
Submission from Gareth J M Saunders  
 
The Higher Education Governance (Scotland) Bill I am writing to express my deep 
concerns about the proposed Higher Education Governance (Scotland) Bill. 
I am an alumnus of both the University of St Andrews (BD, 1993) and the University 
of Edinburgh (MTh, 1999), and currently work for the University of St Andrews in the 
digital communications team, a department of Corporate Communications. 
The notes to the proposed Bill simply states that the intention of the Bill is to “[make] 
provision to improve and modernise aspects of the governance of higher education 
institutions”. A cunning use of the word “modernise” that implies that Scottish 
universities must be governed in archaic and out-dated ways. But beyond that 
sentence there appears to be no argument whatsoever to state what appears to be 
the problem that is being addressed. 
The policy memorandum, published on the same day as the Bill, states in paragraph 
5 that “The Review of Higher Education Governance in Scotland was prompted by 
concern that the existing models were in need of update, not because they had 
failed, but because the time was right to consider their ongoing fitness for purpose.” 
This appears to be a case of: if it ain’t broke: tweak it. 
I fully endorse the intention to enable “more transparency and inclusive participation 
in higher education governance” but the outlined solution (to a very thinly argued 
problem) does not guarantee that and furthermore could cause more harm than 
good. 
If I understand it correctly, the Bill proposes that the governance of all Scottish 
universities will become standardised, exactly the same across the board. I can 
appreciate why that may be attractive to central 
government: you will have only one model to understand. But it destroys the 
uniqueness of each institution. It is an approach which fails to listen to local 
knowledge and experience. I know that St Andrews hasn’t stood still for the last 600 
years in terms of its governance. But what we have just now works. It is fit for 
purpose, and the position of Rector holds an important role in terms of balance and 
representation. 
What this Bill is proposing threatens the autonomy and academic reputations of our 
universities. It opens them to the vulnerability of direct political influence. That is not 
a good thing. It places unnecessary pressure on the proposed members of court and 
academic boards by dictating their composition and size, not to mention the powers 
given to Ministers to make future changes to the composition of university senates 
and courts. One size most certainly does not fit all.  
If pushed through this will prove to be a costly exercise, in terms of finance, 
reputation, and market leadership of our educational gems. 
I therefore would like to reiterate my deep concerns about the suitableness of this 
Bill, and would urge that it be withdrawn. 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
The Reverend Gareth J M Saunders 
  


