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To whom it may concern: 
 
“The future shape of Higher Education in Wales” consultation – GuildHE response 
 
GuildHE is responding to the recommendations in HEFCW’s report to the Minister for 
Educations and Skills on the Future Structure of Universities in Wales.  GuildHE, one of the 
two formal representative bodies for higher education (HE), has 33 members across the UK 
including Wales, across a diverse spectrum including specialist vocational institutions, 
university colleges, new universities and Further Education Colleges. Our members also 
include public, as well as private for profit and not for profit institutions.  Our comments on the 
HEFCW recommendations follow below.  
 
Central planning of Higher Education does not work 
The proposals represent a “top-down” approach to determining the priorities for higher 
education in Wales.  Central control and planning of higher education is not an effective way to 
achieve “the full potential for the investment made in HE” across a diverse range of subjects 
and sectors, because it is less responsive to needs and opportunities at the local level.  We 
support the establishment of sector-wide priorities, but the proposals reduce institutional 
autonomy at a local or specialist subject level, and are highly likely to restrict opportunities for 
institutions to innovate, support the needs of students, and deliver skills and services to 
industry across all regions, sectors and subjects.  Institutional autonomy underpins the 
delivery of public benefit from public funding, because individual institutions possess the best 
knowledge of the needs of students and local business opportunities.  It should be preserved 
and other levers for encouraging innovation and efficiency should be pursued.  
 
HEFCW’s report places no emphasis on the quality of the student’s higher education 
experience, and it is not clear that consideration has been given to the needs of students.  
Government policy should have these aspects at its heart.  A critical test of any new 
arrangements is whether they would enhance access, participation and choice amongst all 
those able to benefit from higher education. No evidence has been provided to show how the 
proposals would do this.  Choice can be driven by controlled market forces, but GuildHE 
believes the proposals would restrict choice.  Instead, HE should be expanded where it is 
needed, and greater trust should be reposed in HEIs exercising their expertise and autonomy 
by reflecting on their provision in the light of market demand.   
 
The proposals do not add anything to ongoing collaboration between HEIs and Further 
Education Colleges.  Institutions are already examining stronger structural relationships – such 
as the discussions between Glyndwr University, Deesside College and Yale College.  The 
proposals would not necessarily support work that has already taking place, but may instead 
divert attention elsewhere.  
 
 



 

 

Mergers are expensive – and often costly failures 
GuildHE believes the emphasis of HEFCW’s report is too narrow and does not help achieve 
appropriately diverse and sustainable teaching, research and development in Wales.  The 
recommendations revolve almost entirely around merger and reorganisation.  GuildHE 
supports close collaboration between institutions where it promotes the interests of students 
and the economy and enriches the knowledge base, but the proposals threaten to destabilise 
existing strengths and partnerships without any guarantee of improved strategic leadership.   
 
Consequently there is no guarantee that the proposed changes will enhance capacity or drive 
economic growth and dynamism on a sustainable financial basis in the longer term.  The 
consequences during the transition may be an irreparable loss of capacity and connections, 
possibly leading to the closure of businesses or industry moving away from Wales.   
 
The impact of such large-scale and change across the entire sector and all regions is likely to 
be extremely destabilising to institutions, students, researchers and business partners.  It may 
necessitate further inputs and increased controls in future.  This threatens to undermine 
HEFCW’s assertion that “potential students and staff can continue to apply to Welsh 
universities with confidence” in the short term, and there are risks to the quality of the student 
experience and external engagement.  
 
The evidence supporting mergers in FE or HE is far from clear cut and many institutions in the 
UK have encountered difficulties during and after such processes.  The impact on local 
economies and communities is rarely straightforward, and there are further uncertainties given 
the current economic climate.  GuildHE wholeheartedly supports the autonomy of institutions 
and believes that any mergers should ultimately depend on the wishes of each institution and 
their local communities.  
 
We are unconvinced that mergers will preserve or improve the subject mix which the report 
believes is threatened by HEI-led efficiency drives.  The proposals reduce institutional 
autonomy at a local or specialist level in merged “satellite” providers.  It is therefore highly 
unlikely to achieve the desired goal of increasing the range of subject provision.  There are 
few levers available to Government or funding council to coerce institutions of any size to 
deliver specific subjects.  The current system of specialist and generalist providers better suits 
the needs of students, and this diversity drives a wider range of provision and more innovative 
engagement with local and national needs.  
 
Specialism matters  
Smaller, specialist institutions are often favoured by students and employers alike and a 
diverse higher education sector is crucial to economic growth and student choice.   
 
High quality specialist teaching and research environments are critical to the success of HE 
and its links with industry.  No reference is made to this in HEFCW’s report.  HE policy should 
encourage diverse ways of achieving an effective teaching experience and the same is true of 
research environments – smaller departments, placement years and employer-led skills 
training all underpin the quality and distinctiveness teaching and research and their outputs, 
and make HE more attractive to investors.  Mergers and restructuring are extremely likely to 
reduce this distinctiveness and to have a major impact on specialist training.  
 
Local institutions matter  
We are not convinced that the recommendations are “consistent with the positive evolution of 
progress already made with improving regional delivery”, as the report suggests.  There is a 
significant risk of negative regional impact in some places, threatening participation of 



 

 

students from backgrounds less likely to enter HE and possibly leading to the closure of 
businesses or industry moving away from Wales.  
 
GuildHE believes the plans are inappropriately driven by a desire for a “one-size-fits-all” 
solution with fewer larger institutions, which neglects some geographical connections and 
downplays vital economic links and strengths.  Nine politicians have jointly lodged their 
opposition to the proposals for Glyndwr University to merge,1 specifically referring to the 
damage it will do to the industry and economy of North East Wales if Glyndwr’s regional focus 
is shifted through merger with distant institutions.  Local learners and local businesses will also 
suffer.  
 
The provision of high quality local HE across Wales is extremely important.  Choice for 
students should cater for individuals’ situations as well as their aspirations; recognising that 
many students have families, commitments and jobs.  The needs of local students and local 
industries can best be supported through a strong relationship between local providers and 
locally-based business.  There is a difference between merger and collaborative approaches 
to provision of teaching and innovation and engagement activities; employer-engagement 
draws on local connections and expertise. This capacity could be lost in particular regions of 
sectors.   
 
What will happen to fee policy after the merger of smaller, locally-focussed institutions which 
have consciously striven to keep fees lower to support their local communities?  
 
Autonomy and diversity matters 
Sector specialisms set institutions like Glyndwr University apart.  They have much in common 
with other parts of UK such as Daresbury and Chester.  Allowing these relationships to grow is 
the most effective way of achieving the vision of For our Future to “exploit [HEIs’] knowledge 
base effectively through working with business and employers in and beyond Wales” and 
“contributing to the reviving and sustaining of local communities”.   
 
The report acknowledges the complementarity of Glyndwr University across territorial borders.  
Located 6 miles from the English border, it shares many of the same "Industry Sector focuses" 
and business engagement activities in what is known informally as the "Mersey-Dee Alliance”.  
The university has local links with industry including Airbus, Sharp. Toyota, the North Wales 
Police and the Japanese company San-Ei Gen.  The economic logic is to support all of these 
links.  Replacing these high-value local links with local industry with priorities of other regions 
would threaten this growth.  Territorial restrictions would also be at odds with BIS’s approach, 
which encourages Local Economic Partnerships to take “cross border” approaches to tacking 
local economic priorities.  
 
Diversity in higher education provision is important and GuildHE supports the principle of 
working with FE providers.  However, big isn't necessarily beautiful.  In the interests of industry 
and students, growth and prosperity is underpinned by a wide variety of independent and 
autonomous institutions offering HE provision of varying subjects, levels and character.  These 
institutions should be afforded parity of esteem for the parts they play in the HE sector – but 
we feel the proposals are too narrowly instrumental and focussed on short-term finances to do 
this.  
 
 

                                                 
1 http://www.dailypost.co.uk/news/north-wales-news/2011/09/15/politicians-oppose-wrexham-university-
proposals-55578-29424271/  



 

 

Research diversity matters 
GuildHE recognises HEFCW’s goal to increase the ability of Welsh HEIs to compete for UK 
research funding, and to build a global research reputation that will in turn secure local, 
regional and national investment and spur economic growth. However, HEFCW’s decision to 
concentrate research funding, even to the extent of withdrawing support for research rated 3 
and 4* in the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) 2008 in order to achieve better outcomes 
for Wales in future assessments and vis-a-vis RCUK, fails to recognise the importance of 
small and specialist HEIs working in key sectors, and how these institutions, through their 
relationships with industry stakeholders, stimulate innovation and investment in local and 
regional economies. Proposals to merge institutions, and to create a structure wherein HEIs 
with developed research structures and partnerships forcibly integrate and are effectively ‘led’ 
by HEIs with altogether different research cultures threatens to undermine the success of HEIs 
whose regional reputations and ability to secure external funding are well established.  
 
For example, Glyndwr University in North East Wales has developed translational, applied 
research projects in a number of key areas, including sustainable technologies, materials 
engineering, the creative industries, health and communities, business and education.  For 
example, the Centre for Solar Energy Research (CSER)2 undertakes research into carbon 
reduction solutions while providing incubation for new businesses working in the fields of opto-
electronics; this research brings benefits not only to North East Wales but has the potential to 
contribute significantly to the international reputation of Wales as a research leader, 
particularly in the translation of sustainable technologies. The Centre has also secured EC 
funding for work related to the European Southern Observatory, and may secure further 
investment that will result in jobs for the region. Research at the Advanced Composite Training 
and Development Centre3 is undertaken in partnership with Airbus, and also contributes an 
innovative research-led education / training model for students at all degree levels. The 
opening of the Centre for Creative Industries and potential collaborations between STEM and 
practice-led Art and Design specialists also provide opportunities for intra-institutional 
collaboration, as does Glyndwr University’s involvement in the Consortium for Research 
Excellence, Support and Training (CREST),4 which affords research-staff and PGRs access to 
a national network of interdisciplinary supervisors, examiners and collaborative bidding 
partners. 
 
Ensuring the effectiveness of small, versatile research clusters focused on achieving 
excellence provides an alternative model more applicable to how research is conducted, and 
will need to be organised to engage in dialogues with the international research community, 
and to secure funding for RCUK and EC-identified ‘Grand Challenges’ in the future. Proposed 
mergers and forced collaborations will not benefit existing pockets of research excellence, and 
may undermine the ability of Wales to sustain a diverse research culture contributing to future 
economic growth and innovation. 
 
Conclusion 
For our Future proposed “a national HE system for Wales” in which “individual providers will 
focus on and build their own strengths and missions”, supporting “the two pillars of social 
justice and … a buoyant economy”.  GuildHE believes HEFCW’s proposals would not achieve 
this, and would impose a rigid uniformity upon the sector which could become less attractive to 
students and businesses and less accessible to innovative new ideas.  

                                                 
2 www.cser.org.uk/  
3 www.glyndwr.ac.uk/en/Ourcampusesandfacilities/AdvancedCompositeTrainingandDevelopmentCentre/  
4 See www.crest.ac.uk for more information about the Consortium. 


