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1) One-page briefing
Written evidence from Hleb Buziuk, independent public policy and governance researcher. This submission draws on published official statistics, audit evidence and independent analysis, and does not represent a sectoral interest.
Three key messages
· Falling primary demand is structural nationally, but local patterns are uneven. DfE projects state-funded nursery and primary pupils to fall from 4.505 million in 2025 to 4.205 million in 2030, a 6.7% fall [1].
· The policy problem is not simply “too many places”. It is a timing mismatch between demand, buildings, staffing, admissions, SEND duties and pupil-led funding [2] [3] [4].
· The 2026 Act and the white paper change the policy context, but practical effect will depend on operational rules, use of new powers, funding, workforce and the spare-space framework [5] [6] [7] [8].
Key findings
· Primary schools had 680,000 unfilled places in 2024/25, the highest number since the school capacity data collection began. DfE cautions that unfilled places can reflect prudent planning as well as low or declining need [3].
· Maintained primary school financial stress is already visible. In 2024-25, 17.4% of maintained primary schools submitting returns were in deficit, up from 14.7% in 2023-24 [4].
· SEND makes falling rolls harder to manage. Over 1.7 million pupils had SEN in 2025, and EHC plans continued to rise. Reducing mainstream capacity without checking SEND and transport effects could shift costs and access burdens elsewhere [10] [11] [12].
· Gap + test: comparing financial distress between maintained schools and academies remains difficult because maintained-school returns are more directly school-level. Any school-type comparison should test governance routes and incentives before asserting which school type is more financially exposed [4].
Experience signal
· NAO evidence on home-to-school transport suggests that where travel burdens rise, some parents may adjust working patterns or give up work. This is not prevalence evidence, but it is a material implementation risk [12].
Recommendations
· DfE should publish a clear “buffer or restructure” test for falling rolls, using planning-area forecasts, SCAP data, SEND access, transport and estate options.
· Local responses should use an area-based options appraisal before closure, merger or permanent PAN reduction.
· Spare space should be tested first for SEND, early years, family support or community use before permanent withdrawal.
· DfE should publish a small monitoring set covering unfilled places, PAN changes, school reorganisation, SEND placement stability, transport effects and comparable financial sufficiency.
What is new vs official sources
· The central friction is the mismatch between local sufficiency duties and fragmented decision rights over admissions, PANs and school organisation. The Act addresses parts of this, but delivery remains unproven [2] [5] [6].
· A concrete failure mode is premature capacity removal: it can relieve short-term budget pressure but create later access, transport or capital costs if demand or SEND need changes [2] [7] [12].
Methods are in section 3; learning asks and hearing questions are in sections 7 and 9.
[bookmark: _3xnt74ugikw4]2) About
Hleb Buziuk is an independent public policy and governance researcher. This submission focuses on governance, public service design and implementation risks. It does not provide local case evidence or represent any school, trust, local authority, union, parent group or provider.
3) Methods, sources and limitations3) Methods, sources and limitations
This submission distinguishes performance evidence, such as pupil projections, capacity and finance data, from implementation evidence, such as audit findings and policy guidance, and from experience signals, such as transport burdens reported in NAO work. It does not treat testimony or commentary as prevalence evidence.
The strongest national anchors are DfE statistics and NAO value-for-money work. Local variation is illustrated cautiously through EPI analysis of London pupil movements. That analysis is useful for mechanisms, especially family movement, but should not be read as England-wide prevalence.
This submission cites the official white paper page and uses it only for the existence and broad policy scope of the schools and SEND reform programme. It does not make detailed claims about the white paper’s delivery effects unless those claims can be tested through future DfE implementation evidence [8].
[bookmark: _8rwildiuq2v]4) Context
The inquiry is England-only and concerns primary school rolls, school finances, families, staff, communities, SEND and the roles of Government, local authorities and schools. The main delivery chain is mixed: DfE funds and oversees the system, local authorities retain sufficiency duties, and schools and academy trusts control important operational decisions. That makes this a place-planning and governance problem as much as a demographic one.
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[bookmark: _h2h60pw2qgjk]5.1 Demand and geographical unevenness
Nationally, demand is falling because smaller cohorts are entering primary age while larger birth cohorts move out of the phase. DfE says the nursery and primary population is projected to fall by 300,000 between 2025 and 2030 [1]. However, planning should not use an England average as the unit of decision.
· Local authority forecasts still show pockets of growth and decline within wider areas [3].
· London analysis suggests falling rolls can reflect family movement as well as births. EPI found an increasing proportion of London reception pupils leaving the region before Year 6 [13].
· Design parameter: use planning-area forecasts, not local authority totals alone.
· Failure mode: over-reading London as England-wide, or using national decline to justify local closure without a rebound test.
5.2 Financial sufficiency and school organisation5.2 Financial sufficiency and school organisation
Falling rolls reduce pupil-led income faster than many costs can fall. Buildings, classes and staff do not adjust smoothly, especially in small schools. DfE capacity data show unfilled primary places have risen steadily since 2020/21 [3], while maintained primary deficits have also increased [4].
· “Unfilled places” are not automatically waste. DfE notes they can arise from planned future demand, new schools filling from lower year groups, or declining need [3].
· Growth and falling rolls funding can meet revenue costs for removing or repurposing surplus places, including SEN or early years uses, but the guidance separates this from general support for schools in financial difficulty [9].
· Design parameter: distinguish temporary buffer funding from permanent restructuring.
· Trade-off: keeping local access can protect communities, but may also dilute staffing and curriculum resources if there is no exit rule.
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NAO found that DfE’s approach had focused on ensuring enough places, but had not taken timely action to set out support for falling pupil numbers [2]. The 2026 Act gives a stronger basis for cooperation on admissions and place planning, local authority direction powers, and influence over PANs [5] [6].
· The new co-operation duty is relevant because place planning depends on schools, local authorities and trusts acting together [6].
· Local authority direction powers for academies may reduce delays for children who cannot secure a school place through usual routes [6].
· Design parameter: set a clear dispute route for PANs, admissions and spare capacity.
· Failure mode: formal powers exist, but local partners may lack the data, time or incentives to use them consistently.
[bookmark: _jxfermuuz625]5.4 Equal access, SEND and vulnerable groups
Falling rolls do not reduce SEND duties. In 2025, 5.3% of pupils had an EHC plan and 14.2% had SEN support [10]. EHC plans across children and young people rose to 638,745 in January 2025 [11].
· More mainstream space could create opportunities for resourced provision, smaller group support or accessibility adaptation, but only with workforce, revenue and capital planning.
· Transport must be tested alongside school organisation. NAO reports that home-to-school transport is under growing pressure, especially for children and young people with SEND [12].
· Design parameter: no capacity reduction without an access floor for SEND, in-year admissions and reasonable travel.
· Trade-off: reducing spare places may improve financial sufficiency, but it can worsen access if specialist and mainstream inclusion plans lag behind.
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The Act, the white paper and DfE’s estates strategy are relevant to the operating model for falling rolls, but they are not yet a complete delivery framework. The white paper sets out reforms to the schools and SEND systems in England [8]. The estates strategy links estate renewal to SEND inclusion and commits capital funding to specialist places and inclusion bases [7].
· DfE should align the Act, the white paper, falling rolls funding, school organisation guidance and the estates strategy into one practical decision route.
· The evidence on smaller classes is cautious: EEF finds small average benefits, high costs, and stronger effects only where teachers can change practice [14].
· Design parameter: make reuse of space purposeful, not merely a by-product of fewer pupils.
· Learning question: which white-paper measures change duties, funding flows, mainstream SEND capacity or workforce requirements in ways material to falling primary rolls?
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Committee levers
1. Ask DfE to publish a national “buffer or restructure” test by autumn 2026, aligned with the spare-space framework.
2. Ask DfE how it will monitor use of Act powers on cooperation, directions and PANs, including effects on in-year admissions and SEND.
3. Ask for comparable financial sufficiency reporting across maintained schools and academies, without over-claiming before the method is available.
Delivery actions
4. Require local area options appraisals before closure, merger or permanent PAN reduction. These should cover forecast demand, SEND, transport, staffing, admissions, estate reuse and community access.
5. Use a reuse hierarchy for spare space: SEND and accessibility, school-based nursery, family support, community use, then permanent withdrawal where justified.
6. Where decline is temporary, use time-limited support with review dates. Where decline is sustained, use transparent restructuring with transition support.
Trade-offs and safeguards
· Buffering should not become open-ended subsidy without a forecast-based exit rule.
· Restructuring should not proceed without a reasonable travel and SEND access test.
· Local choice should be preserved where possible, but not at the cost of unmanaged deficits across neighbouring schools.
· School-type comparisons should separate statutory route, ownership, admissions powers and finance evidence.
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Indicators
· Primary unfilled places as a share of capacity, by planning area where possible [3].
· Maintained-school deficits now, plus academy-comparable financial sufficiency when available [4].
· SEND placement stability, EHC plan volumes, and home-to-school transport effects [10] [11] [12].
Evidence strengthening questions
· Learning question: how accurate are planning-area forecasts over three to five years in areas that later rebound?
· Learning question: how are the new co-operation, direction and PAN powers used, and do they reduce placement delays?
· Learning question: what outcomes do spare-space pathfinders produce for SEND, early years and community use?
· Learning question: what is the effect of school reorganisation on travel time, attendance and parental work?
· Gap + test: what school-level academy finance method would allow fair comparison with maintained-school deficit data?
[bookmark: _wrj52og7jvh5]8) Policy logic model, design parameters, dependencies and ethics
Fewer births and pupil movements reduce reception demand. Capacity and buildings adjust slowly. Pupil-led funding falls faster than fixed costs. Schools respond through staffing, curriculum, PANs, mergers, closures or reuse. Coordination quality determines whether the response protects access or shifts costs. SEND and transport pressures can turn a financial fix into an access problem.
Design parameters
· Intervention trigger: sustained planning-area decline, not one weak intake.
· Time rule: buffer where places are forecast to be needed soon; restructure where decline is sustained.
· Access floor: SEND, in-year admissions and travel must be tested first.
· Reuse hierarchy: adapt or repurpose before permanent withdrawal.
· Governance route: specify who decides, who can object and how disputes are resolved.
Ethics guardrail
Do not frame children with SEND or mobile families as the cause of financial pressure. The issue is system design under demographic change.
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For DfE
1. When will the spare-space framework be published, and what decisions will it cover?
2. What data will DfE collect on PAN changes, closures, mergers and academy significant changes?
3. How will DfE test whether Act powers reduce delays for unplaced children?
For local authorities and trusts
4. What evidence should trigger temporary support rather than restructuring?
5. How do you assess SEND, transport and in-year admissions before changing capacity?
6. What happens when schools or trusts disagree about PANs or place reductions?
For schools, parents and communities
7. What costs are shifted to families when local provision changes?
8. When does spare space improve support, and when does it create financial risk?
For researchers and auditors
9. What comparisons are safe without school-level academy finance data, and what risks remain?
10. How should Parliament monitor unintended consequences over the next three years?
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Annex A: minimal claim map
	Claim
	Anchors and evidence type
	Limits or conditions
	Strengthening evidence

	National primary demand is falling, but local patterns vary.
	[1] projections, [3] capacity data
	Use planning areas, not England averages.
	Forecast accuracy over 3 to 5 years.

	Financial risk arises from lagged cost adjustment.
	[3] capacity, [4] finance returns
	Maintained-school finance is clearer than academy school-level finance.
	Comparable academy financial sufficiency data.

	SEND must be central to capacity decisions.
	[10] SEN statistics, [12] audit
	Place count alone does not measure access or travel burden.
	Post-reorganisation SEND and transport tracking.

	Reform changes tools, but not automatic delivery.
	[5] Act, [7] estates strategy, [8] white paper
	Implementation depends on guidance, incentives, workforce and data.
	Monitor use and effects of new powers and white-paper measures.
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