Welsh private schools face closure as VAT and economic pressures bite
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The recent announcement by Cognita regarding the impending closure of two esteemed Welsh private schools, St Clare's in Porthcawl and Oakleigh House in Swansea, has sent shockwaves through the local community. St Clare's, which has been educating children for over 85 years, and Oakleigh House, a fixture in education for more than a century, are set to shutter their doors at the conclusion of December 2025. The decision, framed as a response to tough economic conditions and dwindling enrolment due to falling birth rates, raises significant concerns about the broader sustainability of independent education in Wales.
The closures come on the heels of recent governmental policies that have imposed a 20% VAT on private school fees, a measure intended to raise £1.5 billion for state education and put an end to the longstanding exemption of such fees from taxation. This policy, effective from January 2025, aims to alleviate some of the financial pressures on the public education system but simultaneously exacerbates the already precarious financial situation for private institutions. As families grapple with increased fees, an estimated 3,000 pupils are projected to transfer to state schools, according to industry predictions, further straining already stretched public resources.
Cognita's management highlighted that both St Clare's and Oakleigh House could no longer operate viably under the current economic conditions. They cited the combination of escalated operational costs—rising energy prices, increased staff wages, and the additional burden of VAT—as factors that have made it exceedingly difficult for independent schools to maintain their offerings without increasing costs to parents. The director of the Welsh Independent Schools Council, Paul Norton, articulated that the application of VAT fails to recognise the unique circumstances and community roles of small independent schools in Wales. He argued that these institutions often provide essential educational options for children who may not thrive in mainstream state schools.
The significance of these closures extends beyond financial implications. Local leaders, such as Porthcawl's Mayor, Cllr Jeff Perren, voiced their deep concern over the potential loss of community resources. He noted that St Clare's not only offers academic education but also critical wraparound care for working parents, providing services that can often be competitively priced compared to after-school care options. The loss of such institutions can have dire consequences on local families and overall community cohesion.
Further complicating matters, the Welsh Government has announced plans to withdraw business rates relief for certain fee-paying schools by April 2025. This policy, aimed at redirecting funds to support public services, is set against a backdrop of similar moves in England and Scotland. Critics argue that this blanket policy further targets vulnerable independent schools, undermining their financial stability and limiting choices for families seeking diverse educational options.
In light of these closures, some local educational institutions are positioning themselves to accommodate displaced students. Ffynone House School in Swansea has expressed readiness to expand its enrolment to include students from St Clare's and Oakleigh House. Pini Patel, a trustee of Ffynone House, stated, “We have the expertise and capacity to accommodate more students,” emphasising the school's commitment to providing a nurturing educational environment.
As Wales faces this seismic shift in its educational landscape, the implications seem far-reaching. With around 6,000 children currently enrolled in private schools across Wales, a surge of students moving to state education could place significant pressure on public schools already grappling with their own challenges. Parents and students alike navigate a landscape fraught with uncertainty, particularly in light of economic pressures and declining birth rates.
The impending closures of St Clare's and Oakleigh House serve as a sobering reminder of the vulnerabilities facing independent schools amid shifting governmental policies and economic realities. As communities reflect on the contributions these schools have made over the decades, the search for sustainable alternatives becomes increasingly critical in ensuring that families retain access to a diverse range of educational opportunities.
Ultimately, while the closure of these two institutions signals a profound change, the response from other local schools like Ffynone House highlights a resilience and adaptability that may define the future landscape of education in Wales.
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