Muswell Hill Schools Crisis Group:  Deputation to Haringey Council 19.07.04

We are here tonight because 45 Muswell Hill children did not get offered a place at any of their local primary schools for this September.  Instead of a five minute walk they are expected to travel unacceptable distances to schools in other parts of the borough, which happen to have surplus places. 

This map shows the effective admission areas for Muswell Hill's four community schools in 2004. There is a huge zone in the heart of the area where a child has no chance at all of getting into a local school. That is:  not good, not bad, just local.
Haringey's education department, have fulfilled their duty. No child will have to travel more than the statutory distance as the crow flies. But four year olds do not fly. They do not walk through buildings or across mainline railway lines and neither do their parents. 

This is what it will mean for one of the families who have contacted our group. 

Sadat lives 550 yards away from Muswell Hill primary but has been offered a place at Alexandra primary a mile and a half away. For a four year old this means walking is not an option. For his mother, who doesn’t drive, it will mean two buses there and two buses back twice a day - eight different buses all at peak times and with Sadat’s 17-month old brother Zain in the buggy. Aside from the eight pounds it will cost her a day this logistical nightmare will take a minimum of two hours to complete.

For other affected families with long, complicated journeys to school there is no alternative but to get in their cars and join the traffic chaos in Muswell Hill. 

This situation is embarrassing for a local authority that (I quote) ‘wishes to discourage the use of cars to take children to school’ and promote the ‘greater sense of community that comes with children attending their local schools’. 

It is appalling for a local authority that is struggling to improve its abysmal record on road safety; and it is in direct conflict with the Department for Education’s Walk to School campaign to boost children’s ‘health and well-being’. 

This is an issue that touches many people's lives across the whole of the borough.  

In all, 176 children in Haringey were not offered a place at any of their three preferred schools this year. However, if we in Muswell Hill hadn’t objected then Haringey's education officers wouldn’t even have seen this as an issue.  

The problem in our area should have been anticipated and a solution found, long ago. The increase in the birth rate in our wards was double that of the rest of the borough for 1999-2000.  Any authority planning properly for the future would have known this. They would have known about siblings, who this year will fill well over half the reception class places.  And, they would also have taken into account recently completed housing developments which have had a major effect on school capacity.

This past week, many of us have had our appeals heard by independent panels who have also been horrified by Haringey's complete absence of planning and their complacency about the effect of their policy on our children's lives.

Since starting this campaign in April, we have held a number of public meetings attended by many angry and distressed parents.  Our MP, Barbara Roche, and our local councillors have also attended and fully support the campaign which has attracted a great deal of local and national media interest. 

Following the recent appointment of George Meehan as the new executive member for education, we feel that Haringey have at least acknowledged that there is a problem  and some progress is now being made.  

We applaud the decision to start consulting formally on the expansion of Coldfall Primary School to three form entry.  We understand that the aim is to open an extra reception and Year 1 class in September 2005. 

However, if expansion happens, it will be a partial solution for next year and will do nothing to help the 37 children in Muswell Hill who are still without a local school this September.  It will do little to alleviate the shortage of places in central Muswell Hill and, long term, the extra capacity at Coldfall will be absorbed by phase 2 of the housing development at nearby Osier Crescent.

Haringey is about to take control of its own education department again – it is an opportunity to re-establish trust in the communities its policies should serve.  At present, our children are unaware of what is going on, but in September they are going to feel the full impact of these policies each and every day of their school lives.

It is not acceptable that they are being abandoned now, especially when we know that at Rhodes Avenue primary school there are classrooms that could be used as an exceptional measure for an exceptional year. 

We urge you all to give Councillor Meehan the support he needs to make the expansion of Coldfall happen and to find the immediate and long term solutions needed for all the children of Muswell Hill and Haringey.  We do not want any more families to find themselves in the devastating position we are in now.

Thank you.

MHSCG 19/07/04
1

