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PURPOSE

1. To inform initial discussion on the issue of the supply of school places and to invite the Committee 
to confirm the remit for this review and to invite oral and written evidence from interested parties.

RECOMMENDATIONS

2. To confirm the remit put to the Committee at its meeting on 30 June 1999, which was:

"To look at the provision of school places, in particular the level of unfilled places with a view to:

i) establishing what is the optimum level of unfilled places, allowing for flexibility;

ii) determining the costs of retaining levels of surplus in excess of this optimum; and

iii) identifying the actions local authorities need to take to effectively manage their stocks of school 
places."

3. To adopt the work programme outlined below.

25 May 2000 Discuss initial paper, confirm remit, identify witnesses, 
invite written evidence

5 July Short report on progress 

After the summer recess Hear oral evidence

December/ January Discussion sessions

March Consider draft report



Before Easter recess Consider final report 

  

SUMMARY

4. Not all unfilled school places are surplus and not all surplus places can be removed. But the 
continued provision of places that are surplus and can be removed represents poor value for money - 
money which could otherwise be used to raise standards.

5. School Organisation Plans (SOPs) give us a picture of the level of unfilled places in Wales. Overall, 
13.6% of school places in Wales are unfilled. More work needs to be done to identify how many of 
these unfilled places are genuinely surplus and how many of those might be removable. The plans 
also show the extent to which some schools are filled beyond their calculated capacity and where 
action is indicated.

6. It is for LEAs to manage the supply of school places. As an outcome of its review, the Committee 
will wish to consider to what extent the Assembly can or should influence LEAs through revised 
guidance or monitoring of LEA’s plans both to reduce surpluses and resolve overcrowding. The first 
batch of SOPs provide a start, but have produced only limited conclusions to date. 

BACKGROUND

7. There has been concern for a number of years that action is required to rationalise the provision of 
school places, largely because of falling school rolls, movements in population and changes in the 
pattern of demand. Maintaining a higher than necessary level of school places ties up resources that 
could be better used to improve the quality of education. Moreover, failing to deal with surplus places 
can have educational as well as financial consequences, if it leads to small schools or small sixth 
forms which cannot deliver the breadth of the curriculum effectively. 

8. The Audit Commission carried out a study, which included in depth fieldwork in England and Wales, 
and published a report "Trading Places" in December 1996. This was followed by a handbook (July 
1997) which provided guidance for local action and examples of good practice. However, many of the 
problems identified by the Audit Commission still exist.

9. The Trading Places report acknowledged that LEAs have to achieve a difficult balancing act to 
provide the right number of school places in the right locations. They must ensure that they provide 
sufficient places in order to avoid over crowding, large class sizes and parental dissatisfaction. But if 
they provide too many places or maintain provision in the wrong parts of their areas, they tie up scarce 
resources in under-utilised school premises and in operating inefficient small classes, schools or sixth 
forms.

10. To maximise value for money, LEAs must seek a close fit between pupil numbers and school 
places, but it is not reasonable to expect an exact match. LEAs have to allow for natural fluctuations in 
the school population: if an increase is expected, perhaps where there is new house building planned, 



it may be most cost effective to retain existing unfilled places until the additional pupils enter the 
system. It is also necessary to allow some spare capacity to cater for variations in parental choice, 
particularly for different types of school such as Welsh medium, single sex or a particular religious 
denomination. The margin required will vary from location to location.

11. Even where unfilled places are genuinely surplus to requirements it may not always be cost 
effective to remove them. The nature and layout of the school building may not lend itself to closure of 
surplus classrooms; or if there are no alternative schools within reasonable travelling distance, closure 
of a whole school may be unrealistic.

12. There is no consensus on what is an appropriate level of unfilled places. The Audit Commission 
suggested that LEAs should aim for individual school occupancy rates within the range 85% to 105%. 
This equated approximately to a target of no more than 10% unfilled places in an authority as a whole. 
The Commission also proposed that LEAs should focus attention on any schools with an occupancy 
rate of over 110% or under 75%, since these schools were likely to be suffering serious overcrowding 
or to have a large amount of under-utilised space.

13. Similarly there is no agreed minimum feasible size for a school or a sixth form. Some 14% of 
Welsh primary schools have less than 50 pupils. The Audit Commission found that the cost per pupil 
starts to rise dramatically when a primary school has fewer than 90 pupils on roll and that there was 
no evidence that smaller schools deliver higher quality education to compensate for the higher running 
costs. In rural areas, however, small schools may be necessary, particularly in the primary sector, if 
the next nearest school is a long distance away. For the purposes of analysing data, we have adopted 
the Audit Commission’s definition of a small school as one with a capacity of under 90 pupils for a 
primary school and under 700 pupils in a secondary school. 

Measuring capacity and occupancy

14. The starting point for effective management of the supply of school places must be reliable and 
accurate information. The physical capacity of every school is calculated using standardised MOE 
(More Open Enrolment) formulae which take account of the size and number of teaching areas, with 
additional space allowed for children with special educational needs. For secondary schools, all 
teaching areas are included, taking account of their utilisation rates: for primary schools only main 
class bases are counted. Schools may admit more pupils than their calculated capacity.

15. Capacity information, however, has not always been calculated consistently – there can be a poor 
understanding of capacity measurement at school level - and may often be out of date. The formulae 
were introduced some ten years ago, since when school buildings may have been altered, utilisation 
of space may have changed or the number of children with special educational needs altered. Schools 
do not always report these changes to the LEA. In addition local government reorganisation means 
sometimes earlier records are not available. LEAs vary in the extent to which their capacity data has 
been updated and gives a true picture. 

School Organisation Plans - a source of evidence

16. Each LEA is now required, under Section 26 of the School Standards and Framework Act 1998, to 



prepare a School Organisation Plan (SOP) for its area, looking ahead over a five year period and 
reviewed annually. Guidance on the preparation of these plans was issued in May 1999. All 22 LEAs 
prepared their first draft SOPs in Autumn 1999 for publication, as required, by 1 January 2000. The 
assembly was one of the statutory consultees and officials made detailed comments on each draft, 
mainly on whether the contents met the specific requirements set out in the guidance. 16 authorities 
have now finalised and published their plans, 6 are still only available in draft.

17. Each SOP should contain three sections, covering:

i) relevant demographic information, including projected pupil numbers and the number on roll at each 
school compared with the capacity;

ii) a statement of the authorities policies and principles in relation to such matters as the appropriate 
size of primary and secondary schools, the distance pupils might be expected to travel to school, class 
sizes and how parental preferences, including preference for Welsh medium education, might be met; 
and

iii) conclusions, drawn from the above, on the need to add or remove places in any part of the LEA 
area.

18. In assessing the Plans we found that most, but not all, contained the necessary demographic 
information and adequate statements on policies and principles. There was, however, a general lack 
of quantifiable conclusions. We would have expected authorities to have included:

●     conclusions about the level of surplus capacity (and perhaps an indication of the cost 
implications) 

●     details of where in the area the surplus and/or overcrowding problems occurred, 
●     targets for the reduction of surplus places and a statement of the authority’s view on the level of 

unfilled places which should be retained to provide flexibility; and 
●     a timetable for measures to address the problems.

Only 5 of the Plans received provided such comprehensive conclusions. This is a fundamental 
requirement of the SOPs and of vital importance if LEAs are to manage the supply of places 
effectively.

19. It would appear from this first round of SOPs, that most LEAs in Wales have only just begun to 
address the issues of surplus places in a systematic way. Some found they had inadequate data 
available. The process of having to produce a SOP seems to have prompted several to initiate 
reviews and update their monitoring arrangements. It will take some time for this to work through into 
action.

20. The Committee may wish to explore with LEAs why they have had difficulty in drawing conclusions 
and setting targets and whether they expect to be able to reach firmer conclusions when they update 
their plans at the end of this year.



 

Analysis of information provided in SOPs

21. We have compiled the data on pupil numbers compared with school capacities which was 
supplied in the SOPs. Summaries are at Annex A. These show that:

●     14% of primary school places and 13% of secondary places are unfilled 
●     Nearly 20% of Welsh schools have a significant level of surplus places - which is defined as an 

occupancy rates of 75% or less, or over 30 empty places for a small school. 
●     All LEAs have some schools with significant levels of surplus. None can therefore afford to 

ignore the issue. 
●     The authorities with the highest level of unfilled primary places are Carmarthen, Anglesey and 

Merthyr. 
●     The highest levels of unfilled secondary school places are found in Gwynedd, Merthyr, 

Swansea, Bridgend and Blaenau Gwent. 
●     Some authorities have insufficient places in the primary sector. In three authorities - Blaenau 

Gwent, Newport and Bridgend - there is an overall shortage, with less primary school places in 
the area than the total number of pupils on roll. 

●     There is also a significant incidence of schools filled beyond capacity in Caerphilly, Gwynedd 
and Neath Port Talbot - alongside problems of surplus places. These authorities do not have a 
net overall shortage of places, but still have potential problems of overcrowded schools. 

●     30% of small schools have a significant level of unfilled places.

22. There was no data in the SOPs specifically on the provision of Welsh medium places, so it is not 
possible to identify the relative levels of surplus or overcrowding in these schools. 

The cost of excessive surplus places

23. Following the Trading Places report, District Audit have adopted a two phase plan of follow up 
work with LEAs, looking at their arrangements for managing places and identifying surpluses and 
aiming to establish the extent to which savings might be made by reducing surpluses. There is no 
simple rule of thumb for costing the wasted resource arising from excess surplus places, but the 
Trading Places handbook does provide LEAs with simple worksheets to help them calculate potential 
savings. A note on District Audit’s work is at Annex C. 

Actions and options for LEAs

24. LEAs need initially to ensure that their capacity data is up to date and to develop their pupil 
forecasting methodology, so they have a clear picture of the position in their areas.

25. Where demand exceeds supply, LEAs will need to bring forward proposals to increase capacity.

26. Where surplus places are identified, LEAs need to consider how best to remove them and set 
targets for themselves. This need not necessarily require large scale reorganisation. The options 



include:

●     removing temporary, unused accommodation 
●     developing non school uses of surplus space 
●     merging schools 
●     where other schools in the vicinity are over-subscribed, a review of the quality of provision in the 

school with surplus places and the possibility changes to catchment areas for admissions 
●     closure of part of a school 
●     entire school closure.

The last of these options is the most likely to attract opposition, although changes to catchment areas 
can also be controversial. 

RESPECTIVE ROLES AND DUTIES OF LEAs AND THE ASSEMBLY

27. It is the duty of local authorities to secure the provision of sufficient school places to serve the local 
population. Discharging this duty may involve opening new schools and expanding existing schools 
where demand exceeds supply or reducing or closing schools with problems of surplus provision. In 
such cases the LEA must consult locally and publish their proposals. If objections are raised, the 
proposal comes to the Assembly for determination under the School Standards and Framework Act 
1998. Authorities are required to analyse and present their proposals in terms of the impact on 
standards of educational provision, financial costs and savings, any impact on parental choice and on 
the local community. In making proposals, clear option appraisal and effective consultation on the 
case for closure are essential.

Invitation of evidence

28. A list of those from whom the Committee might seek written evidence is at Annex B. In addition 
the Committee may wish to invite any interested parties to comment via the Website.

29. The Committee will need to consider who to invite to provide oral evidence. Candidates include 
District Audit, Estyn, WLGA, some LEAs who are addressing the problem e.g. Pembrokeshire, 
Swansea and the Welsh Language Board.

 

Contact Point

Mrs E A Taylor, Schools Administration Division
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ANNEX A

Summary by LEA Primary Secondary
% Capacity 

unfilled
% Capacity 

overfilled
% Capacity 

unfilled
% Capacity 

overfilled
Anglesey * 17.7 0.6 11.8 0.0

Blaenau Gwent 6.9 11.6 18.9 2.4

Bridgend * 2.5 12.0 20.2 0.0

Caerphilly 9.5 8.7 10.1 6.3



Cardiff 16.0 1.9 13.3 2.0

Carmarthenshire * 27.4 0.9 14.7 0.0

Ceredigion 16.9 2.0 9.4 0.0

Conwy * 9.7 3.1 15.7 2.4

Denbighshire 12.8 2.7 8.0 1.7

Flintshire 12.8 1.6 8.7 1.7

Gwynedd * 14.2 6.6 24.4 0.0

Merthyr Tydfil 18.0 0.4 21.8 0.0

Monmouthshire 11.7 3.7 2.1 2.0

Neath Port Talbot 17.0 12.2 14.0 0.0

Newport 5.6 7.5 8.5 1.6

Pembrokeshire 14.3 3.3 3.8 0.8

Powys 13.8 4.0 14.2 1.4

Rhondda Cynon Taff 17.3 3.1 10.8 2.9

Swansea 9.6 3.2 19.2 0.2

Torfaen 14.2 1.0 3.5 2.4

Vale of Glamorgan * 16.7 2.8 11.2 2.0

Wrexham 13.9 4.6 14.4 5.1

WALES 14.1 4.2 13.1 1.7

 

 

* School organisation Plan not yet finalised

Wales Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 1656 227

Total capacity of schools 299349 230188



2 Number of unfilled places 42199 30047

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 14.1 13.1

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 309 43

Percentage of schools which have significant surplus 18.7 18.9

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 353 21

Number of overfilled places 12564 3843

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 4.2 1.7

5 Net unfilled places 29635 26204

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 9.9 11.4

6 Number of small schools 378 52

Number of small schools with significant surplus capacity 60 16

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

15.9 30.8

Number of small schools oversubscribed 104 9

 

 



 

 

 

Definitions

Unfilled places - the sum of the differences at schools where the number of pupils on roll is less than 
the capacity.

Overfilled places - the sum of the differences at schools where the number on roll is more than the 
capacity.

Net unfilled places - the difference between the total number on roll in the LEA and the total number of 
places.

Significant surplus - more than 25% of capacity unfilled or more than 30 places unfilled in small 
primary schools.

Small schools - primary schools under 90 pupils

secondary schools under 700 pupils

Oversubscribed schools - where the number on the roll is more than 105% of capacity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Anglesey Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 52 5

Total capacity of schools 7398 5530

2 Number of unfilled places 1313 653

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 17.7 11.8

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 13 0

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

25.0 0.0

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 3 0

Number of overfilled places 43 0

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 0.6 0.0

5 Net unfilled places 1270 653

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 17.2 11.8

6 Number of small schools 20 0



Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

3 0

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

15.0 0.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 3 0

 

 

Blaenau Gwent Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 38 6

Total capacity of schools 6735 4637

2 Number of unfilled places 464 875

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 6.9 18.9

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 3 3

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

7.9 50.0

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 14 1

Number of overfilled places 778 113



Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 11.6 2.4

5 Net unfilled places -314 762

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity -4.7 16.4

6 Number of small schools 5 2

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0 1

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0.0 50.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 3 0

 

Bridgend Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 61 9

Total capacity of schools 11909 11745

2 Number of unfilled places 293 2374

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 2.5 20.2



3 Number of schools with significant surplus 3 3

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

4.9 33.3

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 29 0

Number of overfilled places 1429 0

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 12.0 0.0

5 Net unfilled places -1136 2374

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity -9.5 20.2

6 Number of small schools 3 1

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0 0

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0.0 0.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 3 0

 

Caerphilly Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 90 16



Total capacity of schools 16772 13689

2 Number of unfilled places 1594 1377

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 9.5 10.1

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 9 2

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

10.0 12.5

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 37 0

Number of overfilled places 1457 869

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 8.7 6.3

5 Net unfilled places 137 508

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 0.8 3.7

6 Number of small schools 9 2

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0 0

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0.0 0.0



Number of small schools oversubscribed 6 0

 

Cardiff Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 109 20

Total capacity of schools 32675 24103

2 Number of unfilled places 5227 3196

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 16.0 13.3

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 26 4

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

23.9 20.0

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 12 3

Number of overfilled places 615 473

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 1.9 2.0

5 Net unfilled places 4612 2723

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 14.1 11.3



6 Number of small schools 1 1

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0 1

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

0.0 100.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 0 0

 

Carmarthenshire Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 137 15

Total capacity of schools 20684 14189

2 Number of unfilled places 5661 2081

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 27.4 14.7

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 56 1

Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

40.9 6.7

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 8 0

Number of overfilled places 185 0



Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 0.9 0.0

5 Net unfilled places 5476 2081

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 26.5 14.7

6 Number of small schools 52 2

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

10 0

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

19.2 0.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 4 0

 

Ceredigion Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 76 7

Total capacity of schools 6772 5508

2 Number of unfilled places 1145 519

Percentage of total capacity which is unfilled 16.9 9.4

3 Number of schools with significant surplus 6 0



Percentage of schools which have significant 
surplus

7.9 0.0

4 Number of oversubscribed schools 13 0

Number of overfilled places 133 0

Percentage of total capacity which is overfilled 2.0 0.0

5 Net unfilled places 1012 519

Net unfilled as percentage of total capacity 14.9 9.4

6 Number of small schools 55 4

Number of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

4 0

Percentage of small schools with significant surplus 
capacity

7.3 0.0

Number of small schools oversubscribed 15 0

 

Conwy Primary Secondary

1 Total number of schools 63 7

Total capacity of schools 9554 8145














