

BA14 8JB

Dear Stephanie

In response to the proposal to close Upavon Primary School and amalgamate it with Urchfont Church of England Voluntary Controlled Primary to form one Primary School on two sites.

Urchfont Parish Council has consulted with as many people around the community as time has allowed and has held a public meeting, which was well publicised and well attended, to discuss the proposal.  The Parish Council is disappointed in the short time allowed for consultation, although we understand that to be legal, it nevertheless leaves very little time for constructive consultation on such a major proposal.

From these discussions we have drawn the following conclusions on behalf of the community of Urchfont Parish.

1. The Parish Council appreciates the issues for Upavon but our concerns must be with the children of Urchfont.
2. We can see no tangible advantages for the children of Urchfont school but fear for the detrimental effect that we believe there will be at Urchfont, while the Head and other teachers spend time away from Urchfont classes.
3. The distance between Urchfont and Upavon is too great for good community and school links.
4. The catchment areas and secondary schools into which the children feed are different and unconnected by geography and ethos.

5. The financial benefits to the children of Urchfont are not well defined in the proposal.  It is likely that the majority of any additional funds would be diverted to support the failing Upavon school.  

6. The benefits of the facilities at both Urchfont and Upavon schools cannot be shared as it has been stated there will be little movement of pupils between the schools.  Either that, or the children will be bussed frequently, which is not desirable.

We have the best education and welfare of the children of Urchfont in mind as we state our strong objection to the proposal to merge Urchfont and Upavon into one school on two sites.  We have consulted widely and have found very few parishioners who agree that the proposal would be of benefit to the children of Urchfont school or to the community.

Urchfont Parish Council is unanimous in its objection to the proposal to merge Urchfont and Upavon schools.

Yours sincerely

Marion Whitehead

Clerk to Urchfont Parish Council
