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Dear Katherine 
 
We are writing following our communications with you on Saturday 2nd January to formally express our 
concern about re-opening primary schools in Cumbria on 4 January, and to recommend that as a minimum 
the districts of Carlisle and Eden are added today to the group of areas that are part of the DFE 
Contingency Framework, and consideration given to all areas of the county to be covered by this 
framework. 
 
Cumbria is currently experiencing high rates of transmission of the new strain of SARS-COV-2, which is 
resulting in high and very rapidly rising numbers of new cases across most of the county. In Carlisle and 
Eden rates are particularly high, now standing at 816 new cases per 100k population per week in Carlisle 
and 605 in Eden. While other parts of the county have rates lower than the England average, they are rising 
very rapidly: in Allerdale rates have doubled in the last five days, and in Copeland and Barrow-in-Furness 
the doubling time is currently four days.  
 
While firm evidence about this new strain is still only emerging, our experience in Cumbria suggests that its 
known increased transmissibility does apply in the school environment. We run a daily Outbreak Control 
Team meeting that oversees our response to every reported incident of Covid-19 in an education setting; 
this is led by a Consultant in Public Health supported by an infection prevention and control team dedicated 
to supporting schools, both with advice and guidance and with contact tracing in the education environment; 
we also locally contact trace community contacts of cases associated with schools. During late November 
and December, when (initially unknown to us) the new strain began circulating in Cumbria, we had several 
significant school outbreaks with much higher numbers of young people affected than we had seen in 
previous incidents. This led us to believe that something unusual was happening even before the discovery 
of the new strain was announced. So we are now deeply concerned about the likelihood of further 
significant transmission when schools re-open. 
 
The implications of further transmission at this point are significant. In addition to the potential for this to 
lead to a further and harder national lockdown later, within Cumbria our hospital systems are under huge 
pressure already. North Cumbria Integrated Care NHS Trust has already exceeded its normal intensive 
care capacity and declared OPEL Level 4 on 2 January, meaning that any additional capacity which is 
required for beds, either Covid or otherwise, will need to be found in southern Scotland, the North East or 
Lancashire. This is before the impact of the rapidly rising cases in the last few days has begun to be seen in 
hospitals. There is simply no capacity in the local hospital system to allow us to accept a rising number of 
cases.  
 
As a result of all the work done during the first lockdown period, schools in Cumbria are well prepared to 
offer distance learning, meaning that it would be possible for children to return to learning from 4 January 
without a physical return to the classroom. We recommend that you  add all districts in Cumbria to the list of 
areas to which the DFE Contingency Framework applies (with all schools  in those  areas continuing to 
provide on site education and care for those children considered vulnerable and the children of key 
workers) with Carlisle and Eden as a minimum, and further to take robust action at national level to enable 
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all schools to have a post-Christmas “firebreak” and to have the time to put in place robust testing 
mechanisms for pupils and staff prior to re-opening. 
 
We would be happy to meet today to discuss this proposal and request an urgent response from DFE in 
order to support schools planning. 

 
Yours sincerely 

 
John Readman     Colin Cox 
Executive Director – People                          Director of Public Health   
(Director of Children’s Services) 
Deputy Chief Executive 
 
Cc  Cllr Stewart Young – Leader, Cumbia County Council  
 Cllr Sue Sanderson – Cabinet Member Schools and Learning, Cumbria County Council  
 Katherine Fairclough – Chief Executive, Cumbria County Council  


