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Response to the Consultation Document on the Development of a Higher Education Strategy for Northern Ireland
(with particular reference to Derry~Londonderry)
Preamble
The Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is the principal business organisation in the North West of Ireland, representing over 450 members.  Our membership includes many of the largest employers in the region.

The established priorities for the Chamber are:

· Improving the skills base of the labour market in the North West, with a specific focus on expanding higher education and, through this, producing more people in the labour market with the skills needed by employers today and in the emerging technologies that we expect to see develop in the North West.  In particular, this means a substantial expansion in the STEM and creative industries skills at graduate and post-graduate levels.

· DigitalDerry.  We are sponsors of the DigitalDerry initiative, which we believe must form the basis for much of the future economic wellbeing of the North West and of future employment growth.  We are convinced that the production of relevant skills from a local university presence is central to this vision being achieved.

· City of Culture.  We are strongly engaged in City of Culture 2013, which we see as a staging post towards a vibrant commercially-driven cultural community in the city of Derry-Londonderry.  We believe that performing arts, creative industries and IT-related undergraduate and post-graduate courses at a local university should be the basis for further expansion and commercialisation of the North West’s cultural sector.

The Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is fully supportive of the University for Derry (U4D) project.  The Chamber has endorsed the initiative, whose membership includes local business leaders, some of whom are also leaders of the Chamber.  The Chamber believes that expansion of the University of Ulster’s Magee campus is the single most important policy initiative available to stimulate the economy of the North West.  Expansion of Magee would provide the basis for expanding the economy; for the physical regeneration of the city; and for the further strengthening of the social and community foundations of the city.  It would provide the skills for the modern economy, without which our city and region will continue to dramatically underperform. 

Londonderry Chamber is strongly committed to the expansion of university education in Derry-Londonderry, to achieve wider objectives of: economic development; jobs growth through the up-skilling of the local labour market; the provision of high value skills for local employers; raising average wages in the city and region; supporting the physical regeneration of the city; and supporting the social and cultural improvement of the city and region through the establishment of a full-size university presence in Derry-Londonderry.  The city’s regeneration plan – backed by the University of Ulster, Derry City Council, Londonderry Chamber of Commerce and the Ilex urban regeneration company – assesses that size at 9,600 FTE students at the University in Derry.  Given this perspective of the importance of HE to the general economy and to that of the North West in particular, Londonderry Chamber of Commerce therefore greatly welcomes the Davies HE Strategy Review for Northern Ireland and the opportunity it affords it to influence the strategy through this response to the Consultation Document.
However, Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is very disappointed that the Davies review fails to back that proposal.  We are equally disappointed that the proposals in the Davies review are not aligned with the recommendations of the Stuart review of tuition fees.  We believe that many of the Stuart recommendations are supportive of the arguments for substantial expansion of Magee campus.  Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is strongly convinced that Northern Ireland as a whole needs to substantially expand the provision of higher education within Northern Ireland, in order to improve the ‘value added’ capacity of the Northern Ireland economy; to attract higher levels of inward investment; and to ensure that there is sufficient higher education capacity in the North West sub-region to ensure that it is financially self-sufficient, and no longer dependent on financial transfers from the East of the province.

The Stuart report made clear the strong, positive opportunities presented for Northern Ireland from competing for students on the international market, which we are not currently exploiting to any significant extent.  In addition, Northern Ireland has to make a serious decision on how it will respond to the knock-on impacts of the tuition fee increases in England and Wales (and possibly Scotland).  This analysis is not contained in the Davies report.

Assuming – as seems probable – Northern Ireland does not increase tuition fees to the same extent as Great Britain, there will almost inevitably be a big increase in demand for university places in Northern Ireland.  At the very least, we can expect more students from Northern Ireland to seek to study within Northern Ireland – both to avoid the level of tuition fees imposed in GB and also to reduce living costs during their period of study, given the higher tuition costs.

If tuition fees for GB students are not raised to the same level as in GB, then we can also expect a big increase in students from GB.  In fact, based on the figures contained in the Stuart report, NI should encourage a big increase in students from GB.  NI university costs are lower than those in GB and universities here can potentially make significant profits from attracting students from GB.  This is similar to the approach being taken by the Welsh Assembly Government.

However, for these benefits to be achieved it is essential that NI either scraps the MaSN cap, or else raises it to meet the likely increased demand.  Keeping the MaSN at the current level – or reducing it, in line with one of the options in the Davies report – would create enormous competition per place at NI universities.

It is absurd that DEL is now committing itself to a vast increase in expenditure to support NI students who go to study in GB.  Any such increase in funds should be directed to increasing provision within NI, not to support the economy in GB.  This process merely strengthens strong regions in GB, while weakening weaker regions in NI.

NI has a magnificent opportunity to achieve ‘export earnings’ by attracting students from GB and on the international market.  It can exploit this by pitching tuition fees below those being charged by English universities.  When this pricing factor is combined with the lower cost of living in NI, students will regard universities in NI as a very favourable option.  Much more needs to be done, though, in recruiting students from the BRIC countries.

For the international and the home market, STEM subjects are core to increasing student numbers.  STEM subjects are highly sought after in the BRIC countries and there is a strong awareness amongst NI politicians that NI produces too few STEM graduates other than in the medical disciplines.  

STEM subjects are particularly important in growing the value added parts of the economy and in rebalancing the NI economy.  It is essential for the North West that there is a big increase in STEM students based at Magee.  We strongly argue, therefore, for the substantial rising of STEM-related MaSN at Magee, or, alternatively, for the scrapping of MaSN to enable the expansion of STEM subject recruitment at Magee.

We believe that the Davies review has not taken these factors sufficiently into account in formulating its recommendations.  We also believe that it has underestimated the extent of the ‘brain drain’ of Northern Ireland students; the negative impact that has on indigenous businesses and inward investment; and the overall economic harm caused by this.

It is important to recognise that to enable higher education in Northern Ireland to serve the needs of the local economy, that the governance structures relating to higher education need to be reformed.  We believe that private industry should have greater involvement in the governance of universities at the local college level.  In the longer term, there should also be consideration of the model of university confederation – as seems to be the effective trend taking place in the Republic of Ireland.  Universities within a region need to work in partnership, to improve research, to improve marketing, to strengthen international reach and to achieve efficiencies.  Those universities doing this might be the two existing universities in NI, or, alternatively, involve cross-border co-operation.  It is clear that universities will increasingly need to form strong partnerships to compete in a globalised market.

Much more needs to be done to link the strategy of the NI universities to the strategic direction of the NI economy.  (The same point applies equally, and arguably even more strongly, to the further education sector.)  We believe that the governance structure of the universities needs to be linked to the economic planning being conducted by DETI, to ensure that the skills emerging from our universities and closely linked to the expected economic focus of NI in the short, medium and long term.

This is likely to mean not only that, in general terms, there need to be an increase in the provision of STEM and creative industries courses, but also, specifically, that the following subject areas need to be covered in a more comprehensive way in degree courses in NI: intelligent systems; pervasive computing; personalised medicine; and green energy and other sustainable technologies.  

We would like much of the research and research-related teaching on these subjects to take place at Magee.  This would link to the direction of the economy in the North West.  Factors in this economic focus include the Project Kelvin transatlantic communications cable link into Derry; the location of some of NI’s largest IT and high-tech businesses being located in Derry; existing expertise at Magee; and the focus of the city’s regeneration plan on these subject areas.

There is much in the Davies review that is excellent.  However, many of the recommendations of the review disappoint us and cannot be endorsed by the Londonderry Chamber of Commerce.  We believe that it is not the basis for a vision to strengthen and grow the NI economy, or support the skills needs of our economy.  Nor does it exploit the opportunities created by the increase in tuition fees in GB. 

Detailed commentary

1. There will be a crisis for NI students in HE if the increase in tuition fees in England is not accompanied by an increase in HE provision in NI – it will inevitably lead to a decrease in NI students seeking to study in England, but without sufficient provision in NI to meet their needs.  It seems very likely that the result will be a reduction in the current high proportion of school leavers who go on to study at university.  NI should have the will power to make an opportunity of this changing landscape by providing space for its local students and for the talented from elsewhere.
2. There are repeated comments in the ministerial foreword and in the body of the report about the role of FE colleges in delivering HE.  We would highlight the fact that HE delivered through active research institutions (universities) is qualitatively different from HE delivered through vocational teaching institutions (FE).  Research builds capability, including teaching capability, like no other mechanism.  It draws in experts in the field, creates an environment for local commercial interest, sparks the opportunity for spin out companies, attracts international investors and raises the bar on overall standards.  It draws commerce to its innovative flame.  FE colleges are better suited to fulfilling need where a supply problem exists.   Both have a role, but HE is what the North West needs.

3. Furthermore, the quality of FE colleges across NI is extremely varied and not all FE colleges are trusted providers of HE.  If FE colleges are to become trusted providers of HE qualifications, they uniformly need to work more closely with employers and the wider community to ensure that the content and quality of course provision meets society’s needs.  We suggest that consideration is given to adopting a mechanism to ensure that HE in FE is delivered to the highest standards, so that where this takes place it should be delivered in partnership with one of the NI universities. 

4. The outline of the HE situation in NI on page 8 overlooks the fact that NI does not attract students from GB to any significant extent and that there are increasing numbers of NI students applying to take undergraduate courses in NI who are being rejected because of the shortage of places.

5. The Treasury document on rebalancing the NI economy stresses the importance of skills in developing an economy and the fact that NI is burdened by an under-supply of highly qualified people of working age, including those holding degrees.

6. The review overlooks the point that most NI students who go to GB to study for degrees do not return, at least in the short term, to NI, so they are lost to the NI economy.

7. While the paper makes the point well that spin-off companies are important to the NI economy, the benefits are not evenly distributed across NI as the university campuses are not evenly distributed.  An increase in student numbers in NI in relevant skills would lead to an increase in spin-off companies.

8. Post-Troubles normalisation is an important factor, overlooked by the paper, in the increased demand for places at NI universities.

9. Respondents are invited to comment on the vision for HE in NI (page 15).  The first point is the sector should equip individuals with the skills needed – but this raises the unanswered question of who determines this ‘need’.  That need should be defined by employers, potential FDI providers and in line with predicted future economic development and regional development priorities.  A related point is that engagement is needed with local communities so that together they can contribute to local regeneration, diversity and sustainability, but this should also contribute to cultural and social development and community cohesion.

10. Point 4.2 refers to the benefit of the HE experience – which is one reason why universities are more  highly valued than FE colleges.

11. Post-graduate student numbers have increased much more slowly in NI than in GB (17% rise in 10 years in NI, cf 43% in Wales and 33% in England and Scotland).  This suggests that NI is severely underperforming in this regard and so is likely to be failing employers here.  This should be highlighted as a major priority for the future of the sector and particularly for the Magee campus.

12. There appears to be a significant mis-match between the provision of non-medical STEM courses by universities and the DEL strategic priorities.  This suggests that the governance structures of the universities, and the relationship arrangements between DEL and universities, need to be reformed.

13. STEM subjects should closely reflect the projected needs of the NI economy.

14. We strongly object to the observations on page 22 that HE in FE is an adequate strategy for dealing with geographical cold-spots for university provision.

15. It is proposed that there should be more sub-degree qualifications to raise skill levels in NI.  This is too glib a statement and needs substantial detail to support any such judgement.

16.  Figures are provided for the generation of private sector income by NI universities, but these figures mean little unless there is a comparison per institution with the average in GB.  We suggest that research is conducted to compare performance.

17. We also need to compare performance between NI and GB universities on the creation of spin-off companies.

18. NI universities lag behind GB universities in attracting foreign students.  It is essential that there is a published strategy to attract higher numbers: no such strategy is included in the report.

19. Interesting examples of partnerships between Ulster and Belfast and Coleraine councils are noted.  This raises the question of whether a similar partnership should be established between Ulster and Derry City Council.  One possibility would be in relation to the performing arts.  We would support the development of such a partnership.

20. The report congratulates Magee’s role in the North West economy.  But this seems to imply satisfaction, rather than being a starting point for further expansion.

21. The paper (7.4) argues that a HE strategy for NI should include ‘increasing opportunities for learners to enter HE’ – yet this would seem to be contrary to the likely impact of substantially raising tuition fees.  Given the woeful state of the North West’s economy, there are no grounds for complacency, but strong grounds for further and substantial work between the University of Ulster and local businesses and the community sector to expand the economy, based on the preliminary foundations.

22. We would like to see closer relationships established between NI universities and district councils and government departments and an increased provision of specialist support by HEIs for public sector management and voluntary sector management.  (Several GB universities are specialists in these areas and generate significant income because of this expertise.  The public sector here could benefit from this expertise.)

23. We propose the abolition of MaSN and the introduction of a system that allows more student choice.  Any new system should perhaps support an increase in post-graduate allocation, which is cheaper for government to support.

24. There is reference in the report to the application for an increase in MaSN for Magee, without specifying whether the report considers this something that should be supported.  The Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is very disappointed by the absence of support for the proposition of substantial expansion of Magee.

25. It makes sense given the points raised in the report for there to be an increase in the provision of STEM courses at Magee, whatever happens to MaSN (eg that provision be taken out of existing MaSN elsewhere if necessary).

26. On page 52, it is said that NI students who study in GB will benefit the NI economy ‘when they return’ – ignoring the salient point that most don’t return.  The paragraph more relevantly continues: “If NI cannot provide such [employment] opportunities, these graduates will go elsewhere, and this will ultimately have an adverse impact on our economy.”  Yet around half of students who leave Northern Ireland to study in Great Britain find employment outside Northern Ireland after graduation. (According to the Destination of Leavers Survey, Northern Ireland domiciled students who attend university in Great Britain are much less likely to return to Northern Ireland after graduation. Of those who attended Northern Ireland HEIs in 2002/03, 79% were in employment in Northern Ireland 3.5 years after graduation. Just 50% of students who attended university in Great Britain were working in Northern Ireland.)
27. There is a clear and proven need for the number of STEM students in NI to increase.  This issue is marginalized in the report, to the point where it is basically ignored.  The case for the expansion of Magee is based on the need for more graduates with STEM and creative industries skills.  The point has been repeatedly stressed in political debate and must be addressed effectively by the new Assembly.  
(“We need 1,623 additional STEM students per annum if we are to get up to the level that we should have.”  Claire McGill MLA, Assembly debate, 27 April 2009.
 “The Department [DEL] is also aiming to increase the supply of students in Science; Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM)”,  Sir Reg Empey, Assembly debate on Varney report, 30 October 2009.  

“It is good to note the increase in the number of students enrolling in STEM subjects, where Northern Ireland has been behind the UK average in terms of the percentage of people with STEM degrees in employment, yet there is an increasing demand for these graduates.”  Sir Reg Empey, DEL press release, 8 February, 2010.  

“A commendable number — 2,855 — of students graduated in STEM subjects, and that figure has been consistent for several years. However, it is disconcerting that more people — 3,130 — graduated in STEM subjects in 2002-03.”  Alex Easton MLA, in Assembly debate, 27 April 2009 )
Responses requested by DEL – recommended responses

A Vision for Higher Education: 2010-2020

PROPOSAL

 The Department’s vision for higher education is one of a sector which is

vibrant, of international calibre, which pursues excellence in teaching and

research and which plays a pivotal role in the development of a modern,

sustainable knowledge-based economy which supports a confident

inclusive society which recognises and values diversity.

QUESTIONS

Question One

 What are your views on the vision outlined above for the development of the

higher education sector up to 2020?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce shares this aspiration.  We believe it is important that the vision is one for all of Northern Ireland, that overcomes existing intra-regional disparities and supports economic growth across all of Northern Ireland.  It should be recognized that in some key regards, this vision has not yet been achieved.  The vision should also include the aspiration of close partnership between the universities, businesses and wider society, with the objective of supporting wealth creation for all of society in Northern Ireland.  

A Learning Society

PROPOSALS

 Teaching and learning needs to be flexible, accessible and of the highest

quality. More flexible pathways to qualifications need to be developed,

with funding arrangements incentivising this change.

 The sector should seek to develop “Distinctive Northern Ireland

Graduates”; graduates who possess additional skills that will place them at

an advantage globally.

 A greater emphasis on part-time participation in higher education and on

postgraduate research and training is required involving closer

collaboration with industry and continuing Government commitment to

research and development activities.

 The roles of the FECs in the provision and delivery of higher education

should be further developed and fostered in partnership with the

Universities and University Colleges.

 There is a need to incentivise choices for STEM areas beyond the

traditional higher education courses

 There is a need for a greater emphasis on sub-degree qualifications which

better meet the needs of local industry and brings Northern Ireland into

line with the rest of the UK and Europe.

 It is imperative that we build on the success to date of widening

participation to ensure access for all those who can benefit from higher

education, addressing inequalities of gender and socio-economic grouping

at a time of constrained resource availability.

What are your views on the above proposals?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce supports all of the proposals, but requires that the fourth point (relating to FECs) be carefully developed and not used to undercut the benefits of the research institutions to the detriment of their more valuable potential.  Further, the quality of provision, skills achieved and outcomes vary significantly across Northern Ireland’s FECs.  Not all of Northern Ireland’s FECs have demonstrated the capability to provide the uplift in skills that are needed, nor do they all enter into the necessary partnerships with local businesses and the wider community that can ensure that the courses provided, and the skills outcomes, fit the needs of the local economy.  Given these reservations, Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is not persuaded that all NI FECs are in a position to deliver on this part of the contract.  It should also be noted that HE in FE does not provide the research capability of HE and does not necessarily provide the all-round valuable experience that can be achieved from attending a university.  We are particularly unconvinced that HE in FE is an appropriate or effective means of providing geographic dispersal of the positive impact of graduate-level qualifications.  Too often, course provision within FECs does not focus on the STEM and creative industries qualifications and skills that are needed in the modern economy or by local employers.

FECs can play an important role in delivering HE, where this is clearly vocational in character (HND, HNC and foundation degrees).  Statistically, it appears that FECs in England have a much higher proportion of their HE students who study on a part-time basis.  It is concerning that there seems to be a lack of part-time HE that is clearly vocational that is supplied by FECs.  Londonderry Chamber of Commerce does not want to see FECs competing with genuine HEIs for full time undergraduate courses that are less clearly vocational in character.  It is also notable that English FECs that provide HE do so, for the most part, in very limited numbers.

Lower achieving secondary schools must also play a key role in this agenda, by ensuring that as near as possible all school leavers are equipped with basic numeracy, literacy and IT skills.  If this were possible, more of the DEL budget could be directed towards improving higher level skills amongst the working age population.

Finally Londonderry Chamber of Commerce recognizes the success of such access improving programmes as Ulster’s Step-Up programme and would be keen for its expansion in general support of STEM subjects and more particularly in the North West in support of the Creative Industries.

QUESTIONS

Question Two

 How should higher education in Northern Ireland be delivered to best

support the needs of current and future learners, including those in the

workforce?

There needs to be more focus on meeting the needs of existing and potential future employers in NI, but increasing the provision of courses in the STEM and creative industries courses.  Schools need to play a stronger role in explaining to students the benefits of these courses and skills.  There needs to be a stronger link between predictive planning of the future of the NI economy and the provision of related courses at universities and FECs.

Question Three

 How can learning at higher education institutions in Northern Ireland be

made distinctive from the rest of the UK, the Republic of Ireland and

Europe, leading to graduates with greater employability potential?

As above.

Higher Education and the Economy

PROPOSALS

 Research should continue to be funded at an appropriate level to enable our

Universities to fulfil their central role to develop and sustain a world-class

research base in Northern Ireland.

 Increased employer engagement with higher education and the continual

development of knowledge exchange activity with businesses, the public

sector and with the third sector is required.

 The promotion of entrepreneurship in the local economy through the higher

education sector, including the development of graduates with the right set of

skills necessary to compete in a global economy.

 Working more closely with local industry, particularly SMEs and potential

investors to ensure that skills gaps are identified and addressed, putting in

place flexible client-focused approaches to do so.

 Northern Ireland must play to its strengths, ensuring the development of a

high quality skills base and a willingness to respond to investors.

 Cross-departmental co-operation to promote interest in, and the study of,

priority subjects from an early age, achieving the right balance between these

and other subject areas, whilst respecting academic freedom.

What are your views on the above proposals?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce supports all these proposals, but with one reservation relating to the first point.  Universities have two central roles: research and teaching.  It is imperative in strengthening the brand, capability and skills base of NI that these two roles are conducted together and by the same institutions.

QUESTIONS

Question Four: How can the higher education sector maximise its contribution to Northern

Ireland’s economy, particularly in relation to research and development?

Universities here have been very successful in building research strengths in activity areas of great importance to the future of the NI economy – for example, Queen’s engagement in marine energy exploitation and Ulster’s role in robotic engineering research and development.  This focus must be maintained and enhanced.

Question Five:

 How can higher education, government and business work more effectively

to identify research and development needs and improve the knowledge

and skills of the current, and future, workforce?

Governance structures of the two universities should be enhanced to bring cutting-edge businesses closer to the decision-making processes of the two universities, with the aim of ensuring that research focuses on the most appropriate activity areas of the local economy and that research outcomes flow into the local economy.  Conversely, retired public sector managers do not warrant places on the governance structures of universities.

Internationally Connected

PROPOSALS

 Expansion of Northern Ireland’s market share within the UK in respect of

international activity and overseas student enrolments through the

development of a unique Northern Ireland higher education selling point.

 Encouraging, incentivising and supporting Northern Ireland students to

avail of the opportunities for international mobility.

 Institutions should seek to further develop their portfolio of well managed

overseas institutional partnerships that benefit not only their students and

institutions but Northern Ireland as a whole.

 Healthy and substantial international research links should continue to be

fostered, for overseas trade and inward investment. In particular, HEIs

should continue to work with SMEs to ensure they are well placed to reap

the benefits of internationalisation.

What are your views on the above proposals?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce supports all these aspirations.  However, we also believe that the exchange of students between GB and NI should not be a merely one way process – of NI students going to GB.  NI needs to end its sense of isolation by greatly increasing the provision of undergraduate tuition to GB students, as well as massively increasing its recruitment of international students.  Attracting many more students from GB and RoI would assist in improving its offer to international students.  We must not overlook the fact that NI has far too few graduates, particularly in the most relevant skills for the modern economy.  We need to retain many more of our best students as they enter the labour market – teaching them here in universities is key to achieving this.

QUESTIONS

Question Six:

 As higher education becomes increasingly globalised, how can Northern

Ireland’s institutions further expand their international portfolios, to assist

not only the higher education sector, but Northern Ireland as a whole?

The universities need to consider further whether their course portfolio fully meets the needs of international students.  The proposed sustainable development faculty at Ulster’s Magee would be an important step in achieving this.  The provision of a medical school at Derry’s Altnagelvin hospital – operated jointly by the two NI universities – would be important in attracting more students from RoI and beyond.  The two universities should also consider the debate currently being undertaken in RoI to bring the South’s universities more closely together in terms of marketing and research.  There is a strong case for greater partnership working by the two universities, which might, at some point, lead to their merger.

On the global stage the NI universities should strengthen and broaden their contact with the best in class worldwide – especially in the STEM subjects – and through this build a stronger network for global research and PhD relationships and consequently a better NI opportunity globally overall.

Question Seven:

 How can Northern Ireland’s students be encouraged, incentivised and

supported to become more internationally mobile?

The two universities need to themselves be strongly internationally connected, including, where appropriate, more cross-border co-operation with other institutions in the delivery of courses.  This will assist students to have a more international perspective on their studies.  The prevailing MaSN cap does more than enough to encourage NI students to leave, although higher fees will in of itself cause students to shop around more geographically widely (as is already seen to be the case).  The more important question is how NI can attract greater interest from students, graduates and institutions from across the globe.

Higher Education and Civil Society

PROPOSALS

 Increasing opportunities for learners to enter higher education and assist

in the development of initiatives and programmes at the HEIs to ensure

the establishment of an open and diverse society.

 Promoting the creation of sustainable outreach links between the HEIs

and the local voluntary, community and local Government sectors,

supported by external engagement committees in which all stakeholders

are represented.

 HEIs working in partnership with FECs to encourage and promote the

provision of higher education in enabling those from geographical ‘coldspots’

to benefit from a higher education experience.

What are your views on the above proposals?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce supports the first two aspirations.  Our observations on the need for a well thought through HE in FE strategy that does not debase the potential of our research institutions is expressed above.

QUESTIONS

Question Eight:  How should the already established relationships and interfaces with local

communities and civic society be developed further to maximise their

effectiveness?

Improved governance and consultation processes would be an important step in achieving this. Londonderry Chamber of Commerce would advocate, explicitly, the creation of a consultation board for Ulster’s Magee campus, on which would sit local (and accountable) representatives of the business and community sectors.  This board would assist with the planning of courses that are relevant to the local economy and could support the University in practical development planning.

Question Nine:

 If new relationships and interfaces need to be established, what should

they look like? 

See above.

PROPOSALS

 Changing the funding model for higher education to a simplified system

that better reflects the need for part-time, modular study to ensure

flexibility, adaptability and responsiveness in higher education.

 Assessing the extent to which MaSN, as a means of controlling

expenditure, is still fit for purpose.

 Considering whether the Financial Memorandum between the Department

and the Universities and University Colleges takes account of the UK-wide

HEI Financial Memoranda and also reflects the appropriate degree of

assurance.

 Striking a clear balance between HEI autonomy and the role of the

Department through a renewed funding and governance framework to

ensure clarity in roles and responsibilities.

What are your views on the above proposals?

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce has become persuaded that the MaSN is not fit for purpose and should be abolished or at the very least be raised in a targeted way in Derry~Londonderry in support of its regeneration strategy and in reflection of the economic need both regionally and of the students themselves as the fees they are being charged increase.  Further, students should have greater choice in where they undertake their studies and MaSN acts as a restraint on their choice.

University governance structures should reflect both the very large levels of public investment being made in HE and the fundamental role played by HEIs in developing the local economy.

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is concerned and unhappy about the character of the relationship between DEL, the two universities and wider society.  This relationship is not at present as positive as it should be, nor is it as productive as possible and yet it has great potential to inspire.

QUESTIONS

Question Ten:

 How can we ensure that government funding is being used effectively to

support learners and respond to economic priorities?

There should be a closer link between public funding and the provision of courses that are most relevant and useful to local society and the growth of the local economy.  There needs to be a stronger link between DETI’s work on economic development and predicting areas of economic growth and the provision of courses that produce related skills and expertise.

Question Eleven:

 What are your views on the higher education funding model in Northern

Ireland?

The funding model requires reform.  MaSN should be abolished, or used as an economic stimulant and there should be more funding of part-time HE education that fits the needs of the local economy.  It is also essential to stress that the priorities of all government departments cannot be fulfilled without universities playing their full role in society.  Other departments should therefore consider whether they are sufficiently engaged in the policy development of NI universities and their priorities.  This, in turn, might lead to additional financial contributions towards aspects of the work of universities from other departments.

Question Twelve:

 How could government funding, including student support, be revised to

support modular and flexible study?

See above.

Question Thirteen:

 What are your views on the cap on student numbers (MaSN)?

We believe the MaSN should be abolished or used as a positive, regenerative and catalytic tool.  Londonderry Chamber of Commerce is extremely unhappy that the MaSN has been used to restrain growth at Magee, in the face of the demands for substantial expansion both from students (in terms of the number of applications for places at Magee) and from local employers/the community.

Implementing the Strategy

QUESTION

Question Fourteen:

 What are your views on the establishment of a strategic

implementation body to oversee implementation of the strategy when

it is finalised?

We believe that this is essential.  Any such board must be proportionately representative of the whole of NI, its population, its business community and wider society.  It must not be dominated either by the interests of Greater Belfast, nor over-represented by government officials, or (if at all) retired senior civil servants.  While Londonderry Chamber of Commerce recognizes the importance of Belfast as the regional capital, it must be clear that Belfast and Northern Ireland are NOT synonymous. 

We welcome any additional thoughts or comments on the consultation?

We greatly value the consultation exercise and the report.  We recognize and applaud the report’s aspiration to improve the nature, value and accessibility of HE in NI.  While we appreciate the reference made to the Magee campus we are disappointed by some of the findings, in particular that the report fails to recognize the enormously strong case for the expansion of this campus.  We are fundamentally unhappy with the view that FECs can play a central role in meeting the geographically dispersed needs for graduate and similarly high level qualifications.  While this may be a more cost effective way of qualifying graduates, it is not a way to boost a region’s capability and attractiveness to inward investors in the same way that research led univeristies can.  Any such recommendations could only be justified by an in-depth review of the FEC sector in NI, which we believe in practice would greatly alter the the nature of such an expansion in provision.

We also believe that the report should have placed more emphasis on the restraints imposed on the funding capacity of DEL caused by the very large allocation of funds that ‘mop up’ the weaknesses evident in the lack of qualifications achieved by too many post-primary school leavers.  The cost of addressing this weakness is a restraint on NI’s capacity to finance appropriately its university sector, but solutions lie within the schools sector and in wider society.  These factors should at least have been recognized in the report.

Londonderry Chamber of Commerce
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