
SUBMISSION FROM SIR MOIR LOCKHEAD 
 
Although I am Senior Governor of the University of Aberdeen Court, my comments 
on the Higher Education Governance Bill are provided in a personal capacity and are 
not necessarily the views of the University Court. 
 
My observations on the Bill are, however, based on my experience of board level 
governance both within the charitable and private/commercial sectors. I also draw 
upon my previous executive experience of leading an organisation which is 
competing globally as well as nationally, namely as the former Chief Executive of 
First Group Plc. 
 
I recognise that the Committee will receive a great many responses so I have 
focused my response on a short number of key issues below. I would, however, wish 
to emphasise my considerable concern at the direction this Bill appears to take our 
universities in, not just in terms of governance, but through the extension of 
Ministerial/political powers over universities which I believe would neither be in the 
best interests of universities nor, even more importantly, of Scotland. 
 
Loss of Charitable Status and ONS Reclassification 
The proposals for Ministerial powers over the governance of universities is of general 
concern as it represents a significant reduction in the autonomy of institutions from 
the State. It also has the potential to bring into question the charitable status/Office 
of National Statistics Classification of higher education institutions. Either outcome 
could be very damaging to the University of Aberdeen’s ability to succeed as an 
institution operating in a marketplace for higher education which is both global and 
highly competitive. 
 
Reclassification as a government body could result in the University being unable to 
borrow or retain surpluses. This would inhibit drastically our ability to generate 
income, to borrow and invest in new facilities, something which could not be 
replicated by State funding. That investment benefits Scottish students as well as 
helping the University to compete with other universities around the world for 
students and staff. Reclassification would inevitably stymy incentives to work with 
industry and to commercialise academic activity, to the detriment of the Scottish 
economy.  
 
A further issue which both reclassification and loss of charitable status would raise is 
with regard to fundraising and philanthropy. These are vital income streams that 
Aberdeen (as well as other Scottish universities) have dedicated significant time and 
effort to develop over recent years. Already at Aberdeen, through the support of 
donors, alumni and corporations, we have been able to realise transformational 
projects such as our new Library and the creation of new funds for the support of 
students. That support enables universities to make the support they receive from 
the State go further to the benefit of our students and our global reputation. 
However, it is support that we know would be far less forthcoming from donors if we 
were a government body or not a charity. The preservation of the current status of 
universities in both regards is, therefore, vital to this important source of funding.  
 
 



Membership of Governing Bodies 
At a general level I am not persuaded that it is either correct or helpful for Ministers 
to in effect be specifying (and later able to change) the detailed composition of 
governing bodies that are also autonomous charities.  
 
With specific regard to proposing there be trade union membership of governing 
bodies, while the contribution and involvement of trade unions in institutional 
processes and decision making is essential, there is a fundamental difference when 
it comes to trade union representatives being nominated to a governing body with a 
mandate from a particular constituency while on the other hand they as a governor 
are also required to reach decisions in the collective best interests of the institution 
rather than one part of it. This can only result in a perpetual conflict of interest issue 
which undermines good governance and effective decision making. 
 
I appreciate the opportunity to provide these comments to the Committee. I hope 
they will be helpful.  
 
Sir Moir Lockhead 
 


