
Appendix 2

COUNTY COUNCIL LOCAL COMMITTEE FOR COPELAND

Minutes of a Meeting of the County Council Local Committee for Copeland held on 
Tuesday, 3 October 2017 at Cleator Moor Civic Hall and Masonic Centre at 10.15 
am

26 COPELAND SECONDARY SCHOOL PROVISION

Mr D Wilson declared a non pecuniary interest under the Members’ Code of 
Conduct in this item as he is a governor at Millom School.

The Local Committee considered a report from the Corporate Director – Children 
and Families Services, which provided an update on the position with regard to 
secondary school admissions in Copeland in September 2017, specifically the 
issues which arose as a result of oversubscription at West Lakes Academy.

The School Places Manager explained that it related to the County Council’s 
admissions and home-to-school transport policies, which were determined by the 
Cabinet.

During the allocation of Year 7 places for September 2017, 24 children living in the 
catchment area were refused admission to West Lakes Academy (WLA).  Thirteen 
children were allocated a place at Millom School, which their parents had listed as a 
2nd preference.  Eleven children were allocated places at Whitehaven Academy, 
either because this was a named preference school, or because it was the next 
nearest school with a place available, in line with the County Council’s Admissions 
Scheme.  The majority, if not all parents appealed against the refusal to admit to 
WLA, but these appeals were unsuccessful.  

Subsequently, all 11 parents offered places at Whitehaven Academy had submitted 
changes of preference, naming Millom School.  These applications had been 
successful but, because Millom was neither the nearest, nor the catchment, nor the 
next nearest school with a place available, the County Council was not responsible 
for providing free home to school transport under the terms of its policy.

The School Places Manager explained that all 24 of the affected children lived in the 
catchment areas of Seascale, Gosforth or St Bega’s primary schools, though not all 
applicants from those areas were refused a place at WLA; some children had a 
higher priority for admission on the basis of, for example, having older siblings 
already attending the school.  The unsuccessful parents, as well as governors, local 
elected members and the local MP, argues that they were ‘disadvantaged by 
geography’, i.e. they had a lesser choice of secondary schools as a result of where 
they lived.  This was an understandable reaction to the current situation: 

 they had been unable to secure a place at their catchment area school 
because it was oversubscribed, and others had a higher priority; 

 they had been unable to secure a place at St Benedict’s in Whitehaven 
for similar reasons; 
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 they did not want to send their children to Whitehaven Academy, because 
it was in Special Measures and there have been other, well-documented 
issues in recent months such as teachers striking; 

 they receive no support for the substantial transport costs to Millom 
School.

This was not an issue of numbers per sé.  There have always, and will continue to 
be, more children living in the WLA catchment area than could be accommodated in 
the school.  This has not proved to be a significant issue in the past, with large 
numbers seeking places at St Benedict’s, Keswick and Cockermouth.  Rather it is a 
combination of factors that have led to the position this year; relatively high numbers 
of year 6 children across the board, a recent ‘Outstanding’ Ofsted judgment for WLA 
and, notably, the apparent drive of parents to avoid sending their children to 
Whitehaven Academy.  This school received only 55 first preference applications 
against a Published Admission Number (PAN) of 240, and whilst the school remains 
such an unattractive proposition to large numbers of parents, many will continue to 
look elsewhere.  

The School Places Manger explained there are a number of options open to the 
County Council, including:-

 Redraw the catchment area boundaries as requested, to provide a 
shared secondary school catchment area covering the existing Seascale, 
St Bega’s and Gosforth primary schools’ catchment areas;

 Pay transport costs for parents affected this year (plus any future 
siblings);

 Apply existing county council policies, and continue to challenge the 
Regional Schools Commissioner on bringing about improvements at 
Whitehaven Academy.

Redrawing the catchment boundaries would give applicants priority for admission to 
either WLA or Millom School, and would also give an entitlement to transport costs 
to either school.  However, changes to admission arrangements (including a 
catchment boundary change) must be undertaken in line with a statutory timetable, 
and cannot apply retrospectively; this would not help parents and pupils affected this 
year. 

It would also give rise to some potentially substantial additional costs for the council, 
though given that there were few existing routes from these areas to Millom, it was 
difficult to estimate exact costs at this stage.  

Whilst these children would have been entitled to free transport to either WLA or to 
Whitehaven Academy, those areas were served by existing routes, and the 
additional costs would, therefore, be significantly less; even with new feeder 
transport requirements, it was unlikely the additional costs would amount to more 
than around £27,000. 

Redrawing the catchment boundaries would present an ongoing commitment.  
Whilst at present, the majority of parents living in this area sought places at WLA, 
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there was no guarantee this would continue; WLA could find itself subject to a 
negative Ofsted report, for example, which would change the pattern of parental 
preference.  In any event, given a choice, some parents would inevitably exercise it 
regardless of the perceived relative merits of the two schools.  The County Council 
was likely, therefore, to be committing itself to long-term additional costs if it redrew 
the catchment boundaries in the manner suggested.

If the council agreed responsibility for transport costs for the affected pupils on a 
short-term basis, it would be granted on the basis of the exceptional circumstances 
prevailing this year, and could either be time-limited, or could last for the duration of 
the current cohort’s stay at secondary school.  This would also give rise to the costs 
above, though for a shorter time.
The final option was to continue to apply the County Council’s agreed policy, which 
would mean parents themselves covering transport costs.

The officers drew members’ attention to the fact that there would be significant risks 
in agreeing to the current requests for transport support to Millom, either by way of a 
change to the catchment boundaries, or on a short-term basis, and that this would 
set a significant precedent.  

Members debated this issue in detail, and upon conclusion of the discussions it was 
moved and seconded that a referral to cabinet be made on three separate points:-

(i) That Cabinet be asked to consider redrawing the catchment boundaries 
to provide a shared secondary school boundary area covering the 
existing Seascale, St Bega’s and Gosforth Primary Schools 

(ii) That Cabinet be asked to consider that the current existing CC Policy of 
Transport Costs is not adhered to and transport costs of parents be met

(iii) That Cabinet be asked to continue to challenge the Regional 
Commissioner for Schools about the performance of Whitehaven 
Academy

This was then voted upon, with 8 voting for and 3 abstentions.  The referral was 
therefore carried.

RESOLVED that

(1) That Cabinet be asked to consider redrawing the catchment boundaries 
to provide a shared secondary school boundary area covering the 
existing Seascale, St Bega’s and Gosforth Primary Schools with a 
RECOMMENDATION from Copeland Local Committee that this be 
implemented;

(2) That Cabinet be asked to consider that the current existing CC Policy of 
Transport Costs is not adhered to and transport costs of parents be met, 
with a RECOMMENDATION from Copeland Local Committee that this be 
implemented;
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(3) That Cabinet be asked to continue to challenge the Regional 
Commissioner for Schools about the performance of Whitehaven 
Academy


