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HIGH NEEDS BLOCK – BUDGET MONITORING AND 

RECOVERY PLAN AS AT QUARTER 1 2021/22 

 

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 This paper provides an update on the High Needs (HN) block deficit as 
at 30 June 2021 which is forecast to rise to £19.816m, an increase of 
£5.266m compared to the closing deficit at the end of financial year 
2020/21 of £14.550m.   

1.2 It also provides a progress update on the High Needs Recovery Plan. 

2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS 

2.1 The utilisation of the HN block within the Dedicated Schools Grant is 
supportive of the Council Plan outcome that ‘People in Cumbria are 
healthy and safe’. 

3.0 RECOMMENDATION 

3.1 The Schools Forum are recommended to note the current projection on 
the HN Budget as at 30 June 2021 and the progress being made on the 
High Needs Recovery plan. 

4.0 BACKGROUND 

4.1 A balanced High Needs budget has been set for 2021/22 with no planned 
transfer to reserves.  As reported to Schools Forum at its meeting held on 17 
January 2021 the initial budget available for the HN Block was £51.109m 
and this comprised of £49.521m provisional HN Block allocation from central 
government as confirmed in December 2020 and £1.558m transferred in 
from the Schools Block.   



 

5.0 BUDGET REVISIONS 

5.1 Since the initial budget was set the HN block allocation has been updated to 
reflect adjusted recoupment for HN places as shown in the table below: 

 2021/22 

 £m 

High Needs allocation before recoupment for place funding in 
academies and FE institutions 

               
53.759 

Less recoupment for high needs places in academies and FE 
institutions 

              
(4.208) 

Transfer from Schools Block 1.558 

Initial Budget 51.109 

DfE Recoupment adjustment for HN places (0.069) 

Total High Needs Budget  51.040 

6.0 PROJECTED OUTTURN 

6.1 Performance against the High Needs Block budget is monitored monthly 
with reports presented to senior management and to Cabinet on a quarterly 
basis, as well as to each Schools Forum meeting.   

6.2 The table below presents the projection against the budget as at Q1.  This 
shows that the budget is projected to overspend by £5.266m at 31 March 
2022: 

Description Budget Forecast

Forecast 

Variance

£m £m £m

Special Schools - High Needs 11.745 12.612 0.867

Schools -Resourced Provision 0.758 0.660 (0.098)

Independent & Other Placements 7.222 8.211 0.988

Central SEN (Equipment, BVI, Audio etc) 0.151 0.121 (0.030)

SEND Residential Placements 3.870 3.864 (0.006)

High Needs - Invest to Save 0.0 0.164 0.164

High Needs - Top Up 12.922 16.277 3.355

High Needs - Post 16 3.905 3.787 (0.118)

Targeted SEN Funding 0.801 0.801 0.0

Virtual School (CLA Inclusion) 0.330 0.330 0.0

Inclusion Teams 2.499 2.546 0.048

PRU Budgets 6.786 6.882 0.095

Mobility and Independence Contract 0.020 0.020 0.0

Share of de-delegated (special schools) 0.032 0.032 0.0

Total DSG to transfer to DSG central reserve 51.040 56.306 5.266

 

6.3 The projections are based on all known costs and built-in projected costs for 
the period July 2021 to March 2022. 

6.4 In terms of the pressure against the budget of £5.266m in 2020-21, the key 
variances are: 

• EHCP top-ups for pupils in mainstream schools and Early Years 

Providers £3.355m.  The forecast is based on current EHCP costs 



 

and predicted number of new and amended ECHPs in-year.   Since 

the start of the year there have been amendments to existing EHCPs 

of £0.187m, payments to PVIs of £0.285m, and new and forecasted 

new EHCPs based on known children coming through the system 

totalling £2.142m.  The forecast also includes the additional net cost 

of restoring the notional SEN to £6,000 after removing the Targeted 

SEN of £0.378m. 

 

• Specialist Independent Day & Other Placements £0.988m.  The 

overall number of independent day placements has increased by 7 

since March 2021 from 103 to 110 as at Q1.    Whilst the number of 

placements has increased the average full year cost of placement has 

fallen from £57,774 at March 2021 to £54,927 as at Q1.  Extra District 

placements have increased by 4 from 28 to 32 and Education 

Otherwise numbers have increased by 19 since March 2021 from 66 

to 85.  

 

• High Needs Invest to Save Initiatives £0.164m.  The forecast 

expenditure here relates to the Sandgate Early Intervention 

Programme and the Greengate Junior School Alternative Provision in 

Schools Programme.      

 

• Special Schools £0.867m.  The forecast includes an increase of 16 

funded places with effect from September 2021 totalling £0.093m, 

amended and new ECHPs top-ups of £0.474m and the uplift of the 

lowest level banding from £2,995 to £4,500 estimated at £0.253m.  

The remaining balance of £0.047m relates to an adjustment to the 

High Needs Block for recoupment of special academy school places. 

 

• The remaining balance relates to individually non-material variances 

totalling a net underspend of (£0.108m).  

 
6.5 The pressure against the High Needs Block continues to be due to specific 

budget pressures relating to the growth in demand for Education Health 
Care Plans (EHCPs) for children and young people with SEN which has 
continued to rise month on month increasing by a total of 1,196 from 2,929 
as at April 2018 to 4,125 (41% increase) as at June 2021 as the following 
chart demonstrates: 



 

 

6.6 The benchmarking chart below shows that Cumbria has the highest 
percentage of pupils with EHCPs over time compared to the national rate 
and whilst we are seeing an ongoing increase it is largely matched by the 
rate of increase nationally although our statistical neighbours have fallen 
slightly by comparison.   

 

6.7 As previously reported whilst the number of children and young people with 
EHCPs have significantly risen the distribution across provider types 
continues to remain relatively unchanged with the majority (69% as at June 
2021) being educated in mainstream schools and colleges. 

7.0 INVEST TO SAVE INITIATIVES 

7.1 Appendix 1 to this paper summarises the impact of the Invest to Save 
Initiatives for the period 2018/19 to 2020/21 and projection for 2021/22. To 
date the invest to save initiatives comprise of 4 main areas: 

• Expansion of Special School Places.  Since 2018, maintained special 

school places have increased by a total of 113 to accommodate the 

growing need and demand for specialist provision.  These children 

would have otherwise been educated in non-maintained special 



 

schools (NMSS) or independent specialist providers (ISPs).  Total 

additional forecasted expenditure to date is £2.386m against a cost 

avoidance of £7.244m.  

 

•  Exceptional EHCP Packages.  Since 2018, a total of 8 bespoke 

EHCP packages have been agreed specifically earmarked as an 

invest to save opportunity for children that would have otherwise been 

educated in NMSS or ISPs.  In total forecast additional expenditure to 

date is £0.748m against a cost avoidance of £1.552m.   

 

• Alternative Provision in Schools.  This relates to the Sandgate Early 

Intervention Programme (EIP) and The Hive unit at Greengate Junior 

School.  Since its inception in 2019/20 the EIP has supported 46 

nursery to primary aged children from 23 schools and of whom 22 

have EHCPs and 20 have SEN support needs.  Of these 41 continue 

to be educated in mainstream schools, 5 have transferred to 

Sandgate Special School and to date there have been no transfers to 

ISPs.  The Hive at Greengate Junior school has supported 8 children 

so far of whom 3 have successfully transitioned to mainstream 

secondary schools and one has transferred to an ISP.  Regular 

evaluation reports are received for both programmes and the 

trajectory of the children supported by them will continue to be 

monitored closely against the invest to save business cases.  In total 

forecast additional expenditure to date is £0.520m against a saving of 

£0.006m.   

 

• New AP Centres.  This relates to the two new build Alternative 

Provision centres in Carlisle and Barrow which will create an 

additional 50 specialist SEMH places for children with EHCPs and 30 

Alternative Provision places.  It is expected that the additional places 

will reduce the number of children who would otherwise be directed to 

ISPs.  The opening dates were originally planned for September 2021 

(Carlisle) and January 2022 (Barrow), however, due to building delays 

these dates have now been pushed back to April 2022 and November 

2022 respectively.  However, in recognition that both PRUs have 

already increased their capacity ahead of the new sites opening 

interim funding has been made available.  As the funding is ring-

fenced for the new AP provision any underspend against the budgets 

in 2021/22 will be clawed back.  In total additional forecast 

expenditure to date is £2.816m with the new centres expected to 

achieve a net saving by 2027/28. 



 

 

8.0 HIGH NEEDS RECOVERY PLAN 

8.1 The latest version of the High Needs Recovery Plan, which is a work in 
progress, is available at Appendix 2.  The plan has been updated to reflect 
the provisional DSG allocations for 2022/23 published in July 2021.  As the 
provisional allocations are based on last year’s pupil numbers and 
commissioned HN places for academic year 2020/21 estimated growth in 
special school and independent pupil numbers have been factored in as 
follows: 

 HN Places  

 AY21/22 AY22/23 £m 

Provisional HN Block allocation 2022/23 before 
recoupment for HN places 

   
57.989 

Less estimated recoupment for HN places: 
 

Mainstream academies 
Further education colleges 
Special Academy and Special Free Schools 

 
 

72 
162 
288 

 
 

72 
162 
305 

 
 

-0.472 
-0.972 
-2.979 

Estimated Special School pupil growth 37 0.172 

Estimated final HN block allocation 2022/23  53.738 

Estimated Special School pupil growth 30 0.139 

Independent School pupil reduction -27 -0.126 

Estimated final HN block allocation 2023/24  53.752 

Estimated Special School pupil growth 30 0.139 

Independent School pupil reduction -16 -0.075 

Estimated final HN block allocation 2024/25  53.817 

8.2 The above projections do not include any transfers in from the Schools 
Block.  From 2025/26 a levelling-off of funding is assumed.  The special 
school pupil number growth is based on the current percentage increase 
between October 2020 and known placements as at September 2021.  The 
reduction in the number of pupils in independent schools is based on the 
impact of the invest to save initiatives.  

Expenditure assumptions 

8.3 From 2022/23 an estimated 2% inflation has been applied to staffing 
budgets.  For independent specialist providers an estimated average 1% 
inflation has been applied to existing placements.  New placements are 
expected to be arranged via the new North West Purchasing Framework 
where prices are fixed for 2 years. 

8.4 The expenditure plan also reflects the estimated full year impact of 
transitional protection following the removal of Targeted SEN with effect from 
1 September 2021 of £0.678m. 

8.5 The resourced provision budget assumes that the work being done to 
reduce the number of funded unoccupied places to create additional new RP 
places within the existing budget window in geographical areas where there 
is a need will continue.  DfE capital grant funding of £0.753m to support the 
creation of new High Needs places and improvements to existing provisions 
has been received in 2021/22.  Plans include the creation of 34 new RP 



 

places through expanding and adapting existing provision to meet different 
needs by September 2022. 

8.6 EHCP pupil number projections have been based on current trends which 
continue to rise. Current numbers as at Q1 are 4,125.  It is estimated that 
the numbers will continue rise before levelling-off by 2025/26.   The below 
pupil number projections used in the HN recovery plan show the position 
before the impact of the invest to save initiatives: 

Before Invest to Save Current 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

Nursery 10 11 12 14

PVI 101 116 128 141

PRU 39 33 34 36

Special 513 557 586 616

Resourced Provision 126 139 142 160

Mainstream 2,012 2,155 2,356 2,541

2,801 3,010 3,259 3,507

Independent Day 232 231 230 231

Residential 58 58 58 58

Extra District 32 32 32 32

Post-16 ISPs 68 79 85 85

FE Colleges 722 722 722 722

NEET/Apprenticeships/Awaiting Placement 212 212 212 212

EHCP Pupil Number projections 4,125 4,344 4,598 4,847  

8.7 To date the invest to save initiatives have created additional places in 
maintained and academy special schools, PRUs and alternative provision in 
schools for 122 pupils with EHCPs which otherwise would have been 
directed to ISP or out of county provision.  The below pupil number 
projections show the position after the invest of the invest to save initiatives: 

After Invest to Save Current 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

Nursery 10 11 12 14

PVI 101 116 128 141

PRU 42 85 91 95

Special 626 670 699 729

Resourced Provision 126 160 176 194

Mainstream 2,018 2,110 2,308 2,501

2,923 3,151 3,415 3,674

Independent Day 110 90 74 64

Residential 58 58 58 58

Extra District 32 32 32 32

Post-16 ISPs 68 79 85 85

FE Colleges 722 722 722 722

NEET/Apprenticeships/Awaiting Placement 212 212 212 212

EHCP Pupil Number projections 4,125 4,344 4,598 4,847  

8.8 As the HN plan currently stands there continues to be a significant budget 
gap between the level of funding available and projected expenditure as 
shown at Appendix 2 and summarised below: 



 

 

 2021/22 
£m 

Projected HN Funding 51.040 

Projected HN Expenditure  
(after impact of invest to save initiatives) 

56.306 

Projected In-year pressure 5.266 

HN Deficit Brought Forward 14.550 

Cumulative HN Deficit 19.816 

 
8.9 The Council has engaged the services of MasterdonC to provide an 

evidence-based methodology for modelling EHCP data for future projections 
of need up to 2028 which once received will be factored into the High Needs 
Recovery plan.  A further meeting with the DfE to discuss the progress 
towards balancing the DSG budget in-year and the continued pressures on 
the High Needs Block is expected in due course.  

8.10 LA officers attended a North West High Needs Funding meeting in early 
September to discuss the shared HN budget challenges and share 
examples of approaches, models and ideas.  Like Cumbria, much of the 
focus was around early intervention, special schools outreaching to 
mainstream schools, increasing inclusion within mainstream schools and 
expanding special school places.  Some other examples of what other 
authorities are doing included: 

• Mainstream schools signing up to an Inclusion Charter, co-produced 
between schools and LA officers setting out principles of effective 
inclusion and mutual expectations.  

• Working with colleges and being more flexible around element 2 HN 
place funding.  For example, where a college has more EHCP 
students than funded HN places, the HN funding provided to support 
those pupils has been based on actual cost rather than an additional 
£6,000 per pupil due to the economies of scale the college can 
achieve.  This has saved the authority £0.250m to date. 

• Reducing the number of pupil exclusions by providing secondary 
schools with a small amount of additional HN funding outside of the 
top-up system with an attached target to achieve of no more than 3 
exclusions per school. 

• Having a robust Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA).  Looking 
at joint health and social care strategies with greater SEN peer 
challenge and planning to meet need without high cost provision.   

• Working on ECHP review processes and how support needed “steps 
down” over time and how this links in with funding levels and moving 
children off plans as appropriate. The expectation being that once 
SEN pupils are in the right environment their SEN reduce over time. 

• Learning from tribunals.  Where Occupational Therapists (OTs) are 
recommending sensory services that are only available in high cost 
placements some LAs are looking at employing their own OTs looking 
at how additional sensory needs can be met in-house or in a different 
way. 



 

• Building/improving post-18 supported living offer and reducing the 
number adults staying on in education on a full-time basis. 

8.11 Like Cumbria, many of these initiatives involve additional upfront investment 
however current HN Block funding levels and HN Capital provision funding 
continue to be significant barriers to such innovations.  However, the LA 
continues to explore options to reduce expenditure and improve SEND 
provision.  Other activity includes the re-commissioning of the CCC funded 
Carers & Short Breaks respite centres and improving the offer which should 
prevent families reaching crisis point and potentially reduce demand for 
ISPs.   

9.0   OPTIONS 

9.1 The Schools Forum is recommended to note the current projection against 
the High Needs Block budget, progress against the High Needs Recovery 
Plan and the continued work the local authority is doing to try and manage 
down the HN Deficit.   

10.0 RESOURCE AND VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS 

10.1 Resource and value for money implications are considered throughout this 
paper.  The Dedicated Schools Grant central reserve closed the 2020/21 
financial year with a deficit of £9.641m, comprising of a deficit against the 
HN block of £14.550m and a surplus against other DSG of (£4.909m).  
Based on the projections for 2021/22 there is significant budget pressure 
with the projected in-year overspend on the HN Block predicted to be 
£5.266m.  However, this overspend is offset by a predicted underspend 
against other DSG budgets of (£0.241m) giving an overall projected DSG 
balance to carry forward as at 31 March 2022 of £14.666m. 

10.2 In 2021/22 the DSG conditions of grant requires any local authority with an 
overall deficit on its DSG account at the end of the 2020/21 financial year to 
co-operate with the DfE and provide information when requested by them on 
its plans for managing the DSG account. 

11.0 CONCLUSION 

11.1 The Schools Forum is asked to note this report which sets out the projected 
outturn as at Q1 against the HN budget which is predicted to overspend by 
£5.266m and progress against the High Needs Recovery Plan. 

 

 
Dan Barton 
Assistant Director, Education & Skills 
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