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Response to SFC Draft corporate plan 2009-12
Preamble

UCU Scotland has nearly 7,000 academic and academic-related members in Scottish higher education institutions (HEIs).  We welcome the opportunity to respond to the Draft corporate plan 2009-12 for the Scottish Funding Council (SFC).

General Comment
We welcome the commitment to work in partnership with the trade unions included in five of the seven outcomes.  We look forward to working with the SFC to achieve these outcomes. However, there is little detail in the plan on how the Council will engage the key delivery partners. Further the plan seems to assume that a university functions in a similar manner to corporate company and that addressing the senior management is the same as addressing the university. The collegiate nature of universities and the need to engage with staff is not recognised in this plan and indeed staff are neither mentioned nor considered in the development of this plan. Therefore it will be seen as another bureaucratic intervention imposed from the top rather than developed in conjunction with practitioners.  
Timing of the consultation.
In giving the reason for the plan the SFC states that:

In November 2008, the Scottish Government asked all public bodies to prepare new corporate or business plans by 31 March 2009.
The consultation period of only one month for a plan that ‘is significantly different from our last plan’ seems short. Indeed the consultation period for the last plan was three months and included four regional discussions. 
We therefore question whether this consultation meets the terms of Section 22 (2) of the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005 which states that the SFC must consult with trade unions where appropriate. 

While we understand the need to respond to a government instruction, the Council also has a legislative obligation to consult appropriately, particularly where a plan has major changes due to a change of government priorities, the taskforce report and the recent guidance letter.

Mission
We welcome this mission statement as it has the right balance in meeting the needs of the learner and Scotland’s economic, cultural and social needs. However much that follows tends to concentrate on one aspect of this mission.
Outcome 1: Employability and Skills
We are concerned about the prescriptive nature of Outcome 1 and hope at the very least it is broadened to allow learning for the greater good of all in Scotland, not just employers. We believe it would be unwise to apply aim three stringently to higher education which offers a broader base of education over a longer time period than the short courses offered in further education.  It would be unwise to decide HE provision on the short term goals of the fickle employment market. 

Though employability is important, the primary outcome should address the core function of delivering education.
Outcome 2: Access, Inclusion and Progression
UCU Scotland has supported the broadening of access for all that can benefit from an university education. Hence we fully support the third outcome bullet point but as student finances for university students are not the responsibility of the Council and it has little influence in this area we wonder how it can ensure that ‘opportunities to learn are determined solely by a person’s capacities and ambition’?

We welcome action bullet point three on retention of students as recruiting students from deprived backgrounds is only part of the story since these students require nurturing through higher education and into the job market.  This role will be carried out by staff who are not part of the expert groups on social inclusion and whose role may be overlooked in the drive to recruit students who are classified as socially excluded.  Hence the action should not just concentrate on initiatives to improve retention but on mainstreaming the role of staff in providing mentoring to students from non-traditional backgrounds.

Outcome 3: Knowledge Exchange
The broad definition of knowledge exchange outlined in this outcome reflects the range of outreach conducted by universities and the activities that funded by the SFC’s Knowledge Transfer Grant. 

While only 0.6% of GDP is spent by Scottish business and enterprise on research and development it is difficult to build links between researchers based in universities and those in industry as the pool of researchers is relatively small.  This is beyond the control of the Council - as are many of the outcomes envisaged in the corporate plan - as it cannot force external organisations to seek an exchange of knowledge with universities. Instead the Council should concentrate on publicising the possibilities of collaboration with universities to exchange knowledge and the sort of activities described in action point four.
Outcome 4: Specialism and Diversity

Outcome 4 recognises the diverse missions and roles of universities in Scotland and we welcome the commitment to fund a broad spectrum of institutions. 
Universities are not just the tools of the economy they also contribute to the soul of Scotland through scholarship in culture, politics and society. This cannot occur without a funding regime which enables academic freedom to prosper.
There is a possibility that developing specialism at institutional level could lead to a two tier system and we believe that some activities such as research and broadening access should be encouraged in all universities.
Outcome 5: Collaboration
The pooling of research has, according to the SFC response to the RAE results, brought great rewards in terms of research excellence and funding. However those producing the research have yet to any great benefit as they continue to be employed on short-term contracts. This is one area that the SFC could make a difference to terms and conditions of staff employed in universities by encouraging the sharing of employment across institutions.

Outcome 6: World-class Research 

We totally endorse and welcome the outcome of a research base that nurtures, attracts and supports world-class international researchers in Scotland. Currently researchers are made redundant in large numbers and lost to Scotland.

It is thus odd that UCU, as the only union that represents researchers and is experienced in developing terms and conditions, is not seen as a partner in delivering this aim of nurturing research talent in Scotland.

Outcome 7: Effective colleges and universities
We believe that the business model now being employed by most universities is not fit for purpose. Universities are based on a collegiate system underpinned by academic freedom. The university is a democratic organism with a decision-making process that includes all of the academic family. This structure does not marry with the dictatorial configuration of a chief executive officer at the head of a senior management team that makes all decisions for a company. The problem with the corporate plan is that the references to universities seem more akin to references to the Principal as CEO rather to the collegiate body. If universities are to be effective, Principals and the Council most recognise that the collegiate model results in greater democracy and broader scholarship.

The examples of the legal and other requirements SFC should support institutions to meet should be wider than those given.  In addition to "diversity, equality and sustainability" there should be reference to partnership with trades unions and academic freedom.
Strategic themes
Leadership
Strong leadership is not always effective without checks and balances, as financial institutions have demonstrated.  Hence the Council’s support in the development of leadership and governance capacity should include supporting democratic structures within the universities.

Global engagement
Scotland’s global engagement is been undermined by the changes in immigration policy and the SFC has given no lead or advice in this area. The SFC should keep abreast of UK legislation and offer advice to the whole sector. 

Equalities
Despite some recent appointments of women to the position of Principal, senior management is still dominated by pale, stale males. In fact, although there is little difference in professorial pay between men and women, there is still a large overall pay gap which is particularly prevalent amongst the higher paid grades.  By continuing to operate such pay differentials universities leave themselves open to discrimination cases.

The highest priority should be given to the continuing precarious situation of hourly paid staff and particularly to ensure that implementation agreements throughout Scottish universities include the assimilation of hourly paid academic and related staff to the new pay and grading structures at the appropriate grade.
All HEIs are obliged to develop and implement Race Equality Policies and assess the impact of policies and practices (such as new promotion criteria, use of fixed term contracts and selection of staff for inclusion in the RAE) on different ethnic groups and to publish details of progress in relation to race equality. 

Similar duties are now in place in relation to the preparation of a disability equality scheme and a gender equality scheme.  In addition, employment equality regulations protect staff and students from direct and indirect discrimination, harassment or victimisation on grounds of sexual orientation, religious faith or belief and age. 

We welcome the SFC Good Practice Guide to addressing equality legislation in colleges and universities and call on it to be mainstreamed into all activities in HEIs. The funding council will have to give a lead in ensuring these challenges are taken seriously by institutional management. To that end it must continue to support Equality Forward and promote its work. Equality Forward is a relatively new organisation and has yet to establish itself in the sector. It must command more authority and build links with stakeholders.
All higher education institutions in Scotland need to accept and carry out their key role in promoting equality and diversity and eliminating discrimination both within their organisations and more widely within Scottish society.

Measuring the difference we make
National Outcome 6: We live longer, healthier lives.

The SFC should consider the contribution of University Medical, Nursing and Dental schools to the quality of health service provision and of preventative work, while considering more generally the contribution of University research to good public health policy in Scotland.
National Outcome 15: public services are high quality, continually improving, efficient and responsive to local people’s needs.

The draft SFC approach is far too limited, focusing as it does only on the quality and efficiency of the universities and colleges themselves.  SFC should, in addition, be supporting the most effective use of University research to inform and promote a high quality, evidence based public policy process in Scotland, so that our public services are in a position to be supported to improve based on policy development informed by sound research.  
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