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Rochdale Free School Proposals

Executive Summary

1. This report provides details of 2 Free School proposals to be submitted by the 
Altus Education Partnership to the Department for Education to be opened in 
Rochdale Borough in 2020 and 2022.

Recommendations

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

Agree to support the submission by the Altus Education Partnership to the 
Department for Education to open a free school in Middleton in 2020.

Agree to support the submission by the Altus Education Partnership to the 
Department for Education to open a second free school in Pennines Township 
in 2022. 

Approve the lease of a parcel of land at Littleborough Playing fields to the 
Altus Education Partnership for its use for a new secondary Free school with 
two caveats; firstly that if the Secretary of State’s consent is not given for the 
lease or secondly if feasibility assessments show the site is too costly to 
develop, then the lease of land is approved at Rutherford Park on Wardle 
Road. 

Consider that any infrastructure costs external to the proposed school site will 
form a capital bid as part of the Council’s future capital programme making.

Reason for Recommendation

3.1

3.2

The Cabinet report dated 24/10/2017 entitled “The Need for Extra Year 7 
School Places 2017-2027” detailed the predicted need for extra capacity in 
Year 7 secondary school places and asked Cabinet to note that two new 
schools would be needed to open in the borough; one in 2020 in Middleton 
and the second in the Rochdale/Pennines area in 2022.

The council has a statutory duty to offer a school place to every child living in 



3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

the borough and consequently has a duty to plan for the predicted demand.

On the 11th May 2018 the Department for Education announced a round of 
new Free schools would be centrally funded under a bidding process which 
would open on the 18th June 2018. Rochdale borough is named in the 
announcement as meeting the location criteria for the bid.

The Rochdale Sixth Form College academy trust, the Altus Education 
Partnership, with support from the Rochdale Borough Council, has been 
developing the framework to open one new secondary school in Middleton 
and second in the Rochdale/Pennines area.

Cabinet on the 19/12/2017 approved the release of a parcel of Council owned 
land within the Bowlee site to be leased to the Altus Education Partnership for 
the building of a new Secondary School in Middleton. A similar parcel of land 
is also needed for the second school.

Due to the general election last year there has been a delay of 18 months in 
the opening of the current new Free School bidding round by the Department 
for Education. This is going to cause a significant risk that the new school in 
Middleton will not be opened on time, with the effect that there is a possibility 
of not having enough Secondary school places available in September 2020. 
Any subsequent delays by the Department for Education would mean that 
similar issues would occur with any second bid submitted in a later bidding 
round. For this reason Cabinet approval is being sought to give support to the 
Altus Education Partnership to bid for a second Secondary Free School in the 
Pennines Township in this bidding round. A site needs to be named in the 
submission document.

Key Points for Consideration

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

The Cabinet report dated 24/10/2017 entitled “The Need for Extra Year 7 
School Places 2017-2027” detailed the predicted need for extra capacity in 
Year 7 secondary school places and asked Cabinet to note that two new 
schools would be needed to open in the borough; one in 2020 in Middleton 
and the second in the Rochdale/Pennines area in 2022.

The Council has a statutory duty to offer a school place to every child living in 
the borough and consequently has a duty to plan for predicted demand.

Since the Academies Act of 2010 and Education Act of 2011 new schools can 
only be opened, as schools independent of local authority control, by academy 
trusts that are approved by the Secretary of State.

On the 11th May 2018 the Department for Education announced a round of 
new Free schools would be centrally funded under a bidding process which 
would open on the 18th June 2018. Expressions of Interest can be submitted 
up to September 6th 2018 and full submissions close on the 17th September 
2018.

The local authority has been working with the Altus Education Partnership 



4.6

4.7

4.8

4.9

4.10

4.11

4.12

4.13

4.14

(Rochdale Sixth Form College) to develop plans to open two new schools in 
the borough. A letter of support for the two new schools needed was jointly 
signed by the Leader of the Council and the Chief Executive on the 31st of 
January this year, and given to the Altus Education Partnership. The Altus 
Education Partnership have also been working closely with the Pioneer Trust, 
and the primary Headteachers in Middleton have also signed a letter of 
support.

Cabinet on the 19/12/2017 approved the release of a parcel of Council owned 
land within the Bowlee site to be leased to the Altus Education Partnership for 
the building of a new Secondary School in Middleton.

For the new school in Middleton the Altus Education Partnership has been 
working closely with local stakeholders to gain support for the school. A leaflet 
was sent out to Primary schools in the Middleton area and an engagement 
event was held at the David Lloyds Sports Club at Bowlee on the 5th march 
2018. Further engagement events are organised for the future.

On the 12th July Altus Education Partnership will hold an engagement event to 
seek local community stakeholder views on the opening of the new school in 
north Pennines.

Because of the new government in May 2017, there was an unexpected delay 
of 18 months in the Department of Education’s Free School programme 
delivery. The direct consequence of this is that the new school needed, and 
planned for opening in September 2020 in Middleton, now has a considerably 
shorter planning timeline than was envisaged. Contingency planning is 
needed to accommodate the extra children due to need a secondary place 
and the Altus Education Partnership has sought DfE guidance on this. 

The Department for Education gives January 2019 as the suggested date for 
notification of success in the bidding process. The Department for Education 
support documentation detailing the bidding process also stipulates that a 3 
year period is needed as standard for opening a new school under this 
process. This means that a second bid submitted by the Altus Education 
Partnership for a new school in the Pennines area also needs to be submitted 
in this round.

Forecasts of pupil numbers (Appendix 1) show that the expected growth in 
pupil numbers is in the Pennines Township rather than Rochdale Township. 

Several meetings have been held with the Assistant Director (Economy) 
Planning & Development, to investigate what land could be made available by 
the Council for a new school. The land required for a 6 form entry (900 place) 
school is approximately 6 Hectares, which includes land for school buildings 
and sports pitches. 

Two viable sites in Pennines have been identified; Littleborough Playing fields 
and Rutherford Park on Wardle Road (Appendix 2).

Both these two sites will need road infrastructure to make them fully 



4.15

4.16

4.17

4.18

4.19

4.20

4.21

accessible as a school site. . Any road infrastructure external to the school site 
will require capital funding and will form a future capital bid as part of the 
Council’s Capital Programme making. . 

Because of previous poor use of public moneys the DfE is now very risk 
averse and will only centrally fund schools where there is a clearly defined 
need for places and where there has been full stakeholder engagement. The 
DfE will not fund Free schools where the perceived risk is too high.

Both sites currently hold football playing pitches which are well used. 
Littleborough Leisure Centre is the Pennines hub site. The playing pitch 
strategy states “Township hub sites have a high priority level as they have 
borough wide importance and have been identified on the basis of the impact 
that the site will have on addressing the key issues identified in the 
assessment.” 

Up to 1990 the Littleborough site did hold a Secondary school. However it now 
holds; the Primary school, which has 424 children on roll, but is being 
expanded to hold an extra 60 children currently; the Children’s Centre and the 
Leisure Centre.

Because Littleborough is a school playing field it comes under section77 of the 
School Standards and Framework Act, as amended by the Education Act, 
2011, which states “The Secretary of State’s consent is required for a change 
of use of playing field land, whether for another educational purpose or a non-
educational purpose” and “You should not take any step to transfer your 
interest to another party or start works before receiving the Secretary of 
State’s decision in writing.” A parcel of land (0.7 Hectares) would also need to 
be retained by Littleborough Community Primary School in order for it to 
comply with government guidance on playing and sports pitches (BB103 Area 
guidance on Mainstream Schools).

At the Pennines Township Committee meeting on the 12/06/2018 a discussion 
on both viable sites was held and Members chose Littleborough Playing fields 
as their preferred site for a new school.

Alternatives Considered

An alternative route of opening a new Free school is under the Free School 
Presumption route. In this process the Council would be required to fund the 
building of a new school and then invite academy trusts to bid to run the 
school. The approximate cost of building a 6 form entry school is £18m. Due 
to uncertainties in capital grant for pupil planning purposes and other priorities, 
part of this may need to be funded by Prudential Borrowing (up to £10m).  The 
annual revenue cost of this would be £550k over 40 years chargeable to the 
council’s base budget.

The council would also be required to fund the set-up costs including 
furnishing and staff wages until the school was self-funding, estimated at 
between £0.5m to £1m over the 5 years; this would be funded by Dedicated 
Schools Grant (DSG). 



4.22 For a school opened under the Free School Presumption route, the Secretary 
of State’s delegated officer, the Regional School Commissioner, would decide 
the winner of the bidding process. The Council would be able to advise on its 
preferred bidder.

Costs and Budget Summary

5.1

5.2

5.3

5.4

If the bids are successful costs for building the two new schools will be met 
from direct funding from the Department for Education to the Altus Education 
Partnership. 

If either of the bids are unsuccessful then the Council will need to re-evaluate 
school capacity options with the possibility that a new school will needed to be 
funded through the Free School Presumption route as detailed in point 4.20.

Costs associated with feasibility studies and planning permission for the new 
schools can be made available from the capital feasibility budget.

Cost associated with improved road infrastructure external to the school site 
will require capital funding. Any future bids for capital funds to support either of 
the two scheme options will be subject to consideration as part of the future 
capital programme decision making

Risk and Policy Implications

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

The Council has a statutory duty to offer a school place to every child living in 
the borough. The Council, has since 2014, been expanding its existing 
secondary schools and does not have space at its current school sites to 
expand, further than already planned, to meet the predicted need.  The 
Council does not have under its direct control the legal mechanisms to create 
new schools and must, under the Academies Act 2010 and Education Act 
2011, seek Department for Education approved academy trust providers to 
provide the schools.

Staffing, HR, Finance and School Improvement will be under the control of 
the academy trust that opens the new schools in the borough.

There is a risk following the delay in the Department for Education direct 
bidding process that the new school needed in Middleton may have a 
delayed opening and contingency plans and funding will need to be made.

A failure of the bid by the Altus Education Partnership to the Department for 
Education will leave the council no option but to open the new schools using 
the Free School Presumption route.  Potential revenue costs to the council of 
this are £550k over 40 years to service the debt (chargeable to the council’s 
base budget) and between £0.5m to £1m of running costs over the 5 years 
until the school is full (chargeable to DSG).

There appears to also be a potential risk that this decision may be  subject of 
legal challenge in the event that the proposals involve the development of 



“green belt” land.

In the event of a legal challenge due to the strength of community feeling in 
this regard one would hope that the final adjudication would give priority to 
the council’s statutory obligations to provide sufficient school places over and 
above any competing environmental/planning or alleged lack of consultation 
arguments. However the fact that it would be proposed to spend in excess of 
£19M of public funds on the Free School Presumption proposal, it  is also 
likely that this would attract additional public scrutiny on whether the plans 
had been developed in a reasonable and transparent manner.

6.6

Consultation

7.1

7.2

The consultation exercise on the councils need for 2 new schools was 
included in the report to Cabinet on the 24/10/2017 and feedback was 
included in the report to Cabinet on 19/12/2017.

Engagement events and stakeholder consultation is required by the Altus 
Education Partnership as part of its bid to the Department for Education.

Background Papers Place of Inspection

There are no backgrounds 
papers

For Further Information Contact: Fay Davies, , 
fay.davies@rochdale.gov.uk


