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New Secondary Schools Update

Executive Summary

1.1

1.2

1.3

Altus Education Partnership has notified the council of its decision not to 
submit a bid for a secondary school in Littleborough in this bidding Wave, but 
to wait for a subsequent Wave. The Altus Education bid for a secondary 
school in Middleton is to be submitted in this Wave. The Wardle Academies 
Trust has put in an Expression of Interest to open a new secondary school on 
the Littleborough playing fields site. As part of this process they have engaged 
with the local authority and Cabinet approval is sought to support this bid.

The authority has been engaging with Altus Education Partnership in their 
submission to the DfE of a bid to open a new school, it is now in a position 
where alternative trusts have also indicated an interest. The DfE through the 
Regional Schools Commissioners Office will determine which academy trust 
will be funded to provide the needed school. For this reason the sites that 
have previously been identified for the new schools, if new schools are to be 
delivered, must be leased to the successful academy.  

Under the Wave 13 (directly funded) new school bidding round the DfE is now 
asking for a Letter of Comfort regarding the leasing of the council site/s named 
in the bids. The lease of council land to the new school trust must be at a 
peppercorn rent and for 125 years. This is in line with those granted for our 
existing academies such as St Annes and Hollingworth academies.

Recommendation

2.1

2.2

That Cabinet rescind decision 1 in minute number 88 on 19th December 2017 
and decision 3 in minute number 16 on the 26th June, 2018 that named the 
Altus Education Partnership as the beneficiary of the lease agreement for sites 
for the new schools in Middleton and Littleborough respectively.

That Cabinet takes note of the preference for a local provider for the needed 
two new secondary schools, and note further that this preference was 
communicated by the parents in the public engagement event hosted by the 



2.3

2.4

Altus Education Partnership on 5th March 2018. The DfE bidding guidance 
states “you will need to show that your proposed school has support from the 
local community” and there is an expectation that the DfE will, in awarding the 
bid, follow the said guidance.

That Cabinet approves, in principle, to lease the land for the new schools to 
the winners of either the Wave 13 bidding process or the winners of a Free 
School Presumption competition (in the event that a presumption process is 
run), with the preference noted in section 2.2. The lease will be based on the 
statutory Academy Template, but will be subject to further Cabinet approval 
being sought to agree any  specific Heads of Terms.

That Cabinet approves the provision of a Letter of Comfort to the DfE in 
relation to the proposed leases as outlined in point 2.3.

Reason for Recommendation

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

On the 24th October 2017 a report was submitted to Cabinet which showed 
that a new 180 place (per year group) Secondary school would be required in 
Middleton/Heywood by 2020, and a new 180 place (per year group) 
Secondary school would be required by 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.

On the 19th December 2017 the Cabinet approved the release of Council 
owned land within the Bowlee site to be leased to the Altus Education 
Partnership for the building of a new Secondary School for the Borough.

On the 26th June 2018 the Cabinet approved 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. 

On the 11th May 2018 the Department for Education announced a round of 
new Free schools would be centrally funded under the Wave 13 bidding 
process which would open on the 18th June 2018. In this process academy 
trusts bid to the DfE to open a new school. The DfE have stated that only 
approximately 30 schools (Primary and Secondary) will be opened in this 
Wave. In this process the DfE, through the Regional Schools Commissioners 
(RSC) office, decide which academy trusts are successful and then fund those 
schools directly.

The authority has a second option to open a new school called the Free 
School Presumption route. In this process the authority pays for and builds a 
school and runs a competition to seek an academy trust to operate the school. 
The winner of the competition is decided by the DfE through the Regional 
school Commissioners office.



3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

Rochdale borough may, or may not, get a successful bid through the Wave 13 
process. The successful trust may, or may not, be the Altus Education 
Partnership. It is likely that Rochdale will not get two directly funded schools 
through the Wave 13 process and will have to start a Presumption process.

Under the previous Cabinet reports land for the two new schools needed was 
agreed if it was leased to the Altus Education Partnership. Since neither the 
winner of the Wave 13 bidding process nor of a Presumption process, if run, is 
decided by the local authority, the authority is in the position that it must 
accept a trust named as the winner by the DfE/Regional Schools 
Commissioners office.

Cabinet is being asked to agree here to lease land to which ever Academy 
trust is named as the winner by the DfE / Regional Schools Commissioner for 
the two new schools needed on the sites previously stated; the grazing land at 
Bowlee and the Littleborough playing fields.

Cabinet is also being asked to agree to a Letter of Comfort being provided 
stating the grazing land at Bowlee and the Littleborough Playing fields will be 
offered to the successful academy trust at a peppercorn rent and for a 125 
year duration.

Key Points for Consideration

4.

4.1

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. Two 
new schools are needed ; one in Middleton and one in Pennines.

 Of the 12 Secondary schools in the authority 8 have had major 
extensions to provide additional spaces. Of the other 4 schools, 3 have 
taken additional children within their existing structure. Oulder Hill 
Secondary is the last school and is already a 10 form entry school and 
cannot be expanded further.

 Pupil numbers through the Primary years are still rising and current 
forecasts show Rochdale Borough has a deficit of year 7 places of 
between 203 and 365 places by 2023.

 The current forecast for Middleton shows a place deficit of year 7 
places of between 170 and 201 places by 2021.

 On Secondary offer day for children starting school in September 2018 
in the Pennines area we had 634 first preference applications for 510 
places. Subsequently there were approximately 70 appeals.

Alternatives Considered

The DfE have given notice that Wave 13 bid’s, where costs are reduced by 
provision of a lease for a term of 125 years at a peppercorn rent, are more 
likely to be funded because the funds agreed for this bidding round are 
substantially reduced. Failure to agree to provide a Letter of Comfort may both 
reduce the chance of success and slow down the process of providing a new 
school.



Costs and Budget Summary

5. There are no additional costs related to providing the Letter of Comfort to the 
DfE. Any costs are associated with using both the named sites for schools 
(Grazing land at Bowlee, and the Littleborough Playing fields) and are 
associated with the change of use i.e. loss of grazing rights rents, although 
granting an academy lease would result in the potential  loss of a substantial 
capital receipt.

Risk and Policy Implications

The provision of a Letter of Comfort regarding the leasing of the named 
school sites (grazing land at Bowlee and  Littleborough playing fields) has 
implications since it commits the Council to proceeding with the Leases. As 
such, the letter of comfort must be issued with the proviso that it is subject to 
all usual due diligence checks and other investigations and to satisfactory 
heads of term being agreed with the successful party. There would also be a 
requirement to alter the use of the land for School purposes. Any new 
building on these sites would have to go through a full planning permission 
consultation process.

6.

Consultation

7. The Cabinet report on the “Need for Extra Year 7 School places 2017-2027” 
was consulted upon and feedback was reported in the Cabinet report dated 
19th December 2017.

Background Papers Place of Inspection

8. Not applicable

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


