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Update on new school sites

Executive Summary

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

The report summarises the current status of the proposed delivery of both the 
Edgar Wood Academy secondary school at Bowlee in Middleton and the 
Autism Special School in Heywood. 

The report asks Cabinet to approve in principle the revised red-line boundary 
for the Edgar Wood Academy and approve the disposal of the site at Heywood 
Sports Village for the Autism Special School. 

It should be noted that: 

1.3.1 the site at Heywood, for the Autism Special School, currently forms part 
of the site of Heywood Sports Village and is subject to a Lease in favour of 
Rochdale Boroughwide Cultural Trust Limited; and

1.3.2. that the disposal of the site for the Autism Special School is subject to 
Rochdale Boroughwide Cultural Trust Limited (“Link4Life”) and the Council 
completing a Deed of Surrender of part of the Trust’s leasehold interest in the 
Autism Special School Site.

The report also details the procedure by which a trust will be sought and 
awarded the contract to run the Autism Special School. An Equalities Impact 
Assessment has also been completed as required by the process.

Recommendation

2.1

2.2

That approval in principle is given to the revised site boundary for the Edgar 
Wood Academy, shown edged red on the Plan in appendix 1, subject to a full 
due diligence exercise and an associated further report to Cabinet. 

That approval is given to the disposal, by way of a 125 year lease, of the site 
currently forming part of Heywood Sports Village, which is shown edged red 
on the Plan at appendix 2, for the purpose of the Autism Special School.



2.3

2.4

That the Director of Economy and the Director of Resources, acting jointly, be 
given delegated authority for final sign off of the Heads of Term for the Autism 
Special School.

That the Director of Children’s Services is given delegated authority to 
approve the LA suggested proposer trust for the Autism Special School. 

Reason for Recommendation

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

Edgar Wood Academy, Middleton
The proposed new school has been awarded funding from central government 
as part of the Free School Programme. The council has been notified that 
funding for this Wave of schools has been significantly constrained and the 
Department for Education (“DfE”) is looking for councils to provide deliverable 
sites.  The DfE has indicated that the site approved previously by Cabinet, 
being the grazing land at Bowlee, would require, due to the topography of the 
site, a significant amount of ground works to make it viable, which is why 
approval is sought to consider a revised site boundary.

In order to deliver a timely and cost efficient site this report suggests an 
revised scheme which would deliver greatly improved community sports 
facilities in the area, in collaboration with the school trust, while releasing a 
site for the new school that is quicker and cheaper to deliver. 

Autism Special School, Heywood
The Heads of Term and red-line site boundary have now been largely agreed 
between the council and the DfE, but details in respect of the rights of entry on 
to the site for the council, Link4Life and Utility providers are still to be agreed. 
There is therefore a recommendation to Cabinet to delegate final sign off for 
the Heads of Term to the Director of Economy and the Director of Resources, 
acting jointly, in order to enable the project to move forward in the most time 
efficient manner.

As part of the process for opening a new special school the council has 
completed an Equalities Impact Assessment on the likely effects of the new 
provision on significant groups. The assessment has found that any impacts 
are positive and are related to having a better alternative to the borough’s 
current dependence on expensive out of borough provision.

The procedure by which a school trust is awarded the contract for the new 
school is defined by the DfE process. Details of the process are given below 
and Cabinet is being asked to delegate responsibility for Rochdale BC’s 
contribution to the process to the Director of Children’s Services.

Key Points for Consideration

4.
4.1

Edgar Wood Academy, Middleton
Cabinet, on the 19th December 2017, approved the release of land within the 
Bowlee site in Middleton for a proposed lease to Altus Education Partnership 



4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

4.7

4.8

4.9

4.10

(Rochdale Sixth Form College) for the site of a new secondary school. 

On 13th March 2018 Cabinet was advised that, since the Cabinet decision in 
December 2017, further consultation had been undertaken with local residents 
which led to an alternative site (“the Alternative Site”) being identified and 
proposed as the site for the new secondary school. As a result, Cabinet 
resolved “That the alternative site identified through the public consultation 
process on land bordering Whittle Brook down to Martindale Crescent be 
identified as the preferred site for a free school”.

The Alternative Site approved by Cabinet in March 2018 is currently used as 
grazing land and has no public access across it.

On the 14th June 2019 the DfE announced the success of the Altus school 
bid. The new school is being delivered by the DfE and timescales for the build 
and subsequent school opening date will not be set until the due diligence and 
planning application process has concluded. 

The DfE have indicated they will engage with local stakeholders and residents, 
and consult at the pre-application stage in addition to the statutory 
consultation at the application phase.

However, following initial surveys on the Alternative Site by the DfE, they have 
suggested that due to the topography of the Alternative Site there would be 
significant challenges in being able to deliver the whole school (i.e. the “built 
area” and the sports playing fields) on the Alternative Site. Please note that 
the “built area” means the school building, car parks and hard surface play 
areas (such as tennis and netball courts).

 In light of the topographical challenges the DfE has given notice to the 
Council that central government funds would not meet the cost of “cut and fill” 
in order to flatten the site and successfully deliver the required school sports 
fields. 

It is therefore recommended that Cabinet approve the further revision of the 
site boundary to that shown edged red on the plan at appendix 1. It is intended 
that the school “built area” would be delivered within part of the Alternative 
Site which is currently used for grazing, and previously given Cabinet approval 
on 13th March 2018, whilst the school “green field” sports would be delivered 
on a section of the current Bowlee playing field (approximately 2.6 Hectares of 
the whole 6 Hectares playing field). 

The revised site would be disposed, by way of a 125 year lease, to Altus and 
the lease will include provision to protect the school playing field land from 
being built on at any time in the future. We would also seek to ensure that 
Altus allowed the use of the school playing fields for weekend and evening 
community sports by community groups.  Access to and use by the public of 
the remaining 3.4 Hectares of existing playing field land would not change.

The advantages of this scheme would be:
 The new school would be able to deliver a full sports curriculum within 



4.11

4.12

4.13

4.14

its own grounds. It should be noted that some new schools are 
currently being delivered without green field sports space provision.

 In addition to this a full size 3G / Astro-turf pitch would be provided as 
within the school green field sports area. 

 Use of the school sports fields, 3G pitch and school sports hall facilities, 
by Community Groups, outside the normal school working hours, would 
need to be negotiated and agreed directly between the Community 
Group and Altus. Altus has stated that they are committed to providing 
the local community with any facilities they can and the negotiated 
Heads of Term for the Lease to Altus should reflect this commitment by 
them.

 The model currently used at Kingsway Park High School, which is also 
a Township sports hub site for the community, is seen as a successful 
model delivering high quality sports facilities to both school and 
community, while bringing in revenue to fund ongoing maintenance and 
repair. In the last year Kingsway Park High School sports hub has 
hosted vollyball and netball clubs, badminton and roller skating, and 
summer holiday kids clubs. Kingsway Park High School also host 
various football clubs, rugby clubs and 5-a-side clubs on their 3G/ Astro 
turf pitch.

The football pitches that would be lost from the existing playing field land, due 
to it being demised in the lease to Altus for the school use, will be re-provided 
on the playing field land due south of the Bowlee pavilion building, shown on 
the plan at appendix 1, which is currently only maintained in case of over-use 
of other pitches.

Autism Special School, Heywood
In October 2018 the council submitted an expression of interest to the 
government’s Wave 2 Special and AP school bidding round. In early 2019 
Rochdale BC was given notification of the success of its bid to open a new 
Special school for children with autism and communications needs. 

On the 28th May 2019 Cabinet gave approval for the disposal, by way of a 
lease, of a parcel of land at Heywood Sports Village for the purpose of a new 
special school. Internal council due diligence checks have now been 
completed and the proposed boundary of the school is shown edged red on 
the plan at appendix 2. The recommendation is that Cabinet approve this 
parcel of land for the site of the Autism Special School.

The site will be disposed of by way of a lease. The lease is based on the DfE 
Model Free School lease of 125 years at a peppercorn rent, which is in line 
with other academy school leases in the borough. Agreement between 
Rochdale BC and the DfE on the Heads of Terms is almost complete the only 
outstanding issues relate to rights of entry onto the site by Link4Life, Utility 
Companies and the Council.  It is therefore recommended that Cabinet 
approves final sign off for the Heads of Term to both the Director of Economy 
and the Director of Resources acting jointly.



4.15

4.16

4.17

4.18

4.19

4.20

There has been an increase in children in Rochdale with special educational 
needs; with 3.2% of the school population having a Statement in 2008, and 
3.6% having an EHCP in 2019. Because of the rising cohorts in the general 
school population, this translates to an additional 220 pupils with the highest 
level of need (DfE statistics: Special educational needs in England Jan 2019). 
Between 2015 and 2017 the borough expanded its SEN maintained provision 
with building extensions at three of its special schools creating an additional 
92 places. 

From 2017/8 to 2019/20 there was a rise of 52% in the number of children 
accessing special needs provision out of borough in either in Non-Maintained 
or Independent settings. Independent and non-maintained provisions are 
considerably more expensive than maintained settings and the total costs 
have risen by 74% between 2017/18 and 2019/20.

Of the children with EHCP’s in Rochdale only 44% are in special schools, 
compared to a Greater Manchester average of 48% and a Tameside average 
of 58% (Gov.uk SFR 2019). As part of its due diligence, and as required by 
the funding for the new special school, Rochdale BC has completed an 
Equalities Impact Assessment (EIA), see appendix 3. The statistics above 
show that special needs places in Rochdale have not kept up with the rise in 
numbers of children and the EIA shows the new school will have a positive 
impact on Rochdale families and improve outcomes for some of our most 
challenged children.

Following the awarding of the bid to Rochdale BC, for the new special school, 
the council ran an engagement event and invited specialist academy trusts to 
bid to the DfE to run the new school. Rochdale BC has been informed it has 
had several bids. 

The bids will now be evaluated in accordance with the assessment criteria 
provided by the DfE. A two-stage process will be followed to determine the 
preferred provider for the new special free school, comprising of an evaluation 
of the written application, followed by an interview for shortlisted proposers. 
The DfE and the local authority will determine a preferred provider, after which 
a submission will be made to the Regional Schools Commissioner (RSC), 
acting on behalf of the Secretary of State for Education. The RSC will consider 
the submission and, will then make a recommendation to the Secretary of 
State for Education who will make the final decision on the provider.

Alternatives Considered

Edgar Wood Academy: To continue in accordance with the approval 
previously given on 13 March 2018 by Cabinet, following local consultation, 
which approved the Alternative Site at Bowlee as their preferred school site, 
would possibly require additional pre-build work to flatten the site and could 
significantly impact on the delivery date of the school. Such delay could also 
have an adverse effect on the ability of the council to deliver sufficient 
secondary school places. Cost for the additional works would need to be met 
by the council. The DfE might alternatively choose to deliver a secondary 



4.21

school without a green field sports facility as they have done in other 
boroughs.

Autism Special School, Heywood: Alternatives to moving forward with at the 
new Autism school on the site at Heywood Sports village were not considered 
at this time.

Costs and Budget Summary

5.1

5.2

The Department for Education have indicated that costs for legal works 
associated with Heywood Special School can be paid for by central 
government and these monies will be requested. To facilitate the timely 
delivery of the school at this stage, these costs are being forward funded by 
the Schools Service. These costs will not exceed £30,000.

Site surveys and building costs for the new schools will be met directly from 
central government.

Risk and Policy Implications

Both the Autism Special school and the Edgar Wood Academy, Middleton 
need to be delivered in a timely manner. The council is in continuing 
negotiations about proposed opening dates with the DfE and is pushing for 
the soonest possible opening. Current secondary school capacity in the 
borough has been being expanded now for 5 years and cannot be expanded 
further. 

Extra mainstream capacity is being negotiated as temporary increases in 
borough school intakes for the 2020/21 academic year with the 
understanding that this is not a solution that is sustainable. A net shortage of 
between 83 and 162 places in year 7 is currently predicated across the 
borough for 2021/22, with shortages in the Pennines Township of up to 117 
places and in the Middleton Township of up to 143 places. 

Rising costs associated with special needs provision out of borough at non-
maintained and independent settings is unsustainable with current funding. 
Sustainable delivery of special education to all children in Rochdale with 
EHCP’s is dependent on swift delivery of the new Autism Special School.

A full legal due diligence exercise must be undertaken before a final decision 
can be made on whether the revised Edgar Wood site is viable. As part of 
this exercise particular focus will need to be given to the access 
requirements; any rights of way that may cross the revised site; the 
termination provisions in the grazing licence(s); and the playing field 
provision. 

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

Consultation

7. Consultation for both the new school sites will be carried out by the 
Department for Education as part of the pre-application process in addition to 
that required by the statutory planning process.



Background Papers Place of Inspection

8.

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


