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Summary 

1. In parts of England there is intense competition for primary school places with too many pupils competing for too 
few school places. Current projections show that this situation will only grow worse over the next few years. Although 
there is currently a national surplus of primary school places, by the academic year 2018/19 three fifths of local 
authorities are expected to have a shortfall of primary school places. In the longer term there will also be a shortfall 
of secondary school places as these children progress through the academic system. The problem currently being 
experienced in parts of the country – and which will be felt more widely in the future - is due to the rising birth rate, 
which is overwhelmingly the result of a rise in births to non-UK born mothers. 

Number of School Age Children

2. Since 2002 there has been a marked increase in the number of births in the UK, with 2012 having the highest 
number since 19721. This increase in births is primarily as a result of an increase in births to non-UK born mothers with 
78% of the increase since 2002 attributable to them, with the remainder coming from an increase in births to UK born 
mothers.2 Immigration is therefore having an impact on the increase in births. 

1   ONS ‘The Changing UK Population’, 15 January 2015, URL: http://visual.ons.gov.uk/uk-perspectives-the-
changing-population/
2   Parliamentary Question, Lord Andrew Green, Hansard, HL4976, 23 February 2015, URL: http://www.parlia-
ment.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2015-02-11/HL4976/
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Births in the UK 
3. In 2013 there were a recorded 779,000 births in the UK of which 25% (197,000) were to non-UK born mothers.3 This 
compares with 669,000 births in the UK in 2002 of which 17% (110,500) were to non-UK born mothers.4

Figure 1. Births in the UK to non-UK Born Mothers, 2002-2013, Source: UK Statistics Authority.5

3  Parliamentary Question, Lord Andrew Green, Hansard, HL4976, 23 February 2015, URL: http://www.parliament.
uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2015-02-11/HL4976/
4  Parliamentary Question, Lord Andrew Green, Hansard, HL4976, 23 February 2015, URL: http://www.parliament.
uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2015-02-11/HL4976/
5  ONS’ ‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth, 2010’ URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/
dcp171778_230307.pdf ONS ‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth, 2011’ URL: http://www.ons.gov.
uk/ons/rel/vsob1/parents--country-of-birth--england-and-wales/2011/sb-parents--country-of-birth--2011.html ONS 
‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth 2012’  URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/vsob1/parents--
country-of-birth--england-and-wales/2012/sb-parents--country-of-birth--2012.html ONS ‘Births in England and Wales 
by Parents’ Country of Birth, 2013’ 
URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/vsob1/parents--country-of-birth--england-and-wales/2013/stb-births-by-
cob-2013.html
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Births in England and Wales 

4. There were 700,000 births in England and Wales in 2013 of which 26.5% were to non-UK born mothers. In 1969, 
when the nationality of mothers was first recorded the percentage born to non-UK born mothers was 12%. See Figure 
2

Figure 2: Percentage of Births to non-UK born Mothers in England and Wales, 1969-2013, Source: ONS6

Net Migration of Children

5. In addition, there is a smaller impact on school places from the international migration of school age children. Net 
migration of under 15s has been estimated at an average of 10,000 per year between 2002 and 20131.7

The local picture

6. Although there is currently a national surplus of primary school places, there are some areas that are already 
experiencing shortages. London, in particular, is experiencing a high level of demand which will only be exacerbated 
in the future. In Greater London there are currently 646, 000 pupils in primary schools, however it is estimated that by 
the academic year 2017/18 there will be 768, 000 pupils in the capital’s primary schools - or 122,000 more pupils than 
there are now. There are already numerous oversubscribed schools in London. Other areas of high demand include 
Birmingham, where the number of places needed by 2017/18 is predicted to be 115,000, an increase of 15,000 from 
the current 100,000. In Manchester, the number of school places is predicted to increase to 52,000, up from the current 
40,000. In Kent, the number of places needed is predicted to increase by 10,000 from 111,000 to 121,000.
7. Indeed, the number of local authorities set to experience shortfalls will grow significantly. The Local Government 
Association has highlighted that two in five local authorities in England will be experiencing shortfalls in primary 
school places by the academic year 2016/17, more than half by the academic year 2017/18 and three in five by 

6  ONS’ ‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth, 2010’ URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/
dcp171778_230307.pdf ONS ‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth, 2011’ URL: http://www.ons.gov.
uk/ons/rel/vsob1/parents--country-of-birth--england-and-wales/2011/sb-parents--country-of-birth--2011.html
ONS ‘Births in England and Wales by parents’ Country of Birth 2012’  URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/vsob1/
parents--country-of-birth--england-and-wales/2012/sb-parents--country-of-birth--2012.html ONS ‘Births in England 
and Wales by Parents’ Country of Birth, 2013’  URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/vsob1/parents--country-of-birth-
-england-and-wales/2013/stb-births-by-cob-2013.html
7  ONS ‘ Long Term International Migration data’, table 2.07, URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/re-
reference-tables.html?edition=tcm%3A77-346438



4 The Impact of Immigration on England’s school places shortage

2018/19.8

8. In London two thirds of births are now to parents where one or both was non-UK born.9 

The national picture 

9. There are currently 4.416 million primary school places in England and 4.011 million pupils on school rolls which 
means there are 434,000 unfilled places. At the moment the number of unfilled places as a percentage of total places 
is 9.8% However, the number of children entering primary schools is growing rapidly and it is estimated that by the 
academic year 2017/18 there will be 4.572 million children in primary schools, leaving a deficit of 155,000 primary 
school places.

Figure 3. Surplus/Deficit of Primary School Places in England, 2012/13 to 2017/18. Source: Department for Education 10

10. The situation regarding secondary school places is slightly different, but the underlying trend is exactly the same; 
sooner rather than later there will be a deficit of secondary school places. The current number of secondary school 
places in England is 3.637 million while the current number of pupils is 3.191 million . This means that there are over 
450,000 places currently unfilled. The number of unfilled place as a percentage of total places is currently 12.9%. There 
are forecast to be 3.446 million secondary school pupils nationally by the academic year 2019/20, 300,000 more than 
there are currently.11 However, this is 190,000 fewer than the number of places as figure 4 demonstrates. It is clear 
that the number of pupils will outstrip the number of places in the longer term although there is time to remedy the 
situation to avoid a shortage. 

8  Local Government Media Release ‘Schools face ‘tipping point’’3rd April 2015 URL: http://www.local.gov.uk/
web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7171350/NEWS
9  Parliamentary Question, Sir Nicholas Soames, Hansard, 210759, 17 October 2014, URL: http://www.parliament.
uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2014-10-15/210759/
10  Department for Education, ‘School capacity: Academic year 2012-2013’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/school-capacity-academic-year-2012-to-2013
11  Department for Education, ‘School capacity: Academic year 2012-2013’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/school-capacity-academic-year-2012-to-2013
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Figure 4. Surplus of Secondary School Places to 2019/20, Source: Department for Education12

Funding

11. The Local Government Association has estimated that in the next ten years, there will be an additional 900,000 
pupils (primary and secondary) at England’s schools and that this could cost £12 billion.13 School places are funded 
through a combination of funding from the Department for Education and Local Government.

12. The LGA found that funding from the Department for Education had so far not met the full cost of providing 
school places and will not meet that cost between 2011/12 and 2016/17. When surveyed on the matter 77% of local 
authorities that responded to the LGA said that they had not received sufficient funding from central government. This 
had led to councils having to find money from a range of other sources in order to fill these funding gaps and this 
included greater borrowing. Around half of councils had reported using funds from other school capital programmes 
such as school building maintenance to create new places. According to London Councils, a body representing local 
authorities in the capital, London in particular will require additional funding due to it being the most affected part of 
the country.14

The Impact of Immigration on School Places

13. In the last ten years there has been a marked increase in the number of births, with 2012 having the highest 
number since 197215. This increase in births is primarily as a result of immigration to the UK with over three-quarters of 
the increase since 2002 due to a rise in births to non-UK born mothers. 

14. As Figure 5 below shows over a quarter of births in England and Wales are now to non-UK born mothers.

12  Department for Education, ‘School capacity: Academic year 2012-2013’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/school-capacity-academic-year-2012-to-2013
13  Local Government Media Release, ‘Schools face ‘tipping point’’3rd April 2015 URL: http://www.local.gov.uk/
web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7171350/NEWS
14  London Councils report, ‘Do the Maths’, 16th July 2014, URL: http://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/our-key-
themes/children-and-young-people/education-and-school-places/do-maths-2014
15 ONS, ‘Population Estimates for England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, Mid 2011 to Mid 2012’, 
URL: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/population-estimates-for-uk--england-and-wales--scotland-and-
northern-ireland/mid-2011-and-mid-2012/index.html
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Figure 5. Percentage of Births in the UK to non-UK-Born and UK-born Mothers, 2002-2013, Source: UK Statistics 
Authority 16

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
UK born mothers 83.5 82.7 81.8 80.5 79.4 78.0 77.1 76.6 76.1 75.7 75.3 74.7
Non-UK born mothers 16.5 17.3 18.2 19.5 20.6 22.0 22.9 23.4 23.9 24.3 24.7 25.3

Percentage of UK Births to UK and Non-UK Born Mothers, 2002-2013, Source: UK Statistics Authority
Year

Figure 6. Number of Births in the UK to non-UK-Born and UK-Born Mothers, 2002-2013, Source: UK Statistics 
Authority.17

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
UK born mothers 558,293 574,612 585,346 581,838 594,183 602,867 612,793 605,011 614,064 611,715 612,272 581,999
Non-UK born mothers 110,484 120,397 130,650 140,711 154,380 169,378 181,590 185,193 193,207 196,061 200,698 196,806

Number of UK Births to UK and Non-Born Mothers, 2002-2013, Source: UK Statistics Authority  
Year 

Conclusion 

15. It is the increase in births to non-UK born mothers, as well as the growing number of school aged migrants that 
has created the shortage of school places in England. This is a problem that is only going to grow worse in the future. 

12th June  2015 

16  Written  Question, House of Lords, HL4976, 23 February 2015, URL: http://www.parliament.uk/business/publi-
cations/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2015-02-11/HL4976/
17  Written  Question, House of Lords, HL4976, 23 February 2015, URL: http://www.parliament.uk/business/publi-
cations/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Lords/2015-02-11/HL4976/


