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Report on meeting with LEA re. Budget, 19th March 2002

Present : From LEA : Cllr Tony Lewis, Cllr Sue Thomas, David Peachey, David Thornton, Bob Smith, Frank Jiggins.  County Secretaries : Liz Beattie (PAT) ; Ann Boxall (ATL), Alan Draper (NASUWT), Martin Goold (NUT).  Heads invited : by NAHT : Adrian Willaims (County US), David Crowe (Sidegate) ; by SHA : Ann Rickwood (Chantry), Neil Watts (Northgate) ; by NUT : Liz Steel (Glemsford P) and Lesley Preece (Priory Special).  

A :
Points we made included :

· Government "headline" budget news: more money for schools than ever before. Why is there a crisis ?

· Large rise in on-costs.  Has this really been met by staffing formula ?

· A suspicion that LEA intended schools to exhaust or drastically reduce carry-forward amounts.








· Impact of SEN formula changes and timing of SEN Audit funding

· The unfairness of some budget help not applying to special schools (eg. Retention money)








· Impact of changes in Standards Fund Grants (e.g. NQT, Infant Class Size)

·  Impact on LEA of "survival" strategies: loss of income on "buy-backs", eg.
for Advisory Service, County Music. LEA support package (and our members who work in these services) are in jeopardy.

· Special vulnerability of small schools with little or no carry-forwards.

· Great complication of the budget : difficult to know when everything has been included and thought of

· Different time scales and methodology for Sixth-Form Funding via L&SC



· Impact on staff: Workload issues: cutting back on supply cover and support
staff; larger classes, more coordination/planning per individual teacher.  Loss of support staff at a time when this should be increased to reduce bureaucratic
burdens.






· Redundancy procedure problems post April 2003: not going to be possible simply not to renew Fixed Term Contracts. (Advice on this to schools was clearly currently inadequate and some heads may have been wrongly advised).

· This year is different : experienced heads finding it impossible to balance the budget. Individual examples of very large short-falls, often unexpected.

B :
The LEA responded by indicating that there were clearly a number of real problems this year.  They pointed out the poor public spending settlement for Suffolk, compared with Cambridgeshire, for example.  They had passed on all monies received from Government for education.  There remained some £10m still unallocated to schools which would have some significant effect on the final budget, in many cases.  This money still to come was given as :

New nurseries




£   150,000 **

SEN Audit




£4,000,000

« Unallocated »




£   800,000

Pupil Retention




£   400,000

Advanced Skills Teacher allocations :
£   500,000

HGfL Broadband



£1,200,000

KS1 Class Size




£   250,000

NQTs





£   150,000

Leadership/Targeted Improvement 

£   350,000

**  It was pointed out that a large proportion of early years money is hived off to the non-maintained sector (play schools) yet is included in the overall school-related budget.

The entire budget has risen by 7.9%.


C :
Debate centred around the principles of targeting money to areas of greatest need versus a blanket formulae.  SHA and NAHT favoured distributing any unallocated funds or County reserves on a formula basis.  The NUT supported Tony Lewis’s inclination that it was better to find ways of meeting specific needs.  The NUT pointed out the inequalities in LMS and the proportionally greater effect of small percentages on the smallest schools.  Dropping by one or two pupils can mean a multi-thousand point reduction in budget, but the number of class teachers required remains the same.

There was some discussion on problems with the L&SC methodology and some lack of clarity (on all sides) as to what happened to the clawback and what the LEA could vire within the L&SC totals.  There is to be a meeting with the L&SC and Sixth Form Heads on Friday.

The LEA produced figures indicating that 126 schools had received a budget increase than the 6.9% required to meet increases in teachers’ pay, National Insurance, Support staff and other inflationary costs. (They admitted that no allocation had been put in to meet Single Status adjustments).  The NUT pointed out that this meant that one third of Suffolk’s schools, mainly primaries, would not get enough to pay for a standstill staffing situation.

The problem with LMS is that individual schools face individual combinations of circumstances.  With so many changes,  each with winners and loses, some schools come out losers all round.

The LEA confirmed that the DfES guideline maximum for school carry-forwards should be 5% in Secondary and 8% in Primary.  Bob Smith said this would add up to £16-17m in Suffolk (which indicates that the oft-quoted £20m contingency was not drastically over the guideline). 

The LEA pointed out that £50m of the Schools’ budget no longer comes from LEA operated funding.

Great concern was expressed about what now had to be done to balance budgets :

· Teaching cuts had to be considered, very late on in the process

· Non-teaching staff would be lost, while there was expectation amongst teachers for greater classroom and clerical support, etc.

· Many heads had already opted out of LEA « buy-back » packages (Advisory, Music)

· Unhealthy situation for working conditions for heads and their staffs

· Further pressure to employ « cheaper » staff as UPS2 and other employment costs are not met.

The NAHT asked for £ 0.8m to be put back into base budgets (formula funding worth about £8 per pupil, but of course more in Secondary than in Primary.)  It was also proposed that the LEA should dip into its reserves again : the suggestion was by £0.7m.  The NAHT and SHA also had their eye on the £4m. ear-marked for SEN audit funding.  They were « wondering » whether this was all to be spent wisely. 

Some headteachers would only be able to set a balanced budge when they receive their expect share of that SEN money, which indicated that it would not be used uniquely for its avowed purpose.  It might help some schools meet LSA’s Single Status new grade salaries, however !

The NUT argued for any extra money which could now be found to be allocated to clearly defined urgent needs, not spread across all pupils in all schools, whether they needed it or not.  

[Note : It is of concern to us that the Heads representing NAHT and SHA were from large or very large schools, and were also influential in the forum or budget group.  Smaller school heads, who are in fact the majority, need to find some way of strengthening their voice.  I hope that the NUT representation at this meeting helped to do that.  But we must seek ways of getting this majority view across more effectively, via the LEA’s normal channels, too.]

Conclusion : Action points which emerged :

· The LEA agreed the need to lobby Parliament, DfES and NGA, explaining Suffolk’s problem and seeking responses.  There was a role here for individual headteachers and Unions, too, particularly in contacting local MPs

· Political representations would concentrate on inadequate funding of initiatives as well as pay issues (strategies & standards funds)

· LEA to keep current reserves under review : there is the option to dip into reserves again

· Urgent need to improve communications and clarify budgets for headteachers and governors.  It is too complicated and not always clear when figures are not final.

· The LEA will write to heads urgently concerning (a) outstanding amounts still to be allocated to schools (b) personnel advice on the redundancy situation (particularly for fixed-term contracts) and (c) inviting schools not to rush into cancelling LEA services (eg. Advisory) but to wait for the full allocation.  The LEA was anxious to point out that schools could delay that decision, and that, in any case, if a school found it was over-committed, it is possible to cancel LEA packages during the year.

· The LEA accepted the need to support schools, particularly the smaller schools where Heads had so little non-teaching time, in coping with budgetary problems.  This would need to go beyond basic training and might need detailed individual help on occasions.  The message seemed to be that Heads should ask for help, rather than simply throw in the towel !

The meeting finished with a reminder that the basic problem stemmed from an inadequate budget share for Suffolk, and the long-term remedy meant finding a better way to distribute public money from the centre to LEAs.

Note : Yesterday, I met with NUT Secretaries from the Eastern Region.  As had been reported, Norfolk was suffering in a similar way to Suffolk, but my Cambridgeshire colleague, Chris Grant, was able to list a number of growth areas in their budget, including new money put aside to fund the workload initiatives anticipated in « Time for Standards ».  This would seem to confirm that it is a distribution problem, rather than lamenting the size of the national cake.

Thanks to Liz and Lesley for their contributions and, uniquely, for putting forward the case for small schools and the Special Sector.


I hope that we have helped to set the ball rolling and that we can all keep up the pressure to seek some relief, especially in the worst effected schools.  I do believe that Suffolk headteachers as a whole must counter the might of some of the big guns in large Secondary schools. (Two of them actually spoke of « mismanagement » of budgets by headteachers, which did not strike me as helpful or reasonable, if it is meant for those who have to juggle budgeting and running a school with teaching a class and who cannot employ professional financial officers to do the job for them.)

Martin Goold  
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