
Submission from Christian Daviron 

Dear members of the Committee: 
 
I am writing to you to express my profound concern at the proposed Higher Education 
Governance (Scotland) Bill. 
 
I am a graduate of St Andrews and also have an MBA from Columbia University in New York.   
I have served as a trustee of the American Foundation of the University of St Andrews.   I have 
a great affection for Scotland and own a flat in St Andrews where I spend several months a year 
though I am still a resident of the United States.   My great great grandfather was Principal of St 
Andrews from 1859 to 1868.   My daughter, an American, is a 2005 graduate of St Andrews.   
Several young American friends have attended or are attending the University of Glasgow, the 
University of Aberdeen, the University of Edinburgh and, of course, St Andrews.  I take great 
interest, therefore, in Scottish universities in general. 
 
I am particularly concerned that the proposed legislation reduces academic freedom and 
independent thinking.   While the current parliament may have every intention of keeping the 
universities free of interference, a future parliament might be more interfering.   You will all 
know how much faculty and students want and need academic freedom.   Many of the world’s 
most important discoveries and advances came about from free thinkers who thought outside 
the box and were often unpopular for it.   Most of us tend to gravitate to the familiar, the 
comprehensible.   Where would we be if Darwin had not been allowed to find backers and 
publish?   Many of the most innovative biotechnology advances at this time are coming from 
Leuwen University in Belgium because of its connections with Paul Janssen and his researchers, 
students and followers:  small countries can have a global impact. 
 
While I do not doubt that the proposed legislation is done with good intention, in the United 
States we say, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”   At this time Scottish universities are attracting 
some of the best global academic talent, both outstanding faculty members and the most 
promising students.   If there is political interference in governance and academic freedom, I can 
assure you that that talent pool will dry up very quickly.   Many of the American students who 
come here were aiming at Harvard and Princeton and Stanford and, if unsuccessful there, 
preferred to come to Scotland instead of going to Georgetown or UPenn.   But if academic 
standards slip, and international recognition fades, they will quickly turn away because the value 
of their Scottish degree will be debased. 
 
At St Andrews we are particularly worried because we have to find a successor to a remarkable 
Vice Chancellor, Louise Richardson, who came to us with the highest academic and 
administrative credentials from Harvard.   If there is political involvement in the University, and 
infringement of academic freedom, we will not see her like again.   Top academics will not want 
to be considered for the post, and the Principal who starts in January 2016 will be the start of a 
sad downward path for the University.   I have degrees from two countries and work in the 
international investment industry, and I have seen how quickly strategic missteps can ruin a 
company, an industry, and an academic institution. 
 
In answer to your specific questions, there are no areas of teaching, learning and research that 
will be enhanced except, perhaps, the special interests of the government of the time.    
 
There will be significant constraints on university funding.   Much funding at present comes 
from research funds, they have many universities from which to choose, and they will avoid 



Scotland if there is political involvement in the universities.   Additionally, many of them are 
based in England, and very few in Scotland.   One third of St Andrews’ undergraduate body is 
international, bringing different perspectives and international fees to the University.   The 
proportion, and the earnings, would gradually drop.    
 
The ethos of the universities will not change immediately.   Rather, over time the institutions will 
become more parochial and less interested in or of interest to other countries.   Top Scottish 
faculty and students will increasingly go to other countries so that Scotland is left with the dregs. 
 
The proposed changes to the governance are all for the worse.   You will know that appointees 
with special interests (representatives of students, or faculty, or unions, for example) will want to 
represent their constituency first, and take the university forward as a lesser consideration.   That 
would have given power to librarians to resist the advent of computers and on line texts.   
Universities will inevitably tend towards mediocrity if they are run by unwieldy collections of 
special interests.   Yet that would be the effect of your proposed legislation. 
 
Please, for the sake of your country – the country of Adam Smith, James Watt, and Alexander 
Graham Bell – do not commit your universities to slow decline.   Kill this bill. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

Christian Daviron 
 


