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UCU Scotland  
 
Briefing for education and skills committee – evidence sessions with the 
Scottish Funding Council and Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further 
Education, Higher Education and Science 
The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the 
post-16 education sector in the UK, representing over 120,000 academic 
and related members across the UK, and is the largest union in the higher 
education sector in Scotland.   

UCU is pleased to provide this evidence to the committee ahead of its 
coming evidence sessions with the Scottish Funding Council and minister 
for further education, higher education and science. 

An earlier version of this briefing was submitted ahead of the committee’s 
session with the cabinet secretary for education.  It has been updated 
following the announcement from the UK and Scottish governments of 
additional support for the higher education sector.   

The financial effect of Covid-19 on higher education 
The current Covid-19 crisis is having an unprecedented impact on the 
higher education sector.  Whilst it is difficult to predict the medium and 
long-term impacts what we do know is the situation is looking incredibly 
serious with all forecasts predicting catastrophic losses of income 
streams.   

Universities Scotland in its briefing for MSPsi of 9 April 2020 called the 
crisis an existential challenge to the sector and cited forecast losses of 
£78m in the current academic year from loss of student rental income, 
fees and the loss of commercial income such as summer accommodation 
rentals.  In addition, Universities Scotland estimated (as a mid-range 
estimate) a loss of 50% of international students coming to study in 
Scotland for the 2020/21 academic year and reported that such a decline 
would lead to an income loss of £435m.  Given that the Scottish 
Government’s annual funding to the sector is just over £1bn, to lose the 
equivalent of almost half that amount in a single year would be 
catastrophic to our universities.  Their briefing also pointed out that the 
loss in students is multiyear, with an international student not coming to 
study in what would have been their first year in 2020/21 also not paying 
fees in the subsequent three years either.  We’re aware that HEIs are 
being asked to model scenarios on a 50% reduction in new international 
students starting in 2020/21 academic year, on top of a 30% reduction in 
existing international students returning to study.  

Universities Scotland’s document was an important first set of estimates.  
As the crisis continues it is important that future forecasts explain the 
assumptions upon which they are based.  UCU commissioned researchii 
from London Economic on the impact on the higher education sector 
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across the UK which showed (UK figures) a loss to the sector of £2.5bn, 
the loss of 30,000 directly employed university jobs and an additional 
32,000 associated jobs.  The London Economic report focus was on 
students and tuition fee income. 

In Scottish terms the report forecast that the sector would see in Scotland 
would see a loss in income of £251m.   

The London Economic report did not consider losses from commercial 
activities such as student accommodation provisions, commercial income, 
or research income, and instead focused on the loss of teaching grant and 
numbers of students: UK, EU and international.  The loss of international 
students was estimated based on the reduction in numbers of 
international students coming to UK higher education institutions during 
previous recessions and then forecasting what current World Bank 
estimates of the size of the coming economic decline will mean for the 
number of students coming to study in the UK.  The loss of UK students is 
based on early research carried out by UCAS on the intention of student 
applicants for the coming academic year and their intention to seek 
deferrals as a result of Covid-19. 

Clearly extrapolating assumptions made for the whole of the UK to fit 
Scottish (and other component UK) higher education systems has 
limitations, such as the possible impact of the different funding regimes 
on student intention.  UCU has commissioned further research into the 
impact of the current crisis for Scottish higher education.  As soon as that 
research is complete we will be very happy to share it with the 
committee. 

The committee will also be aware of the SFC briefingiii on the impact on 
anticipated impacts on the Scottish further and higher education sectors. 

What this means for universities 
Beyond the headline figures of millions of pounds of income being lost 
from Scottish higher education, it is worth considering what this will 
actually mean to people’s careers and livelihoods.  Already a number of 
universities have been in communication with staff about the likely 
impact, and putting these steps into place.  Measures being implemented 
to date include redundancies for fixed term contract staff and casual 
hourly paid staff, where contracts are not renewed, and the lockdown and 
dire economic climate means there is no prospects of redeployment, 
securing new grant funding, or other mitigation of redundancy.  
Employers are also announcing that they are  canceling promotions; 
imposing pay freezes; restricting research leave;  suspending new 
appointments and halting recruitment; freezing re-grading; and 
furloughing  staff whose funding is not dependent on public money. 

 

We are already seeing staff on fixed term contracts and hourly paid staff 
losing their jobs.  Given that sustained real terms funding cuts to the 
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sector in Scotland has led to regular redundancies prior to this crisis, it is 
inconceivable that this will not continue and that we will see more job 
losses.  The UCU London Economic research estimate 30,000 directly 
employed job losses UK wide with the number more than doubling with 
associated jobs being lost. 

Additionally, members of the committee will remember the short briefing 
UCU sent on 24 April 2020 detailing the situation at the Kaplan run 
Glasgow International College which provides international access courses 
for Glasgow university.  Staff there, often tutors on highly casualised and 
insecure contracts, learnt (some with less than four days notice) that their 
contracts were to be ended.  Kaplan insist that the international college is 
not being affected by Covid-19 or any forecast lack of international 
students, and have therefore refused to put workers on the UK 
government job retention scheme; leaving staff seeking employment in a 
acutely difficult, if not impossible, job market. 

Why higher education matters 
Clearly there will be other sectors of the economy equally affected by the 
current crisis and who have seen, like the hospitality sector, their income 
not only cut but decimated.  Our universities are not seeking special 
treatment or additional funding simply to protect jobs or their standing.  
Rather we need to protect the sector because universities have an 
essential three-part key role in driving the country out of this crisis. 

First, and of most importance at the present is the specific role of higher 
education in fighting the virus, providing labs for research and testing, 
finding possible cures and treatment for  those infected and developing 
vaccines, protective equipment, and other public health strategies.  It is 
universities that are driving this research, see for example recent 
examples in Scotland from St Andrewsiv and Edinburghv. 

Similarly, it is our universities that are educating the nursing staff, health 
care professionals and doctors who work in the NHS day in and day out.  
The hugely inspirational reportsvi of nurses and doctors leaving their 
studies early to join the fight against Covid-19 and save lives is testament 
both to their personal dedication, but also to the staff in our universities 
who have equipped them over years of teaching for the job they are now 
carrying out.  Indeed, university medical staff are also volunteering on the 
frontline in our NHS. 

This was a point well made by the minister for further education, higher 
education and science when commenting on the FT articlevii about the 
funding required to sustain the higher education sector and the reticence 
of the UK treasury to respond positively, he wrote that ‘… we are relying 
on our universities to deal with COVID19 so it’s important we work 
together to help them through this.  And let’s not forget that our 
scientists have shown that they are key workers too’.viii 
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Also important is the role that universities play in their communities.  
Universities are often major employers, indeed sometimes the major 
employer, in their town or city and offer reasonably paid, skilled 
employment that bring people to live locally.  This has a positive impact 
on the local economy, local business and council tax for local authorities.  
We know that a percentage of 60,000 UK job losses will occur in Scotland.  
And that they may include small communities where the university 
provides good jobs where losses will be deeply felt by households and 
local businesses, for example the Crichton campus of Glasgow University 
in Dumfries or the SAMS campus of UHI near Oban.  Likewise in our 
cities, large university employers like Glasgow, Dundee and Edinburgh 
universities are major employers whose presence is widely felt across 
those cities. 

The final element of why government need help universities, is that 
higher education will be a key driver of economic recovery as the country 
comes out of the current crisis.  There is a wealth of research detailing 
the role of higher education in supporting the economy.  From nurturing 
entrepreneurial skills and spin off companies and SMEs, research and 
development, and a supply of highly skilled graduates entering the jobs 
market universities are a key player in building the economy back from 
the coming coronavirus recession.   Universities Scotland’s late 2019 
submission ahead of anticipated draft Scottish budget reported that the 
gross value added of Scottish higher education was estimated to be £8bn in 
2019.ix  Simply put there is no road to recovery that doesn’t involve a well-
resourced higher education sector in Scotland. 

What do our universities need? 
UCU has developed a series of asks of the Scottish Government.  We 
recognise the role of the UK government too, and welcome the 
commitment from the First Ministerx that any Barnett consequentials 
coming from increased UK government funding would be kept in the 
sector to mitigate the funding shortfall.  We also believe that any 
additional funding going to the sector should be offered in keeping with 
the principles of Scottish Government’s fair work agenda and that 
guarantees to this end should be sought by government. 

UCU is calling for the Scottish Government to: 

• Underwrite higher education by committing to maintaining the 
income of all higher education institutions at current levels;  

• Require institutions to work cooperatively and cross-sectorally to 
protect the interests of students and local communities; 

• Make a public commitment to protect Scotland’s universities 
against closure;  

• Ensure access to properly resourced lifelong learning which 
ensures people of all ages can access the learning they need.  
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• Ensure that staff working for outsourced companies providing 
services to higher education institutions receive the same 
protections as directly employed staff. 

• Protect educational capacity by confirming that furlough 
arrangements will apply to all staff currently employed by 
universities, including those on insecure contracts, and lobbying 
the UK government to extend the one-year visa extension 
scheme being offered to NHS staff to all current visa holdersxi 

UK and Scottish Government responses 
On 4 May the UK government announced its package of measures 
designed to support the higher education sector.  These included: 

• Measures to stabilise admissions, including number controls, to protect 
students and universities; 

• £2.6bn of forecast tuition fee payments for universities brought 
forward to help universities manage their cash flow; 

• £100m Government funding also brought forward to protect vital 
research activities; and 

• Students’ interests to be safeguarded through fair and orderly 
admissions; enhanced Clearing and funding for those in financial 
hardship  

In reality there was no new money for universities in the announcement 
and nothing to help the sector in Scotland through the current crisis. 

In response UCU, while welcoming the UK government’s acknowledgment 
of the need to support universities, said that the package did not deliver 
the stability and protection required.  In particular, the lack of any new 
money and reliance on simply advancing existing money was not enough.  
The union said that the government needed to underwrite funding lost to 
the sector from any loss in student numbers and reduce the need for 
universities to compete with one another. 

On 6 May, the Scottish Government announced a package of £75m 
funding for research in Scottish universities.  The announcement is new 
money.  UCU warmly welcomed the announcement with Mary Senior, 
UCU’s Scotland official saying that the money would go some way to 
helping the sector but that it also highlighted the need for the UK 
government to urgently support universities financially: 

‘This funding is welcome as universities face a potentially enormous 
drop in income from international student fees and teaching grants 
as a result of the pandemic. While the money will go some way to 
plugging a widening funding gap, clearly it cannot cover the full 
losses. 

‘We want universities to use this funding to redeploy early career 
researchers and staff on insecure contracts, so their expertise 
continues to benefit university work, rather than them being left to 
languish on benefits. 
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‘The Scottish government’s funding announcement highlights the 
need for urgent action from the UK government to support our 
universities, students and staff. These are unprecedented times and 
without those guarantees to underwrite those losses, our 
universities risk being greatly damaged at just the time they are 
needed most.’ 

The Education and Skills Committee, the cabinet secretary, SFC, and the 
minister for further education, higher education and science have a 
pivotal role at this difficult time.  UCU Scotland is able to provide further 
information on the areas raised in this briefing either in writing or at the 
committee.  In particular, we will send on the research mentioned in this 
report commissioned on the financial impact of the Covid-19 crisis on 
Scottish higher education once it is complete.  Meantime if there are any 
queries then please contact Murdo Mathison, UCU Scotland policy and 
communications officer. 
 

i https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/briefing-evidence/an-existential-challenge-the-financial-threat-facing-
scotlands-universities-as-a-result-of-covid-19/ 
ii 
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10871/LE_report_on_covid19_and_university_finances/pdf/LEreportoncovid19a
nduniversityfinances 
iii http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-
19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf 
iv https://www.euroweeklynews.com/2020/04/28/hopes-raised-for-a-cure-by-coronavirus-busting-drug-
developed-in-scotland/ 
v https://www.heraldscotland.com/business_hq/18383651.coronavirus-150-edinburgh-researchers-redeploy-
develop-covid-19-treatment/ 
vi See as one example of many: https://www.uws.ac.uk/news/uws-students-join-nhs-frontline-coronavirus-fight/ 
vii https://www.ft.com/content/dc8e2aa4-1c8f-43b9-99c1-e1f87b369b43 
viii https://twitter.com/RichardLochhead/status/1253234360502882304 
ix https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/US-Budget-request-doc-webready-
single.pdf 
x https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/apr/10/uk-universities-fear-huge-budget-holes-as-chinese-
students-stay-home 
xi NB since these asks were first publicised on 8 April 2020 the rules around the job retention scheme have 
become clearer with the SFC publishing guidance on 23 April 2020. 

                                            


	UCU Scotland

