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Purpose of document

The purpose of this document is to set out the rationale for the proposed development
of a replacement George Ward School and the process of selecting the replacement
site at Woolmore Farm, Melksham.

‘Background

Building Schools for the Future is the Governement's new approach to capital
investment in schools. The intention of the programme is to promote a step-change in
the quality of education provision and to address decades of underinvestment in
school buildings. The BSF programme will deliver substantial rebuilds and
refurbishments of most schools within an Authority, with Authorities being prioritised in
a number of waves of funding.

As part of the BSF programme, a number of Authorities who fall into later waves of the
BSF programme have been offered "One School Pathfinders”. These pathfinder
projects represent the opportunity to re-build one school in the county as a "down-
payment” on funding to be received in later years, in Wiltshire's case 2016 or later.

The stated timescale attached to the funding is for the school to open by September
2009.

Shortlisting process

A series of evaluation criteria were established to enable a shortlist of three schools
within the County to be identified for further examination. The criteria were

Condition of existing accommodation

Suitability of existing accommodation

Attainment of school

Proportion of the schools buildings considered to require wholesale
replacement.

The evaluation process resulted in a shortlist of the following schools

+ John of Gaunt School, Trowbridge
St Edmunds CE Girls School & Wyvern College, Laverstock, Salisbury
+« George Ward School, Melksham

Site Evaluation Process

For each of the above schools, feasibility studies were carried out to establish which
school could best achieve the requirements of the ‘One School Pathfinder’ programme,
particularly given the timescale constraint for re-building of the school ready for the

September 2009 intake.
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There were two key considerations underpinning each feasibility study. The first was
the fact that funding available under the Governments Pathfinder programme is
insufficient to provide the appropriate level of school facilities. Consequently, in each
case, the studies necessarily considered options for the disposal of surplus school land
to allow either re-building on the existing school site or, if this was not possible, its
relocation to a new site. The second is that the size of site recommended by the DFES
as necessary to meet the school's requirements ranges between 9 and 10.5 hectares,
for the selected schools. Other than existing school sites, there are no available urban
sites of a scale large enough to meet these recommended size guidelines.
Furthermore, greenfield sites that are sufficiently well related to the adjacent towns are
generally under option for development and not available for school use.

John of Gaunt School, Trowbridge

Whilst there is sufficient open land available within the existing school site to allow for
construction of the necessary new school buildings, the amount of surplus land then
available for redevelopment is insufficient to generate a large enough retumn to provide
for the gap in BSF funding. A search process to identify possible new sites around
Trowbridge capable of accommodating a replacement school in order to allow
comprehensive redevelopment of the school identified a number of potential greenfield
sites, but none that were deliverable within the timescale or fuhding constraints..

St Edmunds CE Girls School & Wyvern College, Laverstock, Salisbury

There is insufficient open land available at this school site to allow for construction of
the necessary new school buildings. An alternative programme of phased
redevelopment within the existing school complex was also considered. However, this
option would significantly increase the costs and therefore the requirement for yet
more gap funding for which there is no surplus land in any event. The search process
for possible new sites to allow for redevelopment of the existing site did identify a
possible County Council owned site. However this lies close to Old Sarum Scheduled
Ancient Monument and was rejected on the basis of the significant adverse impact that
development of a new school would have on the setting of the Monument, alongside
other significant planning issues.

George Ward School, Melksham

This is currently a ‘split site’ with some playing fields located on land within an area of
floodplain off Dunch Lane. The feasibility study established that the land within the
floodplain together with the open playing field land on the main school site would have
provided sufficient space to meet the DfES recommended size guidelines and allow for
the redevelopment and sale of the area occupied by the existing school buildings.
However, the study concluded the return from the sale of this limited area of surplus
land would be insufficient to meet the gap in funding. Moreover, apart from difficulties
associated with the resulting split site, it would have failed to address the fact that the
existing school is currently poorly located in relation to its catchment (see Appendix A).
This poor relationship is set to diminish further with development of the large urban
extension at Clackers Brook to the east of the town. A further consideration, was the
disruption to the school’s operations, if the new school were constructed in such close
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proximity to the existing operational school. This would lead to off-site provision of
school recreational facilities, and ongoing disruption to lessons and exams, over a two
year period. This would inevitably impact on the performance students, at a critical
point in their performance improvement programme.

Consequently, a search was undertaken to identify possible options for a new school
site to replace that of the existing George Ward School. This search process, which is
covered within the following section, resulted in the identification of the site at
Woolmore Farm and the selection of George Ward School as Wiltshire's ‘One School
Pathfinder’ under the BSF programme.

Relocation Options at Melksham

As at Trowbridge and Laverstock, there are no available urban brownfield sites at
Melksham of sufficient size to accommodate a school large enough to meet the DfES
recommended guidelines. It is due to the lack of such options that a greenfield urban
extension, allocated within the adopted West Wiltshire Local Plan at Clackers Brook,
was necessary to meet future housing requirements. The reasoned justification
associated with the allocation of the Clackers Brook site in the adopted Local Plan
identifies that land to the west of the A350 and railway line is constrained by high
grade agricultural land and poor connectivity with the town. These constraints equally
apply to possible relocation options for the school and therefore restricted possible
options for its relocation to the eastern side of the town.

The Clackers Brook site covers much of the north-eastern flank of the town. Of the
remainder, most is under option to prospective developers and could not be acquired
and developed within the timescale necessary for the September 2009 intake.
However, the County Council identified two potential areas of land — the Christie Miller
Sports Field and Woolmore Farm.

The Christie Miller site is allocated for employment development within the adopted
Local Plan and is surrounded by existing and proposed light industrial development.
Consequently, its use as a site for the replacement school raises issues of amenity
and safety of pupils travelling to and from the school. Furthermore, in order to relocate
the school to this site it would be necessary to fund relocation of the existing sports
recreation facilities from the site and for which no feasible site options were identified.
Conversely, Woolmore Farm comprises open farmland on the edge of the built-up area
near Bowerhill, is of sufficient size to accommodate the new school and is not under
option for development. It therefore offered the greatest potential for relocation of the
school, subject to an assessment of corresponding planning policy.

Woolmore Farm

Woolmore Farm adjoins the edge of the built-up area but falls within Policy C1 of the
adopted West Wiltshire District Local Plan. This policy seeks generally to restrict
development although does allow for proposals where there is an overriding
justification of national importance or benefit to the local community. In respect of
these policy provisions, there are important material considerations that weigh in
favour of the relocation proposal.
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The BSF Pathfinder programme is part of a key national Government objective to
transform the quality of education provision and address longstanding underinvestment
in school buildings. As is clear from the process and constraints outlined above, the
programme’s objectives cannot be achieved in Wiltshire without a requirement for new .
greenfield land and a need to override the planning policy constraints that this involves.

Furthermore, the relocation of the school will result in the realisation of significant
community benefits since it offers a whole range of facilities for community use out of
school hours. The range and guality of these facilities significantly exceeds those
available at the existing George Ward School.

The site at Woolmore Farm also offers the opportunity to improve the balance of
sustainable transport choices since it is more appropriately located within its catchment
area and the forthcoming urban expansion at Clackers Brook. Consequently, the
school travel plan indicates the ability to achieve the following improved targets:

e Increase in pupils walking to school — from 44% to 54%;
e Increase in pupils cycling to school — from 8% to 10%;
» Increase in staff cycling from 6% to 15%, and walking from 5% to 8%.

Conclusion

The proposed implementation of the Government's BSF programme within Wiltshire
follows a logical iterative process that has resulted in identification of the George Ward
School at Melksham as Wiltshire’s ‘One School Pathfinder’ under the BSF programme.
The site evaluation process undertaken objectively considered all possible options for
provision of the new school buildings. However, due to the need to generate gap
funding and the lack of urban sites of sufficient scale, a new greenfield site is required
to fulfil the BSF programme’s timescale requirements. Whilst the proposed
replacement site at Woolmore Farm falls within an area of countryside policy restraint,
it offers significant benefits that mitigate against such concerns and weigh in favour of

the proposal.
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