James Verity

The report says there are barriers to collaboration.  Can you tell us a little more about what they are?

Yes, there are still quite a few barriers that are preventing the higher education sector in Wales from collaborating more.  Part of the problem is that the Assembly Government doesn’t have any direct control over institutions – because they are independent bodies. So, the successful delivery of its collaboration policy depends, in a large part, on universities seeing for themselves the benefits of partnership working.  But, of course, not all institutions share the Assembly Government’s vision that collaboration is a good thing.
(PAUSE) In fact, universities are operating in a really competitive market, and there is a degree of mistrust among competing institutions – with some universities regarding others a predatory, particularly around this collaboration agenda. (PAUSE)There may also be fears about the possible impact on local economies or the inevitable senior job losses that flow from mergers.
Other barriers we have found include the lack of information around the Reconfiguration and Collaboration Fund and how it operates, which may be deterring universities from pursuing collaborative ventures. 
But there have been some examples of successful collaboration projects which the fund has supported?
Yes, some universities are involved in some very successful collaboration projects.  For example, most recently the University of Glamorgan and the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama.  These led to the institutions concerned becoming stronger and more integrated - with better teaching provision, bigger research income and access to more funds.
There are also a number of collaborative projects that fall well short of mergers but which nonetheless have reaped tangible benefits.  Two examples that spring to mind are the Skillset Screen Academy Wales Partnership in South Wales and the Welsh Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience, involving Bangor, Cardiff and Swansea Universities.
Of course, it is still too early to tell whether other projects have been successful.  The nature of the projects that get support from the Fund means that the benefits expected can take a number of years to materialise.  Many have planning stages that take several years and can involve major physical restructuring.  However, most of the 14 projects supported by the Fund that we examined in some depth appear to be on track to meet or exceed most of their initial objectives.

What happens to this report now?

On the basis of this report, on Wednesday the 21st of January the National Assembly’s Audit Committee will take evidence from key witnesses – senior officials in the Assembly Government and the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales.  The next step will be for the Audit Committee to issue its own report, complete with recommendations for improvement.
