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Unitary Ipswich - Consultation
Response of Ipswich and Suffolk NUT
Ipswich NUT Association and Suffolk NUT Division are responding to the Consultation on Ipswich Borough Council’s bid to become a Unitary Authority.

If Ipswich becomes Unitary, the most significant change in terms of budget and remit, including the number of employees, will be in Children and Young People’s Services, currently integrated with the rest of the county and delivered by Suffolk County Council.

Having considered the matter in depth, the NUT finds no overall advantage to Education and Services to Children and Young People in the town being divided off from Suffolk County to Ipswich Borough Council.  Furthermore, there are likely to be huge disadvantages for schools both in Ipswich and, more markedly, in the remaining part of the Southern Area of the County Council.   The Ipswich bid is predicated on the premise that Ipswich does not get its fair share of resources from the Suffolk cake – it is logical therefore that, if it takes a bigger slice of the national cake for itself, the rest of Suffolk must lose out.
We note that Ipswich Borough Council’s bid claims:

· There will be no increase in Council tax in Ipswich

· There will be fewer senior managers, giving better value

· There will be no increase in business rates and a faster, better response to business needs.

· There will be more money spent on Ipswich schools.

The NUT has asked Ipswich Borough Council detailed questions on its plans to clarify how more money can be spent on Ipswich schools, extra staff can be taken on for administration of Education, but without any increase in Council tax or business rate.  
The replies we have received from Ipswich Borough Council are unsatisfactory in that they provide no detail, no costings and no indication of how many employees would be required.  For this reason, we can have no confidence that the claims made in their bid can be met.

Overall, IBC’s statements show a lack of firm policy and no actual examples of how services to Ipswich schools and young people would be improved.   Most importantly, Ipswich gives no estimate figure for the number and nature of employees required to run its new services for Education and Children and Young People.  There is no guarantee, therefore, that it can do so within in existing council tax budget or that it intends to employ an adequate professional support team. 
For example, Ipswich says that the first of its 5 priorities for Education in Ipswich is: ”Improving educational attainment at all levels through the establishment and further investment in a school improvement team, EAL support, enhanced educational welfare and family liaison supported and focused Building Schools for the Future investment.”    When Suffolk NUT asked for IBC’s proposals on the number of advisers and education consultants it would need to employ (key components of any school improvement team) the response was vague and evasive:  “Decisions will have to be made within the context of financial constraints and how best to maximise budgets for schools. The likelihood is a specialist in-house service attuned to specific need with the flexibility to commission from outside.  The views of schools about how best their needs can be met will be a critical factor in determining services and will shape our whole approach.”
This response reveals a lack of detailed planning and therefore of financial provision.  The NUT notes that, if at least as good a service can be made available for Ipswich as is currently provided by the County, then Ipswich must either replicate expert advice and consultancy in the range of disciplines and phases, etc., or, as their reply hints, buy in those services from outside.    The NUT would advise against employing private agencies for school improvement, as these have proved disastrous elsewhere.  The obvious source of this expertise for Ipswich is to commission the services back from the County Council!    If these vital services remain bought in from experienced Suffolk CC staff, there is little point in going unitary.  If a unitary body cannot replicate these services, then provision will be worse.
The NUT has heard it tacitly admitted by those in the know that Ipswich BC will have to commission at least some such services from Suffolk County Council, and not just during the transition period.   
In conversation with representatives of the Ipswich BC on 19th June, some clarification was given, but this indicated that there would be a very small team of “experts” on school improvement who would be ex-headteachers, advisors, etc. with a general remit who would commission (i.e. out-source) support from elsewhere, as and when required.   We feel that this is not the same as providing the kind of all-through service operated by the County Council at present. 
The NUT has criticised Suffolk County Council for having two many top management posts and not enough employed on front-line delivery of services to schools.  This is continuing with the Area structures and new posts to run the (in our view unnecessary) School Reorganisation.   However, we have not received any detail from Ipswich as to how they would avoid a top-heavy structure.   In all areas where we asked IBC for their plans, the responses were general assurances without any concrete proposals, and with no illustration of how these services would be better in a Unitary Authority:

Question on support services to schools (HR, Finance, Legal, CPD, training):

Answer: “The Council will work with schools during the transition period to establish the range and types of services required.”
Question: How would Education be managed at the top level?
Answer: We have some proposals for management structures; however these are subject to further discussion with stakeholders.

Question: Will there be teacher representatives on the Education Management Board?

No answer.

Question: Does Ipswich intend to employ support staff for partially sighted/hearing children, etc, or out-source this service?

Answer: It seems to us that there are unlikely to be sufficient children within the authority to warrant dedicated services of our own which cater for each individual impairment.  This is an issue, however, where technical expertise is needed to make sound judgments on feasibility, and it could prove to be an area where joint arrangements with the County Council represent the best approach.
The NUT has criticised Suffolk County Council on its closure of Oakwood EBD Special School and of all 1000 places in Area Support Centres, including the pending closure this term of the Dyslexia Unit at Sidegate Primary School.   We offered Ipswich the opportunity of indicating that they would support the restoration of these much-needed services.  However, their answers failed to pick up on this one area where a Unitary Council could have made a considerable difference and would have received NUT support:

Question: Would a Unitary Ipswich restore EBD residential provision and on-site units for specialist SEN education (i.e. keeping children on the school roll, but providing separate education provision for those who need it, including the most disruptive pupils)?
Answer: This is a difficult question to answer at this stage. It requires considerable technical expertise and we would need to weigh up all options in consultation with teachers whose views we would welcome.
As the largest teacher Union, we also pressed IBC on its plans for partnership with the education trade Unions and for its policy on working practices, well-being, etc.  Again, the answers were non committal, including:

Question:  Will a Unitary Ipswich run its own supply teacher list, as does Suffolk CC, or will it rely on teacher supply agencies?  Will supply teachers be employed by the Authority and paid under teachers' pay and conditions?
Answer: We need the views of schools on this issue and would ensure it is an early agenda item during transition.
The above are just a few examples.  The whole list of questions and answers is available on www.suffolknut.org.uk .

Ipswich tells us that “the Council is committed to increasing the funding available to Ipswich schools and our Bid shows a minimum of £500,000 extra per year. This would be funded from financial savings achieved by cutting duplication, bureaucracy, waste and by wiser spending.”

Nothing that we have seen could indicate any potential for making such financial savings, given the current and previous programmes of financial cuts already happening in Suffolk County Council and the need there will be for Ipswich to replicate at least some of the staffing required, such as Directors of Education/CYP, education advisory staff and Educational Psychologists.
We therefore conclude that a Unitary Ipswich could only survive by cutting central LA expenditure on schools and services to young people.  There is no way in which it can deliver on its dual promise not to increase the Council Tax while offering £1/2m bonuses to schools.    When the detailed figures are examined, the sums will not add up.
More generally, the NUT is very concerned at the effect of a Unitary Authority in and around the borough boundaries, where school catchment areas do not coincide with the borough boundaries, and on the immediate hinterland around the town.   Some “Ipswich” schools are not actually in Ipswich, including Belstead Special School.   The proposed new Sixth-form Centre for S and W Ipswich will be beyond the Ipswich boundary but would serve both Ipswich and Suffolk High Schools.   Existing staff in both Ipswich and beyond have been informed that they will be able to work partly in their present school and partly in the sixth-form centre.   Despite denials from Ipswich BC, we believe that the potential for political, administrative, personnel and financial confusion is immense.
The NUT asked IBC for clarification about its boundary intentions.  The answer was again non-committal but indicates a possible ‘catchment war’: “Admission regulations are changing and in common with many existing authorities our approach has yet to be decided and will have to be worked out in due course.  Traditionally, there are no changes to boundaries but it seems to us that the new admission regulations may make the catchment area principle difficult to sustain so that parental choice within the context of any new local criteria will become an even more important determinant in school admissions.”  

Furthermore, the removal of Ipswich from the Southern Area of the County Administration would have a severely detrimental effect on services in that area and would drain services from Felixstowe, Woodbridge, and Hadleigh, plus the village schools in the arc from Shotley to Orford.   The remaining part of S Suffolk will become untenable as an administrative unit and will lose its economic viability.   The NUT would not accept advantages for Ipswich schools at the cost of denying opportunities and funding to rural schools in the rest of the county.  Ipswich may potentially gain from not having to “subsidise” the rural hinterland, but this is a selfish approach and fails to recognise the coherence of our community where many who work in town creating the economic strength of Ipswich, live just outside and require local services, including Education, where they live.
All the Southern Area Pupil Referral Units are sited in Ipswich, yet they serve the whole of South Suffolk.   Similarly, all the Southern Area Special Schools are in Ipswich (or in the case of Belstead School is likely to become so).   This means that the County Council would lose all the designated Special School places in South Suffolk.  The nearest alternatives would be in Bury St Edmunds, Sudbury or Lowestoft. 
From all of our enquiries and in the answers to all our questions, there is an unbridgeable credibility gap.  
We do not doubt the motives of Ipswich Councillors in wishing to take on Education and Services to Children and Young People, but it is clear to us that, without considerable investment in staff to provide the services to schools, or considerable use of out-sourcing to do the same, Ipswich could only offer a pale reflection of the Services offered at County Level.

Beyond the vested interests of Borough politicians and officers, we perceive no groundswell of public opinion demanding a unitary authority.  Suffolk County Council has earned a very good reputation amongst its schools and within Government Circles as a “beacon” authority.  The difficulties it is currently facing in bridging the funding gap are common to all County Council and Unitary Authorities and it would be a cruel deception for the people of Ipswich to suggest that going unitary would provide, long-term, any greater overall funding from central government than is currently available.  Any setting-up and transition finance would be devoted to the extra costs of duplicating the existing services.
Ipswich say that one council is better than two.  The NUT would agree – one council to manage education is all Suffolk needs, achieving the economy of scale and the balance of rural and urban income and expenditure.

Suffolk NUT believes that it is in the interests of our schools, children and young people to leave things as they are, with one County Authority.









Martin Goold










Division Secretary
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