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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. 

 

SFC review – consultation, breadth of the sector and job losses 

 

UCU is pleased to make this submission to the education and skills committee 

ahead of the appearance of the minister for further education, higher education and 

science.  UCU provided a submission to the committee prior to the minister’s last 

appearance, focusing on the likely impact of the Covid-19 on the sector and in 

particular the impact on student numbers and university finances.   

 

Since that ministerial evidence session there has been the announcement of the 

Scottish Funding Council’s review into the coherent provision and sustainability of 

further and higher education.  UCU welcomes the review but is clear that neither the 

SFC’s review nor ministers should make decisions with potentially long-term, 

fundamental impacts on the higher education sector in response to a single, albeit 

hugely significant, pandemic.  Similarly, any changes emanating from the review 

need to be subject to proper consultation and review both by the sector, and 

interested parties including parliament and this committee.  It is also the case that 

any changes to the structure and status of many higher education institutions will 

require consultation with the Privy Council and possible primary legislation.  Thus far 

the only consultation has been a short three week consultation over the summer 

holiday period.  Clearly this is not sufficient to allow for any significant changes to be 

proposed.  

 

The submissions made to the review are not yet publically available   UCU is happy 

to share our submission1 with the committee, and briefly highlight a number of areas 

in the submission. 

 

First, to emphasise that there are no easy savings to be had by cutting the number of 

institutions or courses, or the breadth and depth of higher education provision 

offered in our sector in Scotland.  We argue that evidence of large scale savings 
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from merging institutions is very weak, and this is backed up by experience in other 

sectors too. In addition, we believe that there are great benefits from the variety of 

institutions providing a breadth of provision and catering for the diverse student 

populations often representative of the communities in which institutions sit.  As we 

state in our submission to the review, ‘…each of our universities provides a unique 

education and has a distinct offer to students and the wider community.   This is 

demonstrably true for the small specialist institutions but equally so with our larger 

ancient universities that have served their communities for centuries.  Taking 

Glasgow as an example, from the Conservatoire, to the Glasgow School of Art, 

Glasgow Caledonian University, Strathclyde and Glasgow universities, they all have 

distinct histories, offers and student makeup.  Students are not a homogenous 

population, rather a diverse collection of people.  The degree programmes available 

across institutions are designed to meet the changing student, economy and society 

needs…’ 

 

The need to maintain the breadth of the sector in Scotland is linked also to ensuring 

that the sector has the capacity to be able to meet future demand for higher 

education.  We know that during a recession the demand for entry to higher 

education increases, and this will, for the current year at least, be added to by the 

record number of higher and A-level qualifications at university entry level.  

Combined with the requirement to be ready to play a key role in upskilling workers 

who lose their jobs in this recession, the sectors in Scotland should be looking to 

expand rather than cut back.  Counterintuitively we are, however, already seeing 

proposed job losses through voluntary severance schemes at Edinburgh, Napier and 

Heriot Watt universities.  These institutions are moving ahead with job losses which 

are premature at best, and when it is too early to know the true economic impact of 

the Covid-19 crisis.  Those universities looking to made staff redundant stand open 

to the accusation that they are using the current crisis as a smoke screen to sack 

staff.  The minister for further education, higher education and science recognised 

the pressure in his letter to university principals of 19 August calling on them, at this 

time when universities are reviewing staffing and resourcing in light of the 

pandemic’s impact on university finances, to follow the Scottish government’s 

guidance on fair work and to only see compulsory redundancies as a very last resort 

once other savings had been exhausted.  A copy of the letter is available here2. UCU 

welcome the minister’s efforts in sending the letter and will report back to him, and 

the committee if it is helpful, with regard to how far employers accede to his request 

over the coming months. 

 

The UCU submission does provide suggestions as to where savings in the sector 

can be made.  These include reducing the needless bureaucracy in the processes 
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such as the Research Excellence Framework, and the Teaching Excellence 

Framework.  We additionally raise concerns at university expenditure on overseas 

campuses, and excessive pay of those at the top, arguing that one of the 

outstanding recommendations of the 2012 von Prondzynski review of higher 

education governance, on bringing senior pay in line with all staff, should be 

explored more seriously. 

 

Returning to campuses 

 

With the start of the new academic year upon us, ensuring safe returns to campus is 

now an overriding priority for our union.  While staff have been working incredibly 

hard since lockdown, and going well beyond their normal working duties to make 

blended and online learning work for their students, there has been much focus on 

the arrangements for the new academic term.   With students and staff travelling to 

Scottish university campuses from across Scotland, the UK and, indeed, the world, 

we are incredibly concerned that any on campus provision is limited, safe, and 

ensures that our universities do not become Covid hotspots.   It is absolutely vital 

that a cautious approach is taken, which has safe and healthy campuses strategies 

as the priority, with remote and online learning as the default position for the 

immediate future, and protects those students and staff most vulnerable to Covid-19 

(including older people, BME people, pregnant students/staff, and the disabled).  

Evidence so far is that not all Scottish institutions are taking this approach and we 

fear this risks the danger of us a seeing significant outbreak in a university. 

 

UCU published five tests3 for returning to work on campus in June.  These are for a 

sustained reduction in numbers of Covid-19 cases and infection rates; coherent 

planning for social distancing; comprehensive testing and contact tracing; university-

wide strategies for safe returns and continuing health, safety and wellbeing; and 

protection for the vulnerable.  We conducted polling4 among university applicants 

earlier in the summer which showed huge support for UCU’s five tests, with support 

for our positions ranging from between 69% to 76%. 

 

Mary Senior, UCU’s Scotland official, wrote to the cabinet secretary for education, 

John Swinney MSP5, on 25 August outlining additional work done by UCU health 

and safety reps which has led to the union’s ask6 that, while we expect the default to 

be for university staff to work from home where they are able, for those staff and 

                                                           
3 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10937/UCU-Scotland-five-campus-return-
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students required to be on campus the Scottish Government to require the of use of 

face coverings when indoors on university campuses.  People with health 

exemptions would be excluded as per the Scottish Government’s current guidelines.   

Universities shouldn’t see government guidelines are the maximum of what they 

should implement, rather the minimum.  Decisions should be driven by health and 

safety concerns and not cost. 

 

The union has also called for a robust and extensive testing regime to be in place to 

support safe returns to universities.  This means provision of tests for international or 

recently travelled staff and students, access to walk in testing centres, and regular 

testing available for staff and students.   

 

UCU supports the two metre social distancing rule on university campuses, and is 

clear that this need to be maintained along with additional hygiene and cleaning 

regimes, and cognisance of volumes of space and clear rules on ventilation.  The 

two-metre rule is necessary to maintaining confidence for those who are unable to 

work from home that universities are safe given the unique nature of higher 

education institutions in drawing students and staff from across the UK and 

internationally and in their unique relations with the cities, towns and communities 

they exist in.   

 

Our union believes passionately in an education-led recovery, and in the power of 

education to transform lives.  However, it is critical that higher education is delivered 

as safely as possible.   So for the immediate future we are clear that this means 

providing as much learning, research and student support via remote and online 

means to protect students, staff and the wider community and where this is not 

possible, full protection should be provided and face coverings worn inside on 

campuses. 

 


