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Introduction

Higher education plays a vital role in helping individuals to develop advanced skills and
competences, to enhance their career prospects and to achieve their full potential; but also in
forming a knowledge base that can help Wales to grow socially and economically. At the same
time higher education enriches the civic and cultural life of our communities and the nation as a
whole. Liberals have long championed the need for vibrant, well-funded universities in Wales,
and the cause of enabling people of all backgrounds to access a university education — from
the pivotal role played by leading Liberals in the establishment of the University of Wales in the
late nineteenth century to our campaigning on student funding at the start of the twenty-first
century. However, the last few years have been a time of unprecedented upheaval for students
and for universities in which the higher education landscape has been substantially altered. As
such, the Welsh Liberal Democrats have recognized the need for us to radically rethink our
approach to higher education and student finance and to bring forward a new set of policies
that advance our core values of excellence, freedom and ensuring access for all within the
context of the new higher education environment.

The system of funding for universities and for university students has been subject to intense
scrutiny and debate for over a decade. The significant and welcome increase in the numbers of
students studying at higher education level since the 1980s had placed an intensifying strain on
the existing structure for HE funding, leading to Labour introducing ‘top-up’ fees for students of
up to £3,000 per year in 2004, to be initially paid through a loan. In Wales, the Welsh Liberal
Democrats secured a Tuition Fee Grant, which limited tuition fee charges for students
domiciled in Wales to £1,200 per year; though this commitment was subsequently diluted by
the Labour-Plaid Cymru coalition, including the removal of the Tuition Fee Grant for Welsh
students studying in England.

The recommendation in 2010 by the Browne Review — established by the UK Labour
government — that there should be no cap on tuition fees charged by universities, with fee
payments funded by up-front loans to students repayable after graduation, fundamentally
changed the game for HE policy. In England, a modified programme enacted by the Liberal
Democrat Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Science restricted the increase in
home full-time undergraduate fees to a maximum of £9,000 per year, and sought to mitigate
the impact of the reforms on individual students, including increasing the repayment threshold
and directing universities to invest fee income in enhanced bursaries, but nevertheless proved
to be politically contentious.

In Wales, the Labour-Plaid Cymru coalition also raised the maximum home full-time
undergraduate fee to £9,000 per year, but additionally raised the Tuition Fee Grant to pay the
new additional fees for all Wales-domiciled students studying full-time, regardless of where in
the UK that they study. This in effect meant that was no increase in tuition fees for full-time
students from Wales. The Welsh Liberal Democrats initially supported this policy as in keeping
with our principle of ensuring that access to higher education should be on the basis of
academic ability not financial resource. However, it has become increasingly evident that the
assumptions and calculations on which the Labour-Plaid Cymru government based the policy
were substantially flawed. The official government estimates that the policy would cost £173
million per year now seems hopelessly inaccurate, and there are serious concerns about the
long-term sustainability of the policy.



The increase in the Tuition Fee Grant has been funded by slashing the teaching block grant
paid to universities through the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW).
Furthermore, as Tuition Fee Grants are portable within the UK, the policy will in effect redirect
up to £100m from Welsh universities to English universities. One possible response might be to
limit the Tuition Fee Grant to students from Wales studying at universities in Wales, as has been
proposed by Plaid Cymru. However, as Welsh Liberal Democrats, we oppose this suggestion
as discriminatory and limiting the choice of students. It would particularly discriminate against
students on courses that are not available in Wales, such as veterinary science, and those living
in parts of south and east Wales where analysis shows that students are more likely to opt for
English universities. Imagine for example the case of two siblings from Deeside who elect to live
at home and study at a ‘local’ university, but for reasons of subject availability register at
Glyndwr and Chester universities respectively — one would receive a Tuition Fee Grant, the
other not. We believe that there are better and fairer ways to support Welsh universities.

The Welsh Labour Government’s own panicked response to the spiralling cost of its HE policy
has been a clumsy effort to control numbers of students at universities in Wales — an approach
that was fundamentally undermined by the portability of the Tuition Fee Grant. The de facto
lifting of the cap on recruitment of students from England by Welsh universities in December
2012 has been at best tinkering at the edges, and as recruitment of students from Wales is in
effect still restricted, the policy could create the perverse situation of students from Wales
needing to meet higher entry requirements to go to their local university than a student from
England.

It is not only with respect to funding that universities in Wales have faced upheaval. Former
Labour Education Minister Leighton Andrews presided over one of the most interventionist
regimes in higher education policy ever seen in Britain. Even before the changes to student
funding, Labour had compelled universities to divert time and funds into a ‘regionalisation’
programme, and they have doggedly pursued an agenda of merging institutions, against
resistance from some parts of the sector. Nor has Labour’s meddling borne any obvious fruit in
improving quality. Wales’s universities have pockets of international excellence, but overall they
underperform against other UK nations on key measures such as research grant income. There
is no Welsh university in the top 30 institutions for student satisfaction in the 2013 National
Student Survey,' no Welsh university in the top 30 of the Guardian or Times university league
tables for 2013, and no Welsh university in the top 200 universities in the world ranked by
Times Higher Education. The relatively poor performance of Welsh universities on these
measures damages their capacity to attract internationally-leading researchers, to secure
significant research funding and philanthropic investments, and to recruit domestic and
international students, in turn limiting the wider social and economic benefits for Wales.

This paper sets out a new liberal vision for higher education in Wales that builds on our core
principles that:

9 Access to higher education should be determined solely by academic ability and should
not be constrained by social background, age, geography or financial resources.

' Except for the Open University, which operates in Wales and in all the nations of the UK.
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1 Universities should be appropriately funded to enable them to deliver high quality
teaching in an excellent learning environment and to undertake internationally significant
research.

1 Opportunities should exist for students from Wales to pursue degree-level and
postgraduate study across a full range of subjects at universities in Wales, through a
range of course formats, including part-time study, in both English and Welsh.

1 Excellence in higher education is best achieved by strong, independent universities that
are accountable to key stakeholders including students, staff, local communities and
the Welsh public, but which have operational autonomy free from direct government
intervention.

1 Students should play a full part in the realisation of excellent education with universities
including students in the discussion, development and monitoring of academic quality
and improvement.

1 Higher education is a social good that delivers benefits not only to individual students,
but to the economy, society and culture of Wales as a whole.

The proposals in this paper map out an approach to higher education in Wales that furthers
these principles within the changed legislative and fiscal context of higher education in the
twenty-first century.

Detailedmodelling has been provided in the Annexes. This is by necessity based on current and
projected Welsh Government HE budgets.

The Welsh Liberal Democrats will produce firm spending commitments and a fully costed
manifesto in the run up to the 2016 Welstsgembly election.



Student Finance

Welsh Liberal Democrats believe that higher education should be available to all on the basis of
academic ability and that access should not be constrained by social background, age,
geography or financial resources. Enabling students from all backgrounds to expand their
career opportunities through advanced study and training at university is a fundamental tool for
promoting social mobility and for tackling long-term structural inequality in Wales.

In the past we have focused in our pursuit of this principle on the tuition fees charged for
degree courses, and we remain committed to ensuring that undergraduate education is free at
the point of entry, and that graduate contributions to tuition fees are strictly tied to income.
However, there is mounting evidence that the critical factor in deterring participation in higher
education is not fees, but the cost of living for students during their studies, especially for
students from lower-income backgrounds and those from middle-income households that do
not qualify for the full Assembly Learning Grant. Recent research by the National Union of
Students found that 49% of students who have considered quitting their degree course did so
because of difficulties in meeting basic living costs such as rent and utility bills.?

We therefore propose to shift the focus of government assistance for Welsh students from
tuition fee debt relief to maintenance support as a fairer and more effective way of eliminating
finance as a barrier to participation in higher education:

1. We will introduce a Student Living Support Grant for all Welsh-domiciled students
registered for a first undergraduate degree at a UK university. The value of the
grant will be set by the Welsh Government and we will announce our proposed
introductory value in our 2016 Assembly Manifesto. In Annex B we illustrate how a
Student Living Support Grant of between £2,000 and £3,000 could be delivered in
a cost-neutral manner.

2. The Student Living Support Grant will be payable on top of the existing means-
tested Assembly Learning Grant or Special Support Grant, such that students
from low-income households would receive up to £8,000 per year. This will ensure
that public support remains primarily targeted at those students facing the
greatest financial challenges.

3. We will extend eligibility for both the Student Living Support Grant and the
Assembly Learning Grant to Welsh-domiciled part-time students (registered for the
equivalent of 50% of a full-time course or more) on a pro rata basis, replacing the
current Course Grant. This will increase the financial support available to part-time
students.

4. We will fund the above measures by withdrawing the Tuition Fee Grant for Welsh-
domiciled students. They will be eligible to obtain a Tuition Fee Loan to cover the
full cost of their course fees repayable on the same terms as students from
England.

The proposals will benefit students from Wales by putting more money in their pockets when
they most need it ||| |l ,





































