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Western Isles Schools Project
At the time of writing confirmation has just been received from the Chief Executive that five tenders were received for the design and build element, and four for the facilities management/lifecycle maintenance. The good news at this stage is that the tenders appear to all have come in within our budgeted price and this means that the five new schools will proceed. By the time this issue goes out the Board of Sgoiltean Ura will have selected a preferred bidder (or bidders) and news should be filtering through as to who has secured the contracts.
We are off course hopeful that the Point School will be in the contractors programme for the first year.
Future Strategy  for the Provision of Education in the Western Isles – Community Conversations
The Council has now embarked on an information giving and receiving exercise with a number of schools throughout the Western Isles. These are generally schools where either the pupil numbers are falling steeply or are projected to fall significantly within ten years. 

As part of that process a meeting was held in Sandwickhill School on the 23rd of February, which I attended. The meeting was chaired by Catriona Stewart, Vice Chair of the Education and Children’s Services Committee with Joan Macleod, Director of the department and Bernard Chisholm, Head of Education and Resources in attendance. While I was aware that the school role in Sandwickhill had fallen to low figures, (I represented the Sandwickhill area as a councillor until three years ago) I was taken aback at the stark reality of the statistics. 
The main ones were: 1) The pupil role has fallen by over 47% over the last 8 years, from 94 in 2002/3 to an estimated 44 in 2010/11; 2) The highest class size for 2010/11 is 9 in both P5 and P6, while the lowest is 4 in both P4 and P7; 3) There were 8 placing request to schools out with the area in 2009/10 while there was only an intake of 5 to the school; 4) The school has an occupancy rate of  only 29%. (Source:Docs JKD07109/08112, circulated at the meeting)
These statistics make very sobering reading to those of us who not only went to Sandwickhill School but have had significant family and other connections with it over our lifetime.

The school and staff have served the community well over the 120 years or so that the original buildings have been in existence but the  inevitability of a situation where the balance of the community population profile is shifting rapidly from children and young people to middle aged and old people will mean that throughout the Islands changes will come.
I entered Sandwickhill School in the late 1950’s, at the time when Parkend and Plasterfield were built and the huge influx of children led to the large class building extensions to the north and the large building to the west, later to become the gym/hall which in my time was Primary 7.
My class size was a minimum of 32 throughout my seven years and I suspect that all the other seven classes were of a similar size. I expect that the last major extension about 1970 saw the peak of the school population. I recall that 20 years later in 1990 the role was about 123 maximum.

Those of us who spent many happy days in Sandwickhill will be very sad if it has to close. Nobody I know wants to close the school, but I can’t help feeling from the information I heard at the meeting that Sandwickhill School is in the process of closing itself by simply being there when there are not enough children to go into it.
Council Tax / Energy Efficiency Works Rebate
As expected the Council passed a standstill Council Tax for the third year running, mainly due to the Scottish Government providing an appropriate subsidy.  Credit where credit is due, the present administration is providing the means to keep the tax down and we have to acknowledge that. All the signs are that we are in for a difficult budget setting process next year whatever UK government is in power.
There is some good news though for those who will be undertaking energy efficiency work during 2010/11, as the Comhairle is intending implementing a national scheme to allow a council tax rebate of at least £50 to householders who have done so. This is a condition of Section 65 of the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009 and more details will be available shortly. 
What’s New at the Council?
Hebridean Archives Project
The Council has received European funding for three years to set up an Islands Archive project with the aim of ‘enhancing the preservation, accessibility and presentation of the unique cultural and social history of the Hebrides’ Recruiting for the team is underway and the project is due to start in April.
Contracted Home Care Workforce

For some time it has been apparent that the home care service required review and the council is now moving slowly towards the development of a contracted Home Care workforce, with clear working arrangements, which will place the service on a more structured arrangement. Certainly it has been a worry to some of us that the Working Time Directive was in danger of being breached by some of our employees. 
Daliburgh School
At the recent Council meetings it was decided to proceed with a new build option for Daliburgh School. We do have 50% of funding from the Scottish Government, and should be able to raise the remainder. This will probably become part of the Western Isles Schools Project as the sixth school in the scheme.









