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Democratising Further and Higher Education Sectors - Unison

Universities and colleges play a hugely important role in Wales. They enrich the lives of the tens of thousands of students who pass through their doors every year and contribute to the cultural and civic wellbeing of our communities. They are also pivotal to our economic success - boosting business and innovation and directly employing 50,000 people. 

Given their importance, it’s vital that thorough and transparent governance arrangements are in place so that we can be assured that our universities and colleges are fulfilling their responsibilities. Currently most Universities or Colleges include a Board of Governors or Court which conduct elections under their own rules and behind closed doors. This has led to the elimination of plurality of Governors who can hold management to account. 

Nearly all governors now come from the private sector and are not focussed on the civic mission, the wider importance of education institutions to our economy or provide effective scrutiny of failing strategies. You only have to look at the high profile problems in Bangor or Cardiff or Trinity St David’s Universities to evidence that governance is poor in the sector. 

This has also led to Principals, Vice-Chancellors and other senior managers being able to sit on their own remuneration committees and to vote on their own pay rises. Most don’t do this as there is a code of conduct but it has happened in the past. 

These governance arrangements allow for no, or an extremely limited, voice for Trade Union Representatives. Most institutions allow for a staff governor but most staff governor positions tend to be held by management post holders and not Trade Union reps. 

We believe that reform of governance is well overdue and as universities and colleges will be a continuing important lever of our economic development post-Brexit that it is essential for Welsh Labour to commit to reform. 

We believe that we should move to the following: 

· Elected chair of governors/courts that are elected from both the student and staff base 
· Trade Union Governors (Both academic and support staff unions being represented) 
· Student Union Governors (we recognise these exist but should be codified in line with Trade Union Governors) 
· Governing Bodies having to reflect their community – more women, more governors drawn from local charities, councillors, AMs/MPs and minority groups etc. 
· Encourage scrutiny and independence which sadly is lacking currently 

Reform will have no real cost implications and can make a massive difference to students, staff and the wider public. It is also in the public interest that as universities and colleges are independent charitable organisations that receive public money, that they are managed appropriately. 

The inclusion of Trade Union governors also builds on the social partnership that Welsh Labour have pioneered through our time in Government. We are aware that supporting the social partnership is a high priority of the Welsh TUC, which is supported by both affiliated and non-affiliated Trade Unions in Wales including UNISON. 

We therefore call upon Welsh Labour to undertake the following: 

1) Implement the democratisation of Universities and Colleges in Wales and the reforming of governance arrangements: 
a. banning beneficiaries from sitting on remuneration committees 
b. chairs of Boards/Courts to be directly elected by the staff and student bodies 
c. the inclusion of Trade Union and Student Union governors representation to be mandatory 
d. Ensure a more diverse and broad governing bodies in Universities which reflect the wider community 
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