A Secondary School for Cambourne
Cambourne now has two Primary Schools and a third will open in September 2009. That there were only two Primary Schools planned for the village in the 1997 Master Plan shows just how far out predictions can be.
Cambourne’s planned size was 3,000 homes but with a 10% margin for more. Now even that has been increased to 4,250 if planning permission is given for another 950 homes in Upper Cambourne. The main push for such increases is government policy directing new development into Cambourne rather than letting it be more thinly spread through existing villages. The road network has been neither widened nor extended leading to far greater traffic use than was ever intended. Part of the opposition to the siting of Cambourne’s third primary school is the traffic bottleneck it will create at the junction of Jeavons Lane and Eastgate.
Comberton Village College is the secondary school for Cambourne. At the moment it takes 7 buses to carry Cambourne’s children the 7.2 miles to Comberton. But Comberton Village College is both a successful and a popular school. In fact it is so successful that the Government have allowed it to develop a Sixth Form for 350 students starting in 2010. The Governors of Comberton (of whom I am one) have allowed the pupil numbers to increase to 1500 (i.e. 10 forms in each of the Years 7 to 11) but they are adamant that this ceiling is final. The school will be full by September 2011. There are 13 children living in Cambourne who cannot be found a place in Comberton and who are given bus passes to attend either Manor or Chesterton Schools in Cambridge City.

What has brought matters to a head is the forecast pupil numbers for the years up to 2017. There are around 900 pupils living in Comberton’s catchment area, excluding Cambourne but this number will fall by about 250 as the years go by. However, Cambourne’s high birth rate and the build-rate of new homes quickly makes up for this. In 2011 there will be 600 pupils attending Comberton from Cambourne alone which will rise to 1050 pupils by 2016 - but at its peak, the number of secondary-age children coming from Cambourne will be 1,350. Even if 7% of these opt-out (the national average) to go to Public Schools in Cambridge it still leaves 1,275 children for Comberton to teach. A measure of Comberton’s success is that at the moment only 2% of Year 7 children opt out into Public Schools and 95% of all children in the catchment area are enrolled at the school, so the actual figure could be even higher. Add to this the other 650 from Comberton’s other villages and you can see that Comberton Village College cannot cope. Hence a new Secondary School needs to be built in Cambourne, even though there was no place for one in that famous 1997 Master Plan. (See www.listerwilson.net/cambourne.html for the map).
Just supposing Comberton could accommodate them all, it would take 18 double-decker buses to transport all the children from Cambourne and eleven more for the rest of Comberton’s catchment area. Imagine 29 buses arriving and leaving twice a day from the School’s bus bays. Even the road system couldn’t cope.

Since the autumn of 2007 the County Council has been resolved to find a site in Cambourne for a new Secondary School of 900 pupils and to build it at a cost of £35 million,. In September 2008 a petition signed by 50 people indicated that this school should have a formal link with Comberton Village College. There are two good reasons for this: firstly it would benefit from Comberton’s outstanding expertise in running a flagship school, and secondly, it would attract the same confidence from parents as Comberton itself. In time it would emerge from ‘under the wing’ of Comberton whilst retaining the same reputation. It would not be a branch of Comberton on a split site. There is just the possibility that the school would be the subject of a competition to run it as we did for the Third Primary School early in 2008. The Government has a trendy idea that there should be some bidding rivalry between would-be providers of education. This is expensive and a distraction as well as an irritating delay but there’s enough time between now and 2011 for it to be scrapped.
The School will be built in two phases with 75% of the work done in phase 1. The Developers of Cambourne welcome the new school and suggest a site that is “located to the west of Cambourne next to the Business Park where it could be serviced relatively quickly. It would also be easily accessible by foot, bicycle or car for children within the Cambourne Development itself.” (Letter of 25th. April 2008 from the Cambourne Developers.)
The forecasts rely on some predictions about the completion rate of houses in Cambourne. Previous forecasts have assumed a build-rate of 300 homes a year. At present completions are well below this. From June 2007 to June 2008, 220 dwellings were finished but with only 60 completions within the last 6 months. In this last year only 120 homes have been built. Even so, the current recession in building only serves to extend the run-in period to completing a new school. That a new secondary school is needed is certain; that it will inherit the highest standards there is no doubt.
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