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 What is the Report About? (Executive Summary) 
 
1. This report seeks a decision on the formal closure of St Joseph’s Catholic 

Primary School, Cockermouth. 
 

2. With the consent of the Portfolio Holder and Executive Director, a public 
consultation exercise on closure was undertaken between 20 September and 
29 October 2021. The outcome of this consultation was reported to the County 
Council Cabinet on 27 January 2022, and subsequently approved the 
publication of formal closure notices. 
 

3. Closure notices were published on 24 February 2022 triggering a 4-week 
representation period. Cabinet must make a decision on the proposal within 2 
months of the end of the representation period. 

 
Recommendation of the Executive Director 

 
4. That the Cabinet approves the formal closure of St Joseph’s Catholic Primary 

School, Cockermouth. Closure will take effect on 31 August 2022. 
 

 Background to the Proposals 
 
5. The governing body of St Joseph’s School approached Cumbria County Council 

to carry out a public consultation around the proposed closure of the school. 
 

6. Numbers had fallen at the school from over 75 pupils in 2017/18, to 4 children 
on the January 2022 pupil census.  
 

7. The school was contacted on 22 March and confirmed that there are no children 
on site, including in the private nursery. A single Year 6 child remains on the 
school roll, but they are in attendance at an Alternative Provision. 
 

8. There are currently three primary schools in Cockermouth, the other two being 
Fairfield Primary and All Saints’ CE Primary. Between them there are 105 
Reception class places on offer. Closure of St Joseph’s would remove 15 
Reception places. 



9. The most recent data shows only 42 births for Cockermouth; for the previous 3 
years this number had been in the mid-50s. This is a decline from an average of 
70 for the previous 5 years. Should St Joseph’s close there would be 90 
Reception places available in Cockermouth town. 
 

10. The school governors have tried unsuccessfully to appoint a headteacher over 
the course of several months. Only a practising Catholic can be considered for 
the post. 
 

11. Alternatives to closure, such as a shared headteacher, federation or 
academisation, have also been explored. A shared Catholic headteacher would 
also require the additional post of a head of school at St Joseph’s, which would 
place a further financial burden on the budget. Academisation can only be with 
a Catholic Multi Academy Trust and this option is not available as the Diocese 
of Lancaster has concerns over the financial viability of the school given the 
very small roll numbers. 
 

12. Budgets for running costs (staff salaries, heating, lighting, etc.) are devolved to 
schools largely on the basis of pupil numbers. Many of these costs are fixed 
regardless of how many children are in the school and a lower number of 
children will produce a lower budget, meaning less money to support teaching 
and learning. The recent low numbers mean that the school budget is expected 
to fall into deficit and, as funding allocations are based on a national formula, 
the County Council is unable to provide additional financial support. 
 

13. The school is rated ‘Requires Improvement’ by Ofsted. 
 

14. The land on which the school is sited is owned by the Diocese of Lancaster. 
 

15. The next nearest Catholic school is located in Maryport. For those seeking a 
faith-based education, there are alternative Church of England schools in the 
area. 
 

16. A public consultation exercise on closure was undertaken between 20 
September and 29 October 2021. Taking into account the outcome of this 
consultation, the Cabinet approved the publication of formal closure notices on 
27 January 2022.   
 

17. Notices were published on 24 February 2022, triggering a representation period 
which ended on 24 March 2022.  
 

18. No responses were received during the representation period. 
 

 Options Considered and Risks Identified 
 

Option (a) – Close St Joseph’s Catholic Primary School 
 

• The nearest alternative Catholic school is in Maryport.  

• Former pupils have already sought alternative places in other non-
Catholic local schools. 



 Option (b) – Shared headteacher with another school 
 

• Discussions with other Catholic schools on the possibility of a shared 
headteacher have been undertaken by the governing body, but no 
candidate has been found. 

• Academisation with the local Catholic multi academy trust has been 
explored but has been rejected by the Diocese of Lancaster due to 
doubt over the continued financial viability of the school. 

 
Option (c) – Status Quo  
 

• Whilst closure is always a last resort, there would appear to be little 
alternative in this case, given the efforts already made by the 
governing body and the Diocese of Lancaster, and the fact that there 
are no children on site. 

 
 Risks –  
 

• That the school budget falls into deficit with no means of recovery. 
 

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits  
 

• The school is, according to Ofsted, failing to provide the standard of 
service expected of it, meaning that those children attending are not in 
receipt of the level of education and care they should expect. 

• Whilst the budget is currently in surplus, the exceedingly low numbers 
at the school mean it is forecast to be in deficit by 2023/24 and this 
could eventually fall on the DSG for repayment. 

• There are sufficient alternative primary places available in the area to 
meet demand providing better quality care. 

 
19. The proposals were presented to Allerdale Local Committee on 15 November 

2021 as part of the consultation exercise, and Members RESOLVED that: 
 

1) The committee supported the proposal for closure. 
2) Members note the contents of the report and agree that a letter 

(appendix 4) be drafted expressing the Local Committee’s support for 
the recommendation, as well as any concerns raised, on the basis of 
the evidence given. 

3) Members note that the Cabinet will consider feedback from the 
consultation, including any response made by the Local Committee, 
before deciding on next steps.   

 
Financial – What Resources will be needed and how will it be Funded? 
 

20. St Joseph’s Catholic Primary School, Cockermouth had a surplus budget as at 
31 March 2021 of £26,494.  However, the school’s 3 year budget plan shows a 
smaller surplus forecast in 2021/22 and moving to a deficit in 2022/23 largely as 
a result of the significant reduction in pupil numbers.  If Cabinet agree the 
recommendation to approve the formal closure of St Joseph’s Catholic Primary 
School any surplus remaining with the school would be transferred to the DSG 



reserve.  If the school is in deficit at the time of closure the DSG reserve will 
meet the deficit.   
 

21. Any remaining budget share for the financial year in which the school closed 
would be returned to the DSG reserve with discretion to transfer all or part of 
this to a school accommodating former pupils of St Joseph’s Catholic Primary. 
 

22. Closure of St Joseph’s Catholic Primary is unlikely to result in increased Home 
to School transport costs for pupils displaced to other schools as there are 2 
other primary schools in Cockermouth within walking distance. 

 
Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered? 
 

23. The legislation and statutory guidance that Cabinet must have regard to when 
deciding whether to  approve the formal closure of St Joseph’s is set out in the 
Education and Inspections Act 2006, the School Organisation (Establishment 
and Discontinuance of Schools) Regulations 2013, and the guidance issued by 
the DFE ‘Opening and Closing Maintained Schools 2019’ (appendix 6) which 
provides guidance on the statutory process for school closure, including the 
steps to be taken such as consultation, publication of proposals for consultation, 
representation period and the factors that decision makers must have regard to 
when approving such proposals.  

 

24. Cabinet is now being asked to decide whether to approve the formal closure of 
St Joseph’s (stage 4 of the statutory process). Cabinet should be satisfied that 
the LA has carried out the statutory process satisfactorily and should have due 
regard to all responses received during the representation period. In making this 
decision Cabinet must have regard to the statutory decision maker’s guidance 
(page 27 onwards in the DfE guidance at annex 6). Some of the relevant factors 
in making this decision are - 

 
25. The LA has a duty under section 14 of the Education Act 1996 to ensure that 

there are sufficient schools providing appropriate education to meet demand 
and to secure diversity in the provision of schools. Further, the Equality Act 
2010 (‘the Act’) places a general duty on all public bodies to have ‘due regard’ 
to eliminating discrimination, harassment and victimisation and any other 
conduct prohibited under the Act and advancing equality of opportunity between 
those with ‘protected characteristics’ and those without them. St Joseph’s is a 
voluntary aided school designated with a religious character (Catholic), 
therefore Cabinet should consider the effect that closure will have on the 
balance of denominational provision in the area, as well as taking account of the 
number of pupils currently on roll, the medium and long term need for places in 
the area, and whether standards at the school have been persistently low. 
These considerations are addressed in the above report at paragraphs 6 -14 
and in the Equality Impact Assessment at appendix 2. 
 

26. There is a presumption against the closure of rural schools. St Joseph’s has 
been designated a rural school as per the Designation of Rural Primary Schools 
(England) Order 2020. The case for closure should be strong and clearly in the 
best interests of educational provision in the area. As such Cabinet needs to be 
confident that the LA has provided evidence to show they have carefully 



considered alternatives to closure including federation with another local school; 
conversion to academy status and joining a multi-academy trust; the transport 
implications i.e. the availability, and likely cost of transport to other schools and 
sustainability issues; the overall and long-term impact on the local community of 
the closure of the school and of the loss of the building as a community facility, 
along with wider school organisation issues and the capacity of good schools in 
the area to accommodate displaced pupils. These factors are dealt with in 
paragraphs 6 to 14 of this report and are further addressed at section 8 of the 
full statutory notice (appendix 5). 
 

27. Cabinet should refer to page 27 onwards of appendix 6 to ensure that the 
statutory decision maker’s guidance is adhered to. 
 

28. Cabinet has two months from end of the representation period to decide 
whether to approve the formal closure of St Joseph’s, if no decision is made 
within the two-month period, the LA must, within a week of the end of that two-
month period, refer the case to the Schools Adjudicator. 

 

29. The LA has the power to approve the formal closure of St Joseph’s and Cabinet 
has the power to make this decision on behalf of the LA (section 2A of the 
Constitution). The statutory guidance states that the decision-maker (Cabinet in 
this case) can: 

• reject the proposal; 
• approve the proposal without modification; 
• approve the proposal with such modifications as they think desirable, 

after consulting the LA and/or proposer (as appropriate); or 
• approve the proposal – with or without modification – subject to certain 

conditions (such as the granting of planning permission) being met. 
 
30. Within one week of making a determination the LA must publish their decision 

and the reasons for that decision being made on their website and must arrange 
for notification of the decision and reasons for it to be sent to those listed in the 
statutory guidance. 

 
LGR Implications 

 
31. None 
 

Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered? 
 
32. The County Council has a duty under the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 

and associated legislation and regulations to ensure that, as far as reasonably 
practicable, adequate health and safety management arrangements are in 
place to protect employees, members, customers, pupils and visitors to County 
Council related services (including schools within County Council governance 
arrangements). 
 

33. If Cabinet agree the recommendation to formally close the school, then health 
and safety related activity as part of the closure process should be followed. For 
example, site security and wider property management activity will require 



health and safety risk assessments and appropriate controls and safe systems 
of work to be implemented in line with the commitments outlined in the County 
Council Annual Health & Safety Policy Statement last agreed by Cabinet in July 
2021. 

 
Council Plan Priority – How do the Proposals Contribute to the Delivery of 
the Council’s Stated Outcomes? (Outcomes - People in Cumbria are 
Healthy and Safe, Places in Cumbria are well connected and thriving, the 
Economy in Cumbria is growing and benefits everyone) 

 
34. The proposal ensures an appropriate standard of care and education is being 

delivered, contributing to a thriving community.  
 
 What is the Impact of the Decision on Health Inequalities and Equality and 
Diversity Issues? 
  

35. Whilst the closure of the school will remove an element of parental choice in the 
area, reducing numbers at the school in recent times have affected the 
sustainability of the school. However, the movement of pupils to the other local 
schools will help to ensure their longer-term viability. 
 

36. Numbers of pupils for FSM are 3, SEND 1 and AP 1. There are no pupils with 
an EHCP or EAL.  All schools are inclusive and offer support tailored to 
children’s needs, but the School Improvement Service will work with receiving 
schools and St Joseph’s on any specific issues if the ultimate decision is to 
close, to ensure a smooth transition to the new school and that any risk of 
disadvantage is minimised. 

 
37. Closure would represent a loss of RC provision but there is an alternative 

available in Maryport should parents want an RC school. All Saints’ delivers a 
denominational education in Cockermouth itself. Maintaining a good quality of 
education is of paramount importance; the benefits parents may see in a faith-
based education are negated if the quality of education is not sustainable. 

 
Appendices and Background Documents 
 
Appendix 1 – Consultation document 
Appendix 2 – Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) 
Appendix 3 – Consultation questionnaire analysis 
Appendix 4 – Letter of Support from Allerdale Local Committee 
Appendix 5 – Notice and Full Proposal 
Appendix 6 – Opening and Closing Maintained Schools 2019 extract 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Key Facts 
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Approved by, Councillor Sue Sanderson, 1 April 2022 
 
Previous relevant Council or Executive decisions 
 
None 
 
Consideration by Overview & Scrutiny 
 
None 
 
Background Papers 
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