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What are the main findings of this report?

This report looks at the higher education sector in Wales to see whether universities are working well together on various collaboration projects since the Assembly Government introduced a special fund to promote increased collaboration back in 2002. 

Overall, we conclude that universities in Wales could be doing more. Yes, there are some good examples out there of universities joining forces, for example, by sharing administrative and support services. And there have been some mergers between universities. But, in some parts of Wales only limited progress has been made, and there are still barriers which are preventing joint working which need to be overcome. For example, universities operate in a competitive market, and not all universities want to work in partnership. Also, there is often mistrust among competing institutions. 

Why is the Assembly Government so keen for the higher education sector in Wales to collaborate more?

The Assembly Government believes that higher education institutions in Wales could be more competitive. This is something which has been brought into sharp focus in the current economic climate, which is likely to result in reduced financial support for universities and increased competition from universities in other parts of the UK and abroad.  

Back in 2002, the Assembly Government’s strategy for the sector expressed concern that there were too many small institutions in Wales and it called for the reshaping of higher education structures and much more collaboration between universities. To help with this, it established the Reconfiguration and Collaboration Fund, which universities can apply to for specific joint projects, to encourage universities to work together more closely to realise the real benefits to be had – such as saving money through efficiencies and improving teaching and research capacity. 

Can you tell us a little bit more about the Fund? 

Well, by March 2008 the Fund had provided almost £40 million in support of 25 projects – 12 of these involved potential mergers or alliances and 13 involved other types of collaboration. The Fund is managed by the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales and our report found that the Council is generally managing the Fund well. 

Although it still too early to judge the success of many of the projects helped by the Fund, three substantial mergers and a wide range of other collaboration projects appear to have resulted in benefits – such as stronger institutions, more teaching provision and increased research capacity. And, only last month, Trinity College Carmarthen and the University of Wales, Lampeter agreed to work together to establish a new university.
However, despite some successes, we found that the Fund isn’t being used to its full potential. For example, there has been some misunderstanding about how the Fund operates. And there isn’t enough information from the Higher Education and Funding Council for Wales about the types of projects the Fund would support. And there are not enough case study examples of successful applications. We therefore think that the Council needs to issue more information to universities about the characteristics of successful project applications.

So what other recommendations are in the report to help get things moving?

Well, at present the Fund only supports collaboration between Higher Education institutions. And the Auditor General is calling on the Funding Council to broaden the criteria around the types of project that the Fund can support – so that it can also support joint projects with organisations outside the higher education sector. This should provide more opportunities to make things, particularly administrative and support functions, more cost efficient.

The report also recommends that the Higher Education Funding Council works with the governing bodies of universities and senior staff to persuade them more about the benefits that can be achieved by collaboration – to help overcome some of the cultural barriers that exist.

We also recommend that the Funding Council and the Assembly Government consider the use of financial levers other than the R&C Fund to encourage collaboration – because on its own the Fund may not be a sufficiently powerful instrument. 

