
Submission from Peter Witham  

 
Dear Sir or Madam 
 
I am writing to express my deep concern regarding the proposals of the Scottish 
Government regarding the Higher Education sector in Scotland, proposals which, if 
implemented, could threaten six hundred years of accomplishments in Higher 
Education.  Scotland has a proud recording of nurturing its universities and 
developments and over the last decades has created a sector notable in its diversity: 
from modern, technology oriented institutions, to medieval foundations steeped in a 
tradition of academic excellence.  This diversity cannot exist in the face of greater 
centralised control. 
 
In the opinion of many eminent commentators - political and entrepreneurial, as well 
as academic commentators - the legislation is not only harmful; it is superfluous. 
 
The Scottish universities and their General Councils have strongly opposed these 
proposais.   
The Royal Society of Edinburgh, as well as various other bodies, has been extremely 
critical. 
 
The Higher Education Governance Bill offers exactly such a threat. 
It is a threat to the autonomy of the Scottish universities, to their creativity, their 
diversity and to their originality. 
 
The proposal for Chairs of governing bodies to be elected by people from outside, is 
an invitation to political and / or commercial interference in the affairs of research 
and education institutions.  This is most inadvisable.  
 
I urge the Education and Culture Committee to reconsider the whole issue in its 
September meeting, and to send the Bill back to the drafters for a profound rethink. 
 
As somebody who worked for thirty-three years for the United Nations, I spent most 
of my career living and working in developing countries, with a particular focus on 
strengthening institutions of national and local governance.  I learned that, along with 
other factors, an independent higher education sector is key to good national 
governance.  Working with local universities was a vital  factor for the UN's work in 
developing and measuring national human development progress.  We could not 
have performed this function without the independence of such institutions - nor 
would we have wished to do so. It is sad to think that Scotland might now be on the 
verge of abandoning this principle. 
 
I hope it is not too late for a fundamental reappraisal of these proposals. 
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
 
Peter Witham 
 



 


