London Borough Waltham Forest – Written Evidence on Falling Primary School Rolls – FPS0015
1. How is demand for primary schools changing and expected to change?
Waltham Forest is an outer London borough situated in North-East London, with inner-London levels of need, and significantly lower levels of funding than our neighbours. The number of primary school pupils in Waltham Forest has fallen by 7.9% since 2020, meaning that the amount of DfE funding our schools receive is reducing, making it harder for our schools to remain financially sustainable. Coupled with funding reductions and increasing running costs, this has placed our schools under financial pressure: Half of Waltham Forest schools are managing deficit budgets as a result.
2. What are the causes of falling primary school rolls? How do the causes and scale of the issue diverge between different types of schools (for instance, local authority-run schools and academies) and between different areas in England?
Since 2018, Waltham Forest has seen a fall in primary place demand largely driven by a falling birth rate, the impact of Covid 19 and the cost-of-living crisis causing families to move out of London, as well as the impacts of Brexit and the lack of affordable housing. This has led to falling primary school rolls across the borough.
Waltham Forest schools are particularly disadvantaged as teachers’ salaries receive outer London weighting, despite having similar needs to neighbouring boroughs with inner London weighting, such as Hackney and Islington. This means that our teachers are paid up to £6,000 less than teachers in other boroughs, providing Waltham Forest’s schools particular challenges in teacher recruitment and retention, which in turn harms schools’ resources and outcomes.
3. What are the impacts of falling primary school rolls? How do these differ by context?
As a result of empty places (as well as funding restrictions and increased running costs) half of schools in Waltham Forest are managing deficit budgets. We have 44 maintained schools, of which, 19 ended the last financial year with revenue deficit balances totaling £6.6M. From the 2026/27 ratified budgets returned by schools, it is forecast that 20 schools will be in deficit, totaling £7.7m, at 31st March 2027.

4. How can the impacts of falling primary school rolls be mitigated?
Since 2020, the council has proactively supported schools with falling rolls to put in place permanent reductions to their Published Admissions Number (PAN) which provides the number of places they offer for their main intake year group – Reception, and to place caps on other year groups. This, alongside a strategic financial support programme for maintained schools, has helped to mitigate the risk to the borough’s schools. However, the long-term challenge of falling rolls is self-evidently unsustainable not only to our schools’ finances, but also to councils’ own ability to support schools in this situation.
Local government in London is simply unable to assume the financial risks and pressures associated with supporting falling rolls schools as a result of its wider financial pressures. LB Waltham Forest has experienced cumulative budget reductions of 6.4% since 2010/11 amid rising costs and increasing demand for our services, which have necessitated £140m in savings since 2011, is now receiving Exceptional Financial Support (EFS).
5. What are the roles of Government, schools and local authorities in relation to changing demand for primary school places, particularly falling demand, and how are they monitoring and addressing the challenges presented by changing demand? How suitable are the powers and processes in place? What are the implications of the actions being taken? How are learnings being shared?
In addition to declining pupil numbers, many schools are facing financial pressures caused by staff pay increases over recent years not being fully funded through central funding, alongside increases to employer national insurance and pension contributions. Significant rises in utility and other running costs have also led to schools managing deficit budgets.
These financial challenges are having an impact on the viability of some schools in the borough. In turn this poses a significant financial risk and pressure to the council, as we have a statutory duty in relation to the financial health and management of our maintained schools, set out in various legislation, with the main document being the Scheme for Financing Schools. LB Waltham Forest is experiencing considerable budget pressures resulting from a 16.4% reduction in funding since 2010/11, amid rising costs and demand for our services, and currently being engaged in the EFS process.
6. What do you perceive are the implications of the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Act and the Department for Education’s white paper, Every child achieving and thriving, for falling primary school rolls and schools’ financial sufficiency?
This issue is addressed in London Councils’ submission to the committee.
7. How can the Government better support the education sector to deal with falling demand for school places?

The government currently supports London schools with falling rolls primarily by allocating targeted "falling rolls fund’ grants and backing estate repurposing, but the amount provided is insufficient to balance our schools’ budgets. Furthermore, most of Waltham Forest’s schools wouldn’t qualify for falling rolls funding under current DfE criteria, which requires eligible schools to have expected pupil recovery within two years.
Ministers should urgently increase falling rolls funding, and adjust current criteria to allow Waltham Forest schools and other falling rolls schools to qualify. Access to this transitionary funding would allow falling schools in Waltham Forest time while a strategic pan-London approach on is agreed, to manage the wider practical and financial implications of the need to reduce the school estate.
Without further falling rolls transition funding, resources in our schools will continue to deplete with per-pupil funding reductions. This will ultimately serve to increase inequality between schools in our borough, and harm education outcomes for pupils and undermine the government’s ambitions for a high-quality, inclusive education system. The Department for Education should urgently review funding for falling rolls schools, in line with its commitment to tackle the attainment gap as set out in the Every Child Achieving and Thriving white paper.
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